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PREFAZIONE


In her numerous contributions Dr Randazzo has already carefully analysed several key concepts in the works of the apostolic fathers. In this concise work she sets herself the target of examining the theory and practice of penitence in the earliest works of the post-biblical Christian literature. One of her motives to examine this topic closely is that this question has been studied by other scholars only superficially: her bibliography contains only two relevant items. As usual, she examines a great number of passages available concerning this topic. Her study is divided into two main parts: first she examines penance, then repentance. The section on penance treats only one work, the Pastor of Hermas, whose main concern is the possibility and the conditions of the remittance of grave sins committed after baptism. Hermas insists that there is only one possibility for penance in one’s life, and it must not be delayed. The angel of penance chastises the sinful people in various ways in order to promote their penance. Actually, real penance is a gift of God, which must be hard earned by keeping the commands.


In the second part of her study, the author focuses on the opinions of several early Christian writers from various aspects. As to the essence of repentance, the utterances of the following apostolic fathers are quoted: Ignatius of Antioch, Hermas, and the author of the Second Letter to the Corinthians (i.e. Pseudo-Clement), Polycarp of Smyrna, Pseudo-Barnabas, and Clement of Rome. The conditions of repentance are examined in somewhat more detail. Ignatius e.g. emphasizes the importance of keeping the communion with the bishop of the local community. In his visual language, through a series of revelations, the author of the Pastor also accentuates the importance of the unity with the church community: the repentant can be built again into the tower under construction, which symbolizes the Church, from where he had been cast out because of his grave sins. Pseudo-Clement reminds his audience that we can repent only while we are living in this body. The Martyrium Polycarpi attests that the signs of sanctity and the assiduous prayers of Polycarp before his martyrdom induce his audience to repentance. These events testify that holy men can mediate God’s forgiveness to everybody, even to those who had not believed in Christ.


The final pages of Dr Randazzo’s contribution give us numerous quotations about the effects of repentance from the works of most of the apostolic fathers. Ignatius assures us that God does forgive those who show sincere repentance. Hermas is given commands by the angel of repentance how the penitents should be treated by the members of the Christian community: a husband, e.g. is obliged to re-admit his wife as soon as she stops committing grave sins. Pseudo-Barnabas declares that the sinners who have converted are admitted into the eternal and incorruptible temple which is inhabited by God himself. Pseudo-Clement also declares that the fruit of repentance is eternal salvation. The Didache orders the faithful to render thanks after they have confessed their sins, because they can be sure about their salvation.


In the concluding lines of this short treatise our attention is drawn to the various kinds of approaches and attitudes to the question of penance and repentance in the works of the apostolic fathers who deal with this question. While in the letters of Pseudo-Clement and Ignatius the ecclesiastical and temporal aspects of repentance are underlined, in the Pastor and The Letter to the Corinthians the concept of a continuous, long and painful suffering and self-humiliation is tightly linked to the idea of real and sincere repentance. This process can lead to the purification of the spirit from the effects of sin, but only in this earthly life. The aim of the acts of penance is to educate those who have committed grave sins and secure their salvation in the world to come. The letters of Polycarp and Pseudo-Barnabas can be regarded as forming a third group of these writings, because they strongly emphasize that repentance is a gift of God himself, but it can be offered to sinners also through the testifying of holy men.
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