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INTRODUCTION

‘I believe because it is impossible,’ said the North African theologian Tertullian (fl. AD 200) about Christian faith.

Anyone writing a short global history of Christianity knows that the task is impossible, yet believes it is necessary. Each author selects what appear to be the most important aspects of the history and tries to make them attractive, knowing full well that all readers will be disappointed because things they hold dear are absent. Sadly such is the beast.

The term ‘Christianity’ is an abstraction. Perhaps more helpful than the unwieldy term ‘Hinduism’, it still tells us much less than we want to know. In this book Christians are the focus. They seek to practice the virtues of Jesus Christ. Those virtues are fruit of the Spirit growing within communities of character bound together in the grace of God. Jesus is their example as well as their Master and Savior. Christian groups have been marked by particular kinds of spirituality, service and evangelism. They pray, they assist others and they tell the story of Jesus.

The Oneworld series on religions includes Christianity: A Short Introduction by Keith Ward, which presents a contemporary account of major Christian doctrines. Thus the present volume is freed to concentrate heavily on the lives of Christians. Some doctrinal reflection must occupy this work, but the emphasis falls on who Christians were and what they did. The plan is to look through the centuries and global regions at believers who tried to follow Christ. After appropriate introductory matter, each chapter will attempt to give reasons why the lives of Christians took those shapes. It is hoped that important themes are treated in such a way that peoples’ interests during other eras and our twenty-first-century issues may intersect. Three broad questions form the outline of every chapter: (1) What kinds of relationships have Christians had with people of other faiths? (2) How have Christians functioned within various cultures? (3) Have Christians over the centuries developed a single core of practices and beliefs that make them recognizable? When answers to these questions are treated as transparent overlays, they tell most of the Christian story. The discipline of separating them for study remains difficult because they are so interrelated. Often people and themes could be properly treated under more than one of the questions.

A majority of Christians have confessed a series of beliefs intricately involved in their way of life. The Creator God, both all powerful and good, loves and forgives people. God calls God’s children to personify such love and forgiveness in communities. Jesus Christ is both divine and human, God incarnate; after his death and resurrection he is now ascended to heaven where he rules with God the Father. The Holy Spirit, the third member of the Trinity, dwells within the Christian community and also works outside it. God is both three and one.

Throughout the church’s history, however, some naming themselves Christians have questioned the character of a God who allows so much evil in this life. Some have seen Jesus Christ as only human, but an exceptional prophet, teacher or healer; others have viewed him as singularly divine, not fully human. Some have found the conception of Trinity incoherent. Still others have wanted to follow Jesus but have found his teachings to be unrealistic and thus in need of serious reformulation in terms of their own contemporary categories. More than a few have questioned talk about a Holy Spirit.

Like Buddhists before them and Muslims after them, Christians try to incarnate a missionary faith. Beginning in the Middle East within a pluralistic Jewish and Graeco–Roman religious environment, they became dominant for over a thousand years in Western Europe, yet their history tells a different global tale. Outside the West they have often been small religious groups faced by many larger ones. Christians have existed nearly anywhere in spite of pressure or persecution and have translated their sacred scriptures and practices into the many languages and cultures in which they have lived. At different times some Christian professional missionaries have nearly smothered the message under the culture of their home civilizations, but better missionaries and believers have insisted on something else. Christians remain Nigerian, Chinese, Indian, Brazilian, etc., a part of the country in which they convert; they can live within nearly any culture and still be followers of Christ’s way. Of course, Christian zealots have viewed all religions but their own as totally false; yet some believers have discovered at least a modicum of truth among groups who trust other gods. Because there is only one God to be worshipped, any who speak of gods must be trying to talk about God. Still other Christians have insisted that all religions are equally truthful.

Christ’s disciples have organized themselves in diverse ways but have frequently understood that they needed to worship within community in order to exist in the world. They have handed down their approaches to devotion and life through tradition and practice, have flourished or floundered in quite disparate relationships to economic and political powers, and have appropriated or developed a series of institutions to embody their ways. For most Christians the church has not been an appendix; rather it has been the organism necessary for sustaining existence. They believe that only within its nurturing atmosphere can full human development occur. Being a Christian by oneself is impossible; even hermits may be said to live within the larger community of faith.

Two technical terms appear frequently in this volume: ‘contextualization’ and ‘inculturation’. They speak about the attempts by various Christians to deal with the three questions. Followers of Christ must always be aware of their contexts, their relationships with people and things that form their worlds. No description of Christian life and belief or anything like a core is neutral, unaffected by its convictions or its environment. The word ‘culture’ itself has often been employed broadly enough that the three questions could be included particularly under the term ‘inculturation’.

All Christian communities must study and decide what aspects of the world in which they find themselves can be appropriated even to the point that some of them enhance while others change their understanding of central practices and faith. They also must discern what characteristics of their world endanger their life together and must be resisted. For example, numerous nineteenth- and twentieth-century missionaries to India recognized that Christians could claim attributes of Indian life and spirituality. But they still rejected the rite of sati, the burning of the widow with the body of her husband. They also questioned the foundations of the caste system whereas the indigenous Thomas Christians for hundreds of years had operated within it as a separate local caste. Some twentieth-century German Christians supported the Nazi programs as both German and Christian. Other Germans (and people from other European countries) were clearly counter-cultural and fought the Nazis at every possible point. Yet even those protesters were inculturating what they understood as the gospel into German or European cultural forms. Counter-cultural movements respond specifically to their larger culture and are best understood within it. The contextualization or inculturation process is terribly messy and always open to other judgments.

Historians propose time periods that are seldom recognized by the people who go to and fro within them. Such folk are too busy staying alive. The old standard of early, medieval, Reformation and modern church history fitted the demands of a two-semester university or seminary course, but it operated primarily on the false assumption that Christians belong to a Western religion that moved from Jerusalem to London or New York through continental Europe. That sense of things leaves out the very regions where many of the most interesting materials lie. How can we get the best information about Christians’ relations with Buddhists, Hindus and Muslims if we ignore the places in which the most contact occurred? In a nearly two-thousand-year history we will miss much about the lives of Christians if we do not look at their failures and near annihilations as well as their apparent successes. The Christian story is not one of continuous victory. At times Christian communities seem to expand at the boundaries of the places where they are strong and to shrivel toward death at their aging centers. Sometimes the new groups are anything but widely praised and well established in the regions where they emerge.

Nearly all the earth has felt Christian presence. From the seventh until the late fifteenth century, the geographical center of Christianity was in Sogdiana (Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan), a small country on the Silk Road in Central Asia. Perhaps as many as two-thirds of twenty-first-century Christians live in the less developed south. Most of the world’s Roman Catholics reside in Latin America, where some of the more intense growth among Protestant pentecostals is now taking place. The sum total of Christians in Africa is greater than the sum total of all people living in the United States. Christians, therefore, cannot be thought of first as members of a Western religion most at home in Europe, Canada and the United States. Although European Christians are experiencing some renewal, this does not match the vitality of churches in Africa or Latin America. Congregations in the United States hardly keep pace with population growth, but Asian Christians are recovering from near extinction at the end of the thirteenth-century Mongolian peace. They are a tiny minority in China, yet thirty million believers (a conservative estimate) can hardly be deemed insignificant. Those realities demand a different look at the history of Christians, one that appears eccentric in relation to standard Western church histories but one that flows from the center of things. All history is written within sets of questions that periodically change. A popular book should attempt to deal with contemporary concerns.

A few arbitrary decisions have been made. For the short space in which they are needed, ‘AD’ and ‘BC’ are here brought back as the way to speak of time periods because ‘CE’ and ‘BCE’ make less and less sense. Using a calendar that employs the assumed date of Jesus’ birth as its starting point could be called the ‘Christian era’ and could designate the previous period as ‘before (the) Christian era’, but the ‘CE’ in these abbreviations sometimes means ‘the common era’. Many countries and religions of the world have their own reckonings. I do not attempt to make that clear by for example citing Muslim and Chinese dates for people from those communities. But trying to avoid Eurocentrism or North American dominance while speaking of ‘CE’ as ‘the common era’ boggles the mind. There is no world ‘common era’. ‘AD’ and ‘BC’ only indicate that I have adopted a Christian calendar, not that I am convinced that there is a singularly universal one.

Places are identified in the early chapters by their ancient names with the modern ones in parenthesis: thus ‘Bithynia (north-western Turkey)’. That should help the reader find the locations. Perhaps the most difficult of these designations is ‘Palestine (Israel)’, in many ways an odd choice but one that allows the first to be the historical name and the second the modern one.

Individual people form the backbone of this story but not because history moves solely through its greatest leaders. Often those leaders are out front only because the crest of a movement sent them surfing. Yet biographical vignettes make a book human.

Finally one apology seems appropriate. Paying attention to Christians round the world emphasizes that they belong to a non-Western religion. That does present difficulties for any book, particularly a short one with a popular audience in view. Many strange names for countries, cities and people must appear. Indeed it is precisely these stories that remind us of Christians’ long and far-flung history. The tale of Christ’s followers living out their faith should never be told without some accounts of those outside the Middle East (never a thoroughly Western region), Europe and ‘first-world’ North America.

Frederick W. Norris
10 December 2001 (anniversary of Thomas Merton’s death in 1968)
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LITTLE-KNOWN TO PERSECUTED MINORITY: BEGINNINGS TO 313

Jesus loved people, particularly the diseased, the poor and the oppressed. His household in Palestine (Israel) was unassuming. Its head, Joseph, worked either as a carpenter or a small contractor to support a family of children. A trip to Egypt with an expected return perhaps planned to escape King Herod’s slaughter of little ones suggests that some discretionary funds were available. Later village life in Nazareth in Galilee meant that Jesus grew up among people scratching out a meager livelihood, but nearby Sepphoris was a bustling Roman town. The adults in Jesus’ inner circle were small-businessmen, fishermen and others, even a well-to-do tax collector, all of whom held low or negative status in their communities. Showing his good sense of humor, Jesus said it was more difficult for the rich to enter heaven than it was for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle, but he also remarked that it was possible with God. Indeed, wealthy women financially underwrote his efforts. But the message about God that he preached dealt most often with the plight of those trodden underfoot. Probably the most remarkable part of his ministry was that some Jewish and Roman leaders discovered his deeds and words speaking to them. His descriptions of the kingdom of God detailed not only a hospitality to strangers and those less fortunate but also a freedom for those whose higher position and station brought uncertain fulfillment. To recognize life as having a purpose that included care for others, to see that after death there was existence in which injustices were rectified, was good news. Jesus’ deeds of mercy and power (loving the unlovable, healing the sick and attacking the religiously arrogant), his stories, and finally his death and resurrection gave hope to both rich and poor who had found their days filled with little expectation or painful drudgery. Jesus was impressed with a widow who gave her last penny at the temple; he belittled a rich farmer who thought his crop was his to handle as he saw fit.

The New Testament says that Jesus wrote in sand, but we have no documents from his hand. Information about him is limited yet more than we have for many ancient figures. A few Roman historians knew about Christians and a bit about Christos or Chrestos, as they named him. Most Western scholars accept that we know much of what Aristotle taught although the great manuscripts of his writings are not dated earlier than about twelve hundred years after his death. Yet the collections of Jesus’ deeds and words, probably first written and compiled within a generation or two of his death, come from people who believed in him, probably from some who had lived alongside him. The New Testament contains pieces completed by the end of the first century AD. Textual fragments of the Christian Gospels have been dated to the second or even the first century AD. Full manuscripts from the fourth century still exist. Even the most ancient writings containing the teachings of Buddha are not dated as close to his death as the Christian Gospels are to Jesus’ demise.

Whether the Christian Gospels included in the New Testament come from the hands of his disciples or of some of their followers, the stories depict that original band of twelve apostles in anything but a good or a defensive light. They look like bumblers who seldom got the point on their first try; they were both prejudiced toward others and driven by their own self-interests. Unless the skeptic can make the case that the stories represent a quite sophisticated hoax, the writings about Jesus make a claim for their authenticity because they have the breath of real people struggling to understand their leader. Tatian, a second-century AD Syrian writer, constructed a single account of Jesus’ life called the Diatessaron, ‘from the four’, that attempted to remove the overlap and smooth the differences he found in his sources. Successful in Syria and western Persia (Iraq), it eventually lost out to the four Gospels despite their warts. John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), bishop of Constantinople, insisted that in the main the four were in agreement. Their disagreements only enhanced the authenticity of their stories. Had they always said the same things in the same way, Christians’ opponents would have rightly declared that the books had been cooked.

Nearly any reader of the Gospels finds Jesus to be an interesting teacher and something of a prophet. Today fewer critics attack the tales of miracle and healing; the sense of what is possible has been at least partially freed from the stranglehold of Western Enlightenment scientific categories without becoming unscientific. Other central figures of world religions have such scenes depicting their powers. The primary battleground over what is possible remains the claims for Jesus’ remarkable birth and his resurrection from the dead. The Muslim Qur’an accepts his virgin birth; its problem is with his death and resurrection. But some second-century Jewish literature and a non-Christian author of that period, Celsus in his True Discourse, depicted Jesus as an accomplished liar and manipulative magician. Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–c. 339), Christian apologist and church historian, responded by warning (tongue in cheek) that people seldom follow someone they know to be a charlatan. That would be especially true when following him involved both impugning honored religious traditions and being placed in danger of beatings or death. Yet according to Eusebius there was no knock-down argument for the superiority of Christian practice and faith. Conversion depended on the power of God.

Armed with a sense that the Christian gospel could be put into another language and culture without losing its center – they had already moved it from Aramaic to Greek, from Israel to other parts of the Mediterranean – Christians spread rapidly along trade routes. At the first Christian Pentecost, Jews living outside Palestine (Israel) came from Elam, Media, Mesopotamia and Parthia (Iraq and Iran), the Roman provinces of Asia, Cappadocia, Pamphilia and Phrygia (all in modern Turkey), Egypt, and Italy to celebrate the Jewish Passover in Jerusalem. They heard the gospel of Christ in their own tongues. About two decades later Paul traveled through the countries lying on the northern Mediterranean littoral. He spent time in what are now Israel, Syria, Turkey, Greece and Italy, and perhaps traveled to Spain. The church at Rome, started by unnamed leaders, was there to meet him. Christians like Apollos, probably from Alexandria, along with Aquila and Priscilla from Rome and Corinth, took advantage of Roman peace to move around. Legends about the journeys of the eleven apostles into Europe and farther east do not command general acceptance, but the travels of Thomas to India, described in the Acts of Thomas, suggest that he or someone like him did take Christian faith there. Some information makes such a trip likely. Before the first century AD there were recognized shipping routes from Egypt to India and back supported by a yearly shift of trade winds. First-century coins from a region just west of India, one ruled by twin kings, give credence to the mention of such brothers in the Acts of Thomas. Odd-sized bricks used to build Roman ports on the western Indian coast were employed in Thomas’s tomb at Madras near India’s eastern shore. They are not common anywhere else in India or in any other time period. By the end of the second century, Christian missionaries served in France, North Africa, Iraq and Iran. Tertullian of Carthage (fl. 200) knew a tradition about Christians in Britain.


CHRISTIANS AND PEOPLE OF OTHER FAITHS

Most of the first Christians were Jews who thought of Jesus as the Jewish Messiah. Both Jesus and the apostle Paul called the Jews of their time to repentance and reform. They left the earliest Christians a mixed legacy. Both men loved their own people: Jesus wept over Jerusalem, Paul was willing to die for his kin. But they also had deep disdain for major Jewish religious leaders who, in their view, had badly tainted both practice and faith. They also felt strong disappointment that many Jews followed those leaders. The prophetic intensity of Jesus and Paul brought them into conflict with Jewish authorities and, through the troublesome agitation of those relationships, also with Roman authorities. Jesus was killed as a Jewish blasphemer who threatened Roman peace; Paul was executed as a rabble-rouser with a history that made him dangerous to the established order.

Reading about the early antagonism between Jews and Christians is especially troublesome when we think of the atrocities in later centuries that Jews suffered at the hands of people who called themselves Christians. Because during this early period the Jewish diaspora was widespread and primarily urban, it was (as we see in Paul’s various missions) a logical place to preach Jesus as the Messiah. Hatred between the members of these two groups probably is best explained by the suggestion that Christians were at first part of the Jewish community, a sect that became a new cult against its own family. Even in the Jewish heartland Christians had experienced considerable success. Evidently thousands of Jews in Palestine (Israel) had become Christians and were still puzzled by what to do about their previous practices. Issues involving Jewish ritual and custom continued to be problematic in Jerusalem despite the apparent settlement, in a previous Jerusalem council, of what could be required by Jewish Christians of new gentile converts. Not circumcision, the clearest sign of Jewish covenant, but careful avoidance of treating the food laws flippantly formed part of advised Christian practice for gentiles.

In Antioch members of this new cult were first called ‘Christians’. The emergence of this name probably involved a bitter pogrom in the 40s AD, one carried out against the Jews whose circus teams had won a stunning victory in the horse races. Crowds of Antiochene citizens burst out of the stadium and began looting Jewish homes and businesses. Many Jews died during the attacks. Evidently, as the authorities tried to restore peace, they had to find some name for these new believers who insisted that they were not Jews. Early in Jerusalem Christians had referred to themselves as people of ‘the Way’. But now they probably were given the name ‘Christians’.

Irenaeus (c. 115–c. 202) and others battled to keep Jewish scripture as part of the Christian Bible. Marcion of Sinope (died c. 154) and a number of Gnostic teachers had found those ancient writings to be stories about a far different God from the one whom Jesus revealed. But many Christians insisted that they could not understand their Christ if they did not interpret him in terms of Jewish scripture, which they called the ‘Old Testament’. Thus the terrible relations between Jews and Christians at various times in their histories are probably best understood in terms of warring clans from the same tribe. As their own scriptures attest, Jews had had success in wooing converts from outside the ranks of those born to Jewish mothers. The strange tales in the early centuries AD of gentiles attaching themselves to synagogues in some outer circle called ‘God-fearers’ show the synagogues’ appeal to those who did not grow up in Jewish communities. Jews may not have been as openly missionary as Christians, but the story of neither of these groups can be told in full measure without noticing that at any time either one, or the other, or both were winning the allegiance of those who began in the other camp.

Jewish Christians as a group may have been mortally weakened even as early as the first century AD, but they left a legacy that needed to be investigated. Melito, bishop of Sardis in the late second century, presents perhaps the most fevered early attack on Jews. He charges them with responsibility for the death of Christ and uses vitriolic language in describing their way of life. A twenty-first-century audience of anti-Semites would agree with him; others with tolerance and love toward the often persecuted Jews would find his words appalling.

Melito was interested in what scripture Jews in Palestine (Israel) used; he traveled there to answer the question for himself. He evidently thought he needed all the weaponry for his battle that he could acquire. Melito’s Christian community was small; twentieth-century excavations of Sardis’s Jewish synagogue (well located and regularly enlarged), however, suggest that the Jewish community was larger and did not feel itself pressured in ways that the Christians evidently did.

The Sardis bishop had reasons for his words; thus they are understandable, but unforgivable. Neither Christian minorities who felt threatened by Jews nor Christian majorities with other agendas may be excused for such revolting attacks. As we look back on Christian history we sadly know how far anti-Semitism spread its tentacles among Christian communities. Fathoming the pain or frustration of a Christian community helps explain part of its sensitivities. But neither Jesus nor Paul lost his deep love for his own flesh and blood as well as the heritage given to Christians by Jews. Their occasionally sharp words against certain Jews form no foundation for fanaticism against all Jews.

Deep distrust of and anger at Jews marked some, but not all, Christians. The prominent church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–339) points out the Christian leaders in the first three centuries AD who understood Hebrew. His knowledge is not global and he names only a few. One of those he mentions, however, is the great Christian theologian Origen (c. 185–c. 251). The Alexandrian created an edition of the Old Testament called the Hexapla that laid out the texts in six columns. The first was a Hebrew text of the Hebrew Bible, the second was that text transliterated into Greek letters, followed by four Greek translations – including not only the Septuagint made by Jews but also three made by individual Christians who became Jews: Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotian.

Because of Origen’s reputation in later centuries as a heretic, and the vagaries of textual transmission, we have only a small collection of his biblical commentaries. But those we still possess present strong resemblances in various places to comments of Jewish leaders on their scriptures. Evidently in Alexandria and in Palestinian Caesarea, Origen carried on fruitful conversations with Jews, perhaps both by reading their works and by talking with them. For him there was no question but that the Christian Old Testament, works shared with the Jews, should be part of Holy Writ and should be viewed at least part of the time through a Jewish lens.

Direct contact with Graeco-Roman religions appears only obliquely in Jesus’ career. He found remarkable faith in a Syro-Phoenician woman and a Roman centurion as well as interest among a group of Greeks, but there are no records of extensive discussions with any of them about their religious practices or beliefs. Paul’s response to believers in gods of the Graeco-Roman pantheon is more clearly depicted. Once he and Silas were mistaken for appearances by Zeus and Hermes. They tore their clothes and vigorously denied that they represented what their audience hoped they were. In a series of comments in his epistles and in the Acts of the Apostles, Paul brought forward the usual charges from Jews that Graeco-Roman religions were idolatrous and immoral and offered his own interesting adjustments. Nothing in the meat offered to idols made it unholy. The slaughter of animals to remove the debt of guilty people was crude and unnecessary. Sins there were, but Christ had paid the penalty on the cross. This new faith did not involve animal sacrifices as almost all of the neighboring religions did.

Pagan temples were the butcher shops and restaurants of the time. Eating with non-Christian friends surely brought the occasion of fare that came from the temples. But the issue did not demand that one believe the gods actually existed, rather it called for attention to the weak who could be led astray if the strong did not always remember such immaturity in the faith. Christians previously had been liars and thieves, purveyors of magic, all such things before their conversions. Now they were to take on Jesus’ way of life.

In the New Testament book of Romans, in the midst of a scathing rebuke focused on the depths of depravity to which humans had descended, the apostle Paul insisted that people without the Jewish law might know much of that law in their consciences and act according to it. On the day of God’s judgment they would be examined on the basis of what they knew and how they had lived. Their thoughts would either accuse or excuse them. In Athens Paul voiced his hatred of idolatry but used a statue dedicated to an unknown god and quotations from Greek poets to preach his gospel. He acknowledged truth where he found it. He could argue that some virtues were particularly commendable because there had never been any laws against them. Because those virtues had not been condemned, they must have been honored in the cultures known to Paul. During a riot at Ephesus fomented by fearful artisans who saw the threat Christians presented to their successful business of making and selling idols, both Christians and Paul’s friends who were pagan priests pleaded with him not to speak in the arena because he might be killed.

Christian apologists of the second and third centuries used most of their arguments to attack what they viewed as pagan practices. Idols made by human hands could not compare to the God of creation who made all things. Surely the stories about those gods, even the major ones from Olympus – whether designated by Greek or Roman names – clearly depicted their character. They lived in such terrible ways that they should not be honored. Zeus turned himself into many forms in order to seduce women. Within that Olympian court, intrigue, jealousy, and hatred even to the point of murder marked the relationships. Why worship gods who are worse than many of the most vicious humans?

We must avoid the old saw that says Christians denied the presence of any truth in other religions at the same time that they found the philosophers of Greece and Rome to be teachers of morality. A number of Graeco-Roman philosophers did ridicule the traditional religions. Thus some of the apologists tried to separate philosophy and religion. Justin Martyr (died c. 165), impressed with the philosophers, said that they could lead non-Jews toward the truth of the Christian gospel just as Jewish scripture had led Jews to Jesus. Justin had followed that philosophical journey himself. While on it he discovered the truth of the Christian message on the basis of yearnings both partially met and missed in his previous studies.

Sprinkled through early Christian literature is another view, a sometimes begrudging, sometimes admiring respect for what people in non-Christian religions had accomplished. Clement of Alexandria (c. 160–215) offered accurate descriptions of Buddhists in Bactria and India. Origen, who followed Clement as the teacher in Alexandria’s Christian academy, seems to have known a bit about the Buddha. Ammonius Sacca(s) is thought by some to be Ammonius the Sakka, i.e. one from the same tribe as Buddha, who was called ‘Sayka Muni’, sage from the Sayka tribe or Sakka people. He taught Origen among others. His views well may be a connection between various Neoplatonic and Buddhist doctrines like transmigration. Perhaps Clement’s teacher, Pantaenus, traveled to India and there acquired a few pearls of Indian wisdom. Travel routes to and from the East occasionally brought Indian gurus to Alexandria. Information about these Eastern approaches to life appears in contexts of both praise and blame.

Christians borrowed from the religions around them. The statuary depicting Mary and the suckling baby Jesus closely resembles statues of Isis. Both Clement and Origen did not insist that syncretism was the greatest danger. The point was to take over the religious riches that pagans had to offer. After all, it was God who told the Israelites to plunder their Egyptian owners’ possessions. Origen had his students read all kinds of philosophers – nearly all of them except those atheists who denied providence and God. Many of their philosophies had good religious elements.

Christians also found Gnostics in their world as well as among their believers and some of their leaders. We do not know exactly what Gnosticism might have been because the writings are so varied. The discovery of buried texts at Nag Hammadi in Egypt in the twentieth century has given us more information but not all the answers. What have been called proto-Gnostic views existed in the first century AD, sometimes as a background to certain New Testament texts. But whether developed systems emerged before Christian Gnostic teachers in the second half of the second century is difficult to tell. The Christian Gnostic teachings, perhaps never tightly structured systems, appeared in Egypt, Palestine (Israel), Syria, Jordan, Asia Minor (Turkey) and Rome. They often emphasized the imprisonment of the soul in the human body and the need for a savior to provide the secret knowledge necessary to escape this present evil world. The character of the savior and the number of passwords and gates to be opened varied. Gnostics sometimes divided the human race into three groups: (1) those capable of salvation; (2) those incapable of rescue; and (3) those in between who might or might not respond properly. Gnostic ethics could include the disciplining of the body to serve the needs of the soul or a wild debauchery that destroyed the flesh.

The names of some second-century Gnostic leaders have come down to us: Basileides, Cerinthus, Valentinus. We may even have a writing from the last, The Gospel of Truth. The Gnostics were a strong force among Christians, people opposed at times in certain regions by smaller groups of more orthodox followers of Christ. The development of confessions of faith and the strengthening of regional leaders like bishops in large cities who banded together to confront these teachings have left their mark most clearly on Catholic, Orthodox and Anglican Christians. Serapion of Antioch and other second-century leaders warned that a group of gospels and tracts with strong Gnostic themes should not be read within the churches. A church at Rhossus near Antioch in Syria (Antakya, Turkey) had asked Serapion if they should read a gospel written by Peter. He responded that surely they should use it; but then they sent him a copy. When he read it, he insisted that they were never to employ it again.

Gnostic themes and teachers were not limited to Christian communities. When the Greek philosophers Plotinus (c. 205–69/70) and Porphyry (c. 232–c.305) attacked such positions, they did not always connect them directly to Christians. Porphyry in particular had a quite different strategy in opposing Christians than the one he used in confronting Gnostics.

In Egypt during both the second and third centuries governmental financial support of temples devoted to the Graeco-Roman pantheon had decreased. But Maximus of Tyre (c. 125–85), a pagan philosopher, gives us a better idea of just how pluralistic the religious situation of the Mediterranean was. He guessed that people in the eastern Mediterranean worshipped about thirty thousand gods. That leaves open how many were honored in the rest of the region. His contemporary, Pausanius (fl. 150), writing about his travels through Greece, insisted that one important aspect of any shrine or temple was its local significance. All that it meant could not be contained in its name as yet another sacred site for Zeus or any other god. Emphasis was often placed on the plurality of the deities, not their unity. And when that opposite theme of unity was emphasized in works like Apuleius’s (born c. 123) The Golden Ass, it tended to serve the interests of a few in trying to work through the myriad of gods. Furthermore the expansion of Eastern cults like those of Isis and Mithra throughout the Roman Empire strengthens the observation that early Christians lived in the midst of widespread and deeply rooted religious pluralism.

Both Jewish apologists and Graeco-Roman polytheists attacked not only the character of Christian communities but also the character of Jesus. The New Testament speaks of Jews who explained that the Christ was not raised from the dead; the guards had been bribed when his body was stolen from the tomb. In the late second century, Celsus, a defender of Graeco-Roman traditional religion who was familiar with Jewish critiques and parts of what we now call the New Testament, used both sources to pursue his own purposes. For Celsus, Jesus was the illegitimate son of Mary and a Roman soldier stationed in Egypt. He became an immoral, lying, Egyptian-trained magician who should have been rejected by any sensible person. The Christians themselves were primarily women and children, slaves and the untrustworthy. They hated education and taught tales that were incoherent. How could a father be good if he sent his own son to die in his place? How could he be all powerful if he needed assistance? The Christian god was clearly inferior.

Origen responded to Celsus by denying that his charges made sense. Jesus was good and the God he preached was good also. That can be seen in the effects the gospel had on the people who accepted it. Christians came from all levels of society, not just the lower ones. God loved the poor and downtrodden; the church did God’s will when it served them. Christian faith, however, held attractions for many, not merely the emotional and the uneducated. But only those of higher attainment were put in positions of authority and were responsible for preaching and teaching.

In this period the followers of Mani (216–76) became a world religion in their own right, one that lasted a thousand years. They began during the third century in Persia (Iran) when the prophet Mani appeared. Only recently with the discovery of Chinese texts in Turkmenistan has it become clear that this religion began as a Christian sect. Mani was surely a man of power and visions. He was forced by the Zoroastrians in Persia (Iran) from his home in Seleucia-Ctesiphon to a life of wandering that led him to India. When he returned, he proved to be so influential that at first the ruler Sapor I supported him. But Sapor’s successor had him flayed alive, hung his stuffed skin on an important gate of the city, and banished his followers.

Manichaeans had a dualistic religion emphasizing the struggle between light and darkness. In their view many previous leaders had offered assistance in freeing small bits of light from their imprisonment in darkness. Among them were Buddha, the Jewish prophets, Jesus and of course Mani.

We might expect this religion to have made its way through the East along the Silk Road to India and then on to China. But it also moved west. Augustine (354–430) in North Africa accepted its principles only to become disenchanted with the Manichaean Faustus’s ability to explain the determinism that marked its view of salvation. Christians saw the disciples of Mani as significant competitors, ones they mentioned regularly in lists of their enemies.


CHRISTIANS AND THEIR CULTURES

At their beginning Christians faced more than one powerful culture: Jewish communities were their cradle, but Graeco-Roman believers rocked it. Not every disciple of Jesus thought that the great cities of the Mediterranean were works of Satan. They were home to most Christians. The countryside was more likely to be the stronghold of ‘paganism’ (the Latin word pagos means ‘rural’ or ‘village district’). The apostle Paul praised the Augustan peace established by the Romans and used its protection of travel as a way to spread the faith. Priscilla and Aquila also journeyed at least from Rome to Ephesus; they had some contact with the Christian from Alexandria, Apollos, who appeared during their stay in Ephesus. Paul invoked his Roman citizenship as a good. He used his education, in both Jewish scripture and Hellenistic rhetoric, to his advantage. Like a good rhetorician he uttered warnings about the problems of philosophy but employed it well in his writings.

The cultural struggles of this first period were complex. Most Christians found ways to adapt within the societies in which they lived. Their adjustments sometimes appear in the Gospels, but particularly in the New Testament book of Acts, the epistles and the apocalypse called Revelation. Some Christians were slaves, but urban slaves who could go to meetings after their work was finished; others were tentmakers or craftsmen. A few owned houses big enough for group meetings and held important positions in either Roman government or Jewish religious organizations. Even during their earliest existence in Galilee and Jerusalem, they were not solely a proletarian or agrarian movement attractive only to lower, less powerful classes. The lowest in society (slaves in galleys and mines, peasants and slaves on small farms) either did not find this new religion appealing or had no one to tell their stories often enough to become a part of historical memory. Two reasons for the spotty persecution of Christians in the first three hundred years of the religion’s existence seem plausible. First, they well may have included just enough established people, such as the Roman citizen Paul, that the authorities were often uncertain about what their intentions were and what the consequences of putting them in jail might be. Second, some figures outside Christian groups thought they should be noted, even investigated, but they did not seem to be that numerous or dangerous. Pliny the younger (c. 61–c. 112), a governor in Bithynia (north-western Turkey) tortured some Christian deaconesses (women leaders) and found that the group was basically harmless. They took oaths not to steal or lie and seemed to come from all strata of society, low and high. They shared a benign common meal. If necessary they could be suppressed. Lucian of Samosata (born c. 120) thought them silly. They were so gullible that they even fed their members who had been justly imprisoned.

Because of their reputation for taking care of their own and offering assistance to others and the fearlessness of at least some in the face of persecution, Christians were not easily suppressed. Perhaps they survived epidemics that devastated parts of the Roman Empire because they were so committed to nursing their sick. Modern medicine is well aware of how much the loving climate of a tightly woven family can mean to health. Some other religious communities or work guilds had not prepared their members to take care of ill and dying compatriots. Such a lack of care may have made Christian prayer and friendship seem more powerful. Continuous assistance to any in need must also have seemed impressive. As epidemics weakened various group relationships, perhaps even destroyed others, this new religion seemed to be a better bet. It not only dealt with bodily breakdown; it also provided views of afterlife that tried to make sense of earthly troubles and death.

Christian groups were usually small, often meeting in homes. When the earliest persecutors imprisoned or killed the identified leaders, others rose up. In the second century, impoundment of Christians’ sacred books and devotional aids did not stop their worship because much teaching had been committed to memory and simple rituals could be enacted without any particular finery.

Irenaeus (c. 115–c.202) is a witness to another cultural aspect. A second-century missionary in Gaul (France), he knew the ways of his home in Asia Minor (Turkey), but he also warned that it was now difficult to write in Greek because he had been preaching so long in the local language. But he returned to that tongue to make his arguments against the Gnostics whom he had met in Gaul. A contemporary, Tatian from Syria (Iran), scathingly rebuked Greek learning and championed the ancient wisdom of his home and of the Jews. Yet he did so while writing in Greek, employing the best of Hellenistic rhetoric and proving that he had a fuller education in Hellenistic philosophy than his contemporary, Justin (died c. 165). Reading him in a modern translation makes his attack on things Hellenistic appear to be a diatribe against all things Greek. He never rejected everything Greek culture provided.

Tertullian of Carthage (fl. 200), who was a mature Christian leader at the turn of the third century, was a critic of his own culture. He did not like the Roman games and their connections with the temples. At the same time he was a master of Latin, so proficient that either he or early translators of the New Testament into Latin – perhaps both – formed much of the theological vocabulary for subsequent Latin theology. He had been educated so well in rhetoric and law that his apologies to the Roman government were probably the most difficult for any Roman authority to read – if they ever read them – and definitely the most pleasing for Latin Christians to hear. His main argument was that Christians were persecuted because of their name and not because of any thorough investigation, as prescribed by Roman law, into their practices and teachings. Roman authorities should follow their laws. If they did, they would not persecute Christians.

Time and again in this period Christian communities turned their scriptures into the local language and employed the logic of the indigenous cultures to argue their case. The importance of this translation principle for Christians is seen as well when it is ignored as when it is followed. Punic tribes in North Africa surely came into contact with the Latin-speaking cities and at times may have lived within them. Yet somehow the great Latin leaders of the North Africa churches did not support the translation of Christian scripture into the Punic language and culture. They referred to them as ‘Berbers’, ‘barbarians’ who either did not speak Latin or did not speak it well. Christians in North Africa (Algeria, Tunisia and Libya) seem not to have taken their desert neighbors seriously. Their leaders did not suffer from Irenaeus’s problem with fading Greek because they evidently did not daily use Punic. They had no trouble preaching and writing in Latin because they had seldom, if ever, spoken in ‘Berber’ long enough for operating in Latin to become difficult.

The tragedy of much Roman Catholic missiology until Vatican II (1962–5) was the penchant for offering Christian worship everywhere in Latin. That has meant that the Berber model – dismissing the need for translations into local languages – has been adopted for reasons of perceived beauty and unity while the heart languages of many peoples were deemed incapable of bearing Christian truth.

We have little data about what kind of art and architecture the earliest Christians produced. As we see in the stories about Jesus and the letters of Paul the communities often included people of wealth and station. Only a few of the elite classes are mentioned, but only a few such folk existed in the Mediterranean world. The book of James speaks of one whose ring marked him as a man of power and influence in the Roman upper class. Churches meeting in the houses of the well-to-do were common. By the third century, however, we have an interesting example of a house converted into a house church in Dura Europas, a Roman military station in Syria. Built up against the town’s outer defensive wall, it was partially destroyed as engineers filled it with rubble. Rome’s enemies in the region were masters of tunneling under walls, bracing them with timbers and then setting the timbers ablaze. Unsupported, the walls fell down. But if the Roman engineers created supports behind them and covered that rubble and earth with a substance that made the occasional rain squalls run off without damage, the walls would settle down, not fall in or out. Thus the Dura Europas Christian house church was well preserved by steps taken for far different purposes than saving an early worship center. The murals on the walls show some quality in depicting the shepherd with a sheep on his shoulders. A baptistery was also in place. A Jewish synagogue at Dura Europas with remarkable frescoes indicates that the Christian symbols are in line with the art of other religions in the town. Both worship centers have a Persian flavor.

Varieties of buildings can be found in ancient Christian heartlands, particularly in Italy, Greece, Turkey, Israel, Syria, Jordan and Iraq. Some of those churches were dedicated to famous martyrs and thus were tied into the more difficult lives of previous Christians. The ruins that remain are built of stone or brick and take not only the shape of the Roman oblong basilica, but also shapes like the cross or the octagon. Ones paid for by richer members were adorned with mosaic floors that near the end of the third century began to have quality. At an earlier time floors and sarcophagi have cruder art than those of neighboring buildings, but as more upper class families became Christian the money became available to hire the best artisans.

Some of the earliest Christian art appears in the Roman catacombs. Because a few depictions can be dated as early as the third century, the development from rather crude representations to more refined work offers evidence of the emergence of Christians among the more wealthy and powerful. Yet because Christian communities seldom if ever excluded the poor, their catacomb burials became important to the downtrodden. The poor would have been thrown into open pits had they not been Christians, Jews or members of other religious organizations who took care of their bodies. Near the turn of the third century we have some information about Christian burial practices and the veneration of sites where martyrs were buried.

Christian sculpture has been more difficult to find. Eusebius spoke of an early brass statue of Jesus in Caesarea Philippi that depicted the Savior stretching out his hand evidently to the woman healed there. Other writers implied that such a statue was erected in Edessa. The third-century pieces at the Cleveland, Ohio art museum are of excellent quality and demonstrate how important the figure of Jonah being regurgitated by the large fish was as a symbol of Christ’s three-day stay in the tomb and his resurrection.

Christians very early faced a series of social institutions, both Jewish and Graeco-Roman, that caught their attention. Some of Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem adopted a communal style of living in which those with plenty helped those more needy; they apparently lived together from shared funds. The apostle Paul commented on the institution of slavery in an oblique way by reminding both a runaway slave, Onesimus, and his owner, Philemon, that the most important relationship in their lives was that of being brothers in Christ. Recognizing such a reality meant that Philemon would not treat Onesimus only as a slave and that Onesimus would not serve Philemon only as his master. Ancient slavery was different from the nineteenth-century servitude more familiar to twenty-first-century readers. Imprisonment in the mines or on the galleys meant terrible suffering and almost certain death, and slavery anywhere else was always much more than a minor inconvenience. But there are numerous stories of and inscriptions about slaves who were educated and put in a position to either earn or purchase their freedom.

Christians worked against the institution of slavery mostly outside the Roman legal system. One remarkable comment from the second-century figure Ignatius of Syrian Antioch (Antakya, Turkey) emphasized that buying the freedom of every slave who became a Christian was not necessary. That statement makes little sense unless there was a deep understanding that leaving anyone enslaved was a heavy burden of conscience. Evidently a constant stream of slaves became Christians in the hope of leaving their situation. During even the first period of Christian growth, the fact of brothers and sisters in Christ being in bondage put strong pressure on the institution of slavery. It weakened. Slaves were still a part of conquest in war; the inability to pay one’s debts also could require menial servitude. But even on the economic level Christian distaste for collecting interest on debts came into play as a buffer against the enslavement of the poor.

Clement of Alexandria (c. 160–215) wrote his Instructor primarily for upper class Christians who were looking for specific, almost legalistic, guidance in changing their lifestyles. The new faith demanded new practices. Various kinds of clothing and jewelry, household fineries, and what might be called ‘manners’ were spelled out in detail. Wealth and its trappings endangered the soul. The force of his work was so strong that he also thought he should make clear in a different book that rich folk could be saved, certainly a question raised in the Bible and in response to his detailed account of the Christian life.

Tertullian of Carthage in North Africa spelled out a series of social careers that Christians should not pursue. Stone masons, plasterers and painters made statuary or pictures of idols and thus supported idolatry. Craftsmen like cobblers or makers of dinnerware might be accepted, but only with careful investigation. They too often made frivolous pieces that signified misspent wealth. Tertullian and others could hardly stomach the growing urban thirst for entertainment, in either the less expensive theater or the gaudy circus. Large amounts of money were spent in collecting animals to fight with each other and with humans. City rulers held such ‘games’ throughout the empire, not only in Italy and North Africa. Gladiatorial contests began to look shameful to Christians; they seem not to have been as frequent in Constantinople – the city of Byzantium renamed and expanded after Constantine’s conversion. Jesus urged Christians not to kill. Even contemplating it amounted to defeat before temptation.

Tertullian did not want Christians to be soldiers, but Eusebius (c. 260–c. 339), the church historian, tells us of a third-century legion composed primarily of Christians who served well. Jesus had not rebuked the Roman centurion for his professional work but admired his sense of how commands needed to be obeyed. Christian principle against killing, whether in war or in other circumstances, was strong, but some believers tried to justify their involvement in taking human life as part of their duty.

Christians adopted another institution from the Jewish and Graeco-Roman cultures surrounding them: the conclave or council. Only a few years after Jesus’ death, leaders assembled to talk about what was central to their faith. Such discussion began in Jerusalem when Jewish Christian leaders there wanted to hear about the apostle Paul’s practice and preaching. In Asia Minor (Turkey) during the second century, a regional council gathered to determine the truth of prophecies collected by Montanists, Christians who thought that the spiritual life of the church was drifting and that prophecy was just as important as ever. The assembled bishops said that prophecy was not the question – ecstatic prophecy was. It had no claim to authenticity. But the way was opened to view most prophecy as ecstatic and thus not a Christian practice.

The same kind of ambiguities faced Christians when they considered gender roles and family. The pater familias of Roman life began to strike disciples of Christ as overbearing. The power to decide whether or not a newborn lived was too dreadful a decision for a father to make. He was the head of the house as Christ was the head of the church, but Christ gave up his life for that church. Abortion was viewed in similar ways; it was infanticide. Taking various medicines for that purpose or performing manual surgery was forbidden. Children were gifts from God.

God ordained marriage for the creation of family. Divorce was not allowed even as it had been under Jewish law. Women were highly valued, but the dominance of males in the relationship was often viewed as divinely sanctioned. Early on Christian marriage was administered by civil authorities and blessed by the church. Only later did it become a church ceremony that had ecclesiastical status.

The writer of the New Testament epistle to the Ephesians – some say Paul – pointed out that marriage is a partnership in which both the man and the woman are to submit to one another in reverence for Christ. The author assumed that women knew submission from their culture, whether it be primarily Jewish or Graeco-Roman. But he demanded that men think about loving their wives in the same ways that they loved their bodies. Christ loved the church and died for it. So should they love their wives. This represented a deep challenge to the pater familias. If in Christian marriage the partners lived in mutual submission because of their sense of what Christ did for people, then female children and women could emerge as more significant.

Women appear to have been more important among early Christians than is sometimes supposed. The Virgin Mary holds place as the significant parent to the point that some speculatively posit an early death for Mary’s husband, Joseph. The passage in Luke’s Gospel that is called the Magnificat depicts her as a deeply virtuous disciple who knew how to serve by bending humbly to God’s will. Rich women supplied the money to keep Jesus and his band alive and teaching. Paul has been read as always keeping women silent and placing them in positions of servitude rather than leadership, but he recognized important women in his circle and others. Phoebe was a deacon in a church at Cenchreae near Corinth, a powerful patron and supporter of others. The woman Junia was of note among apostles like Barnabas (not one of the twelve), a Christian before Paul was converted. Priscilla, along with her husband Aquila, taught Apollos a fuller understanding of the faith.

There is evidence from Jewish inscriptions that some Jewish women were leaders in Hellenistic synagogues. They had both the social position and the money to serve in those capacities. It is thus likely that a wealthy woman like Lydia, a seller of purple in Thyatira, was a leader in her local Christian congregation. The four prophesying daughters of Philip must have practiced their gifts in services of study and worship. Women martyrs could be quite influential. As pentecostal communities the world over have experienced, various spiritual gifts evidenced in women empower them to take positions of leadership. There is even a little evidence that as the church developed the pattern of bishops, presbyters and deacons as the primary levels of authority, some women were presbyters and at least one was a bishop. The Montanist movement, so dependent upon prophecy, had women leaders. Its success and thus its threat during the second century formed part of the background in which women in Christian communities were squeezed out of positions of public influence. The other important source of this suppression was the penchant of some Christian male leaders for taking over the description of women in ancient Greek writers like Aristotle who saw them as unstable and irrational. The depiction of the husband in Roman society as the sole head of the family also encouraged the diminishing of women’s role in Christian groups

Most ethical codes from Christian sources call for the support of widows and orphans. The insistence upon watching over them indicates a recognition of their vulnerability within Graeco-Roman societal structures. Worship manuals include comments on how to care for widows. They often spell out provisions for their welfare under the direction of a bishop or presbyter and under the watchful eyes of deacons. Widows were not to be immediately enrolled among the widows cared for by the church; they should be encouraged to remarry and were expected to be free to do so. Gossiping and backbiting among women were anticipated but frowned upon. How much that small catalogue of vices also depended upon Graeco-Roman views of women is difficult to say.

The earliest glimpse of Christians shows that they were viewed as a Jewish sect and thus shared some of the privileges and tensions that Jews faced under Roman rule in Palestine (Israel). Because Jesus’ ways and words appeared to be threats to both Jewish religious authority and Roman political power, he was crucified as a criminal. The cross was a mark of shame. Jesus attacked some of the Jewish leaders for, in his eyes, abandoning their faith and becoming lax in their concern for the common folk. True worship of God was his goal. But he also said just enough for a case to be made depicting him as a political rebel. He rejected the Jewish Zealot party’s hope of driving the Roman armies into the seas. The loss of that hope, however, may lie behind his apostle Judas’s betrayal of him. With Jesus’ death his followers were marked as troublemakers. Thus the Christian faith first preached at Pentecost appeared dangerous to safely ensconced political leaders. Some of the apostles were imprisoned in Jerusalem. Paul, the missionary, was beaten in various cities where he traveled; once he had to be let down from a wall in order to escape because the gates were being watched.

Although Christian groups grew rapidly, they continued to incur random persecution. Their earliest legal standing occurred in some of the empire’s cities, particularly Rome, as burial societies. They were illegal as a religion. Jews represented an ancient faith with certain rights in various metropolitan centers, but Christians struggled with their Jewish heritage. At the turn of the second century, Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, was arrested by the Roman authorities and taken to Rome. Evidently the political powers thought that by removing the identified leaders of Christian groups, they could suppress them. Ignatius believed he would be eaten by lions in the famed city and looked forward to such a death as an opportunity to demonstrate his faith. In this period martyrdom became a debated pattern of Christian life. Should faithful followers of Christ seek death as a witness to life? Should they become inconspicuous or should they flee? Much depended on the ways in which Roman law was stated and enforced. Often, provincial governors distant from Rome did not want to search out and imprison or kill people who they thought were basically harmless. Pliny the Younger, governor in Bithynia (north-western Turkey), was convinced that the Christians could be crushed if necessary.

One difficult problem for Christians was that some caesars were insistent upon seeing their predecessors or even themselves as gods. Many Roman leaders thought that the authority of the state depended upon the Graeco-Roman pantheon, which individual caesars could join and then be worshipped. They tolerated nearly any religion that would offer sacrifice to the gods who protected the state. Even Jews were treated in many cities as those who embodied an ancient religion that depended deeply upon continuous sacrifices. But a religious group like the Christians, who did not give allegiance to those gods and did not offer animal sacrifices to their own god, threatened the state.

The Epistle to Diognetus, written perhaps in the second century, argued that any threat from Christians to the state or to the society was quite minor. Christians neither lived in special sections of Greek and barbarian cities nor spoke their own dialect. They followed the customs where they lived, eating and dressing as others did. Their practices were not outwardly extraordinary (particularly not in any evil sense); in fact they displayed a character that was peaceful and stabilizing. They married and bore children but did not expose any of their young to deadly weather and starvation. Indeed they offered hospitality as well as protected their moral purity. They obeyed the laws but their lives surpassed the things required by law. Other early apologists, while rejecting the Jewish and Graeco-Roman religions as the writer of The Epistle to Diognetus did, also described Christians as basically benign or better – helpful to their communities. But at various times such Christian claims fell on deaf ears.

One reason Christians lived to become the established religion in the Roman Empire was that persecution was not pursued diligently across the whole empire. It came in waves and then receded. When it occurred, some Christians had to face it. A number in various areas met it head on, at times called to courage perhaps because they were not quick enough or powerful enough to escape. Irenaeus, a missionary in Gaul (France), knew of martyrs in Lyons. Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea in Palestine (Israel), wrote about their suffering.

At the beginning of the third century, after the emperor Septimus Severus had outlawed conversions, two North African Christian women, Perpetua and Felicitas, were killed. Later a basilica dedicated to them became one of the most important places of worship in Carthage. The famous bishop of that city, Cyprian (c.200–58), first fled but later submitted to martyrdom. Sermons on the martyrs and calls to martyrdom appear regularly in early Christian writings. Origen (c. 185–c. 251) escaped martyrdom in his home town, Alexandria, only because his mother hid his clothes when his father was arrested and slain. But as an older man in Caesarea, Palestine (Israel), Origen encouraged those waiting in various prisons to remain faithful even in death. He noted that the whole drama was played out before God and previous martyrs as well as Satan and his demons. Origen himself died after severe torture.

Wherever suppression was intense, a large proportion of Christians offered sacrifices and prayed to the pagan gods in order to stay alive. When oppression abated, many of those believers regretted their actions and sought to be readmitted to the churches. Bitter struggles erupted within the communities over whether such folks could return, first to membership and later to leadership. Was purity of life so necessary that forgiveness could not be invoked?

Not every Christian leader had to decide about taking a stand against Roman authority. Paul of Samosata, bishop of Antioch of Syria (Antakya, Turkey) about 260–8, was unseated by a council of bishops, not so much for his beliefs as for his practices. He had acquired wealth and influence as a Roman procurator. He went to the market with a bodyguard, put a high throne in the Christian basilica as his honored seat, and constructed a secret room in the sanctuary in which he and his cronies could decide what was best for the church. He questioned hymns sung in honor of Christ but had others composed that honored him. The council deposing him claimed that disciples of Christ did not act that way. But as legal status as a religion was granted and then establishment began, by custom and eventually by law under Theodosius, bishops regularly became political powers within and outside the church. Paul of Samosata’s innovative reconfiguring of the architecture and furniture in the sanctuary became commonplace. The choosing of bishops who already had credentials in the Roman political system also became a more natural decision. Experience in wielding power seemed desirable for Christian leadership.


A CHRISTIAN CORE

Spirituality, evangelism and service have been central to Christian life since its beginning. The word ‘spirituality’ has a twenty-first-century flavor because it is used in so many contexts from religion to pop psychology. But it is dominant in determining the core of Christianity. The Latin aphorism ‘lex orandi, lex credendi’ generally proved true: people’s prayer lives shaped how and what they believed. Jesus appropriated much of Jewish spirituality. He prayed to God, he worshipped in the synagogue, he studied the Hebrew scriptures. His model prayer, called the Lord’s Prayer, became a frequent component of public Christian liturgy. The opening and closing sections of Paul’s letters were marked both by praise to God for the Christians to whom the epistle was written and by specific prayers for persons in those communities. As far as we can tell, other apostles did much the same. Prayers offered and hymns sung were so closely intertwined as to be almost inseparable; furthermore some of the most significant phrases in the New Testament epistles about who Jesus is are themselves hymns sung in the congregations. The apostle Paul deftly uses such a hymn in Philippians 2, a call to become like the Christ in his serving and self-emptying attitudes.

Christian community in this earliest period included the fervent evangelism that marked Christians as members of a missionary religion. Friends and acquaintances looked for occasions to talk with others about these deep convictions. Merchants and trades people traveled about and found opportunities to practice and speak about their faith. Professional missionaries appeared later. Seldom if ever did the earliest Christians who lived without political preference or establishment rely on political, economic or social coercion. Although their initial success was primarily among Jews, their persecutors were also Jewish authorities, like Saul (who became the apostle Paul). The horrifying later holocaust perpetrated by Christians when they had power, so much more destructive than any Jewish acts, does not take away this Jewish mistreatment of Christians. The Romans raised their own concerns for social stability such that martyrdom became a factor in Christian life. Even in death, disciples of Christ could tell the story of Jesus and urge others to join in communities who followed him.

Another significant feature of Christian groups was their passion for the poor and the sick. Service mattered. Each Christian lived in a subversive relationship to the larger communities in which they worked. The documents that form the New Testament, particularly the Gospels, revolve around deepening the life of faith by meditating on the highest values through proper care for the self and for others. Loving your neighbor as yourself in a lifetime of selfless service stood out.

Beginning in Galilee and Judaea (Israel), where Greek was already a language that stood alongside Aramaic on gravestones, Christians soon adopted the lingua franca of the Roman Mediterranean. To call their Jesus the Messiah made sense to Jews immersed in Hebrew, but even its translation into Greek as Christos, ‘Christ’, made little immediate sense to Hellenists. Kurios, ‘Lord’, was different. It not only appeared in the Septuagint Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible; it was also a word of exceptional honor used for the highest-ranking Graeco-Roman gods. Already by the time of the apostle Paul, theological reflections on who Jesus was and what his gospel meant were underway as the church collected stories and wrote hymns about him. This former Jewish apologist, an apostle well versed in both Jewish and Hellenistic practices and beliefs, further shaped the message for both Jews and Greeks. He and others attacked some Jewish views and leaders for their narrowness, but neither Paul nor Jesus hated Jews. Certainly one of the tragic losses Christians sustained in the early centuries was the demise of Jewish Christian communities. Jews had existed for centuries within Hellenistic culture. In the work of people like Philo (c. 20 BC to AD 50) they had found ways to make Jewish life more understandable to their Graeco-Roman neighbors. Philo used Greek philosophical and religious categories to explain ancient Jewish wisdom; his work was salvaged primarily by early Christians who found it helpful in their attempts to claim the good in Greek life and thought.

During this period Christian congregations developed their so-called ‘traditional’ and distinctive teachings. How to view Jesus presented a series of conundrums. Paul broke the great Jewish confession called the Shema – ‘The Lord our God is one Lord’ – into two pieces, one which referred to God the Father and one which referred to Jesus Christ. A daring division indeed. In the Gospel of John, Thomas calls Jesus both ‘Lord’ and ‘God’. Hymns or hymn fragments elsewhere in the New Testament praise Christ with the highest names possible. Pliny the Younger (c. 61–112) noted that Christians sang hymns to Christ ‘as to a god.’ His investigations had uncovered that such a confession was a strong emphasis in their worship.

Yet there was always a sense that believers in Christ confessed only one God; talking about Jesus with such language struck some as odd or even threatening. Wasn’t he primarily a human prophet and teacher? Didn’t reference to him as God destroy monotheism?
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