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CHAPTER ONE


WHY THE REFORMATION IS COMING TO AN END, BUT CHRISTIANITY (MOST PROBABLY) IS NOT


The first thing to understand about the Reformation is that after five hundred years it is coming to an end. If we don’t understand that essential fact, then we’ll be confused about its beginning, which commenced when Martin Luther allegedly nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the Wittenberg Castle Church door on October 31, 1517. (He actually didn’t nail them but mailed them, as we’ll soon enough discover.)


The Reformation is coming to an end because Christians are focused increasingly on what unites them, largely because of mounting persecution. J. R. R. Tolkien’s classic, The Lord of the Rings, offers a good analogy here. The dwarves and elves have been fighting with each other for generations. Faced with a common foe bent on destroying them both (Sauron and his army of orcs), the dwarves and elves form a deep friendship forged in the battles to keep Middle Earth from falling to the powers of darkness.


I will not say who are the elves and who are the dwarves—the fictional analogy is not that exact. (Although, when I, a Catholic, get together with my good Evangelical friend Larry Taunton who is well over six feet, it’s certain that central casting would peg me as the dwarf.) But elves and dwarves aside, it’s clear that the malignance of those bent on destroying Christians over the last century has created common and commonly admired heroes. What Catholic could not admire the great Lutheran martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was executed at the concentration camp at Flossenbürg on April 9, 1945? What Protestant could not admire St. Maximilian Kolbe, who was executed at Auschwitz on August 14, 1941?


Many true and deep ecumenical friendships have also been nurtured among those gathered to protest the holocaust of abortion, or to work against the federal government’s attempt to impose gay marriage or transgender bathroom policies, or to fight the culture of death’s romance with eugenics and euthanasia, or to wage a common counteroffensive against the increasing vulgarity of a pornographied culture, or to watch with increasing horror as Christians are martyred in ever greater numbers around the globe.


We may think that Christian martyrs are found primarily in the ancient world, during the persecution by the pagan Roman state, but the greatest century for martyrdom is the twentieth, and who knows if the twenty-first might surpass it.1 More than half of the Christians martyred in the two-thousand-year history of Christianity lost their lives in the twentieth century (about forty-five million).2


Many of these Christians were among the hundred million slaughtered by Communism—that is, by atheist states like the Soviet Union and Red China. But the turn into the twenty-first century didn’t bring a decrease in carnage. It is estimated that the rate of slaughter continues to be about a hundred thousand Christians per year, or “eleven Christians killed every hour, every day,” notes journalist John Allen. “That is a truly ecumenical scourge, in the sense that it afflicts evangelicals, mainline Protestants, Anglicans, Orthodox, Catholics, and Pentecostals alike. All denominations have their martyrs, and all are more or less equally at risk.”3


The evangelical missionary and persecution-watch organization Open Doors has ranked the most dangerous places for a Christian to live today.4 The list of top ten places is instructive if we include in parentheses who is doing the persecuting. The honor of the worst goes to North Korea (Communists), then Somalia (Muslims), Afghanistan (Muslims), Pakistan (Muslims), Sudan (Muslims), Syria (Muslims), Iraq (Muslims), Iran (Muslims), Yemen (Muslims), and Eritrea (leftist nationalist tyranny by the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice).


A glance at the next ten worst underlines an obvious trend: Libya (Muslims), Nigeria (Muslims), Maldives (Muslims), Saudi Arabia (Muslims), India (Hindus), Uzbekistan (Muslims), Vietnam (Communists and Buddhists), Kenya (Muslims), Turkmenistan (Muslims), and Qatar (Muslims).


Radical Islam is the most potent source of anti-Christian persecution. But unsurprisingly, the remaining Communist regimes (China, North Korea, Vietnam, Laos, and Cuba) still routinely persecute Christians, even if they don’t martyr them on a twentieth century scale.5 Christians are also easy targets of nationalist regimes, sometimes under brutal military rule, sometimes engaging in ethnic warfare, as in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Myanmar (Burma).


Predictably, the secular press largely ignores the persecution of Christians today, just as it ignored it when perpetrated by Communists in the twentieth century. Western Christians, however, are slowly but surely becoming more and more aware of the worldwide threats. So, even with our differences, we Christians are being driven together by persecution and martyrdom.


In the United States, it isn’t outright martyrdom that Christians experience, but the lesser modes of persecution by the dominant, decaying, secularized culture. Protestants and Catholics alike lament the prevalence of divorce and cohabitation because both believe that marriage is a holy, God-ordained institution, even if they don’t agree on whether it is a sacrament. Both fight side by side for religious freedom, the protection of the right to worship, and the right to have a Christian moral understanding inform our common political life, even with our differences in the way we worship and the finer lines of what we believe.


Catholics and Protestants have grown together to act as a counterforce against aggressive secularism at home and persecution abroad. More and more, we Christians feel as if we are being backed into a single great castle—to borrow from Tolkien again, as in the battle of Helm’s Deep. There, as we rub shoulders, make common plans, eat common meals, and fight side by side against the seemingly endless tide of destroyers, the old controversies and old wounds fade by comparison, and a fresh charity prevails.


Ironically, there is also a drawing together of serious, orthodox Christians when faced with heterodoxy within their own Church. An orthodox Catholic and orthodox Lutheran or an orthodox Presbyterian have much more in common, theologically, than an orthodox and liberal Catholic, an orthodox and liberal Lutheran, or an orthodox and liberal Presbyterian. Liberalism represents a common foe seeking to erode the central doctrinal integrity that defines Christianity, replacing the Nicene Creed’s crisp, straight lines about the Holy Trinity and the economy of salvation, with the Nice Creed’s soft, wavy mixture of pop psychology and political correctness.


I am inclined to think all of this is an act of Providence, or better, that God is patiently bringing a great good out of evident evils. However that may be, it’s clear that Christianity itself is under attack, from without and from within, and in facing these common threats, true Christians realize that for Christianity to survive at all (to borrow Benjamin Franklin’s famous words, spoken in another context), “We must, indeed, all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.”


In that spirit, Protestants and Catholics are coming together in their fundamental understanding of the Christian faith. In this happy development too, the Reformation is coming to an end.


Five hundred years ago, Martin Luther and other Protestant reformers complained that the Catholic Church neglected Holy Scripture, and instead focused its energies almost entirely on self-maintenance of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, protecting itself from criticism by keeping the Bible in Latin and out of the hands of the laity.


What would Martin Luther think of reading the following from Dei Verbum, promulgated by Pope Paul VI on November 18, 1965?


           Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for all the Christian faithful. That is why the Church from the very beginning accepted as her own that very ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament which is called the Septuagint; and she has always given a place of honor to other Eastern translations and Latin ones, especially the Latin translation known as the vulgate. But since the word of God should be accessible at all times, the Church by her authority and with maternal concern sees to it that suitable and correct translations are made into different languages, especially from the original texts of the sacred books. And should the opportunity arise and the Church authorities approve, if these translations are produced in cooperation with the separated brethren as well, all Christians will be able to use them.6


Or what would Martin Luther think today if he walked into a Catholic Mass and found that the Catholic Church cycles through the Bible on a three-year rotation, the priest or lector reading to the laity (in their own language) selections from the Old Testament, the Letters of St. Paul, and the Gospels?


As is well known, one of the biggest disputes arising in the Reformation was over the way that Christians were saved, Luther famously asserting that works were to no avail because Christians had to be justified by faith alone. What would he think of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification by the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church issued in 1999?7 In it, both sides officially agree that


           on the basis of their dialogue the subscribing Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church are now able to articulate a common understanding of our justification by God’s grace through faith in Christ. It does not cover all that either church teaches about justification; it does encompass a consensus on basic truths of the doctrine of justification and shows that the remaining differences in its explication are no longer the occasion for doctrinal condemnations.8


The Joint Declaration further notes


           that in overcoming the earlier controversial questions and doctrinal condemnations, the churches neither take the condemnations lightly nor do they disavow their own past. On the contrary, this Declaration is shaped by the conviction that in their respective histories our churches have come to new insights. Developments have taken place which not only make possible, but also require the churches to examine the divisive questions and condemnations and see them in a new light.9


In other words, current ecumenical efforts are real efforts to heal on the deepest levels, not just a “forgive and forget, and let’s bury all this doctrinal nonsense and yodel Kumbaya.” Yet, there is recognition on both sides that, perhaps, in the heat of battle, the case on one’s own side was overstated, and the valid points on the other side were barely heard or misunderstood.


On the Protestant side, I don’t know of many Protestants who are proud of the splintering of Christianity into a multitude of different denominations, and so they have a greater appreciation for the unity of the Catholic Church.


Even more, many Protestants have expressed their admiration for a single, unifying head of the Church, based in their experience of watching the unfolding of the amazing pontificate of St. John Paul II. A half a millennium ago, it was easy to think of the reprehensible and irreligious Pope Alexander VI (1492–1503) as “the whore of Babylon,” but that oft-used Reformation epithet is woefully out of place in regard to someone as saintly as John Paul II. And Protestants know that.


Or, to take one more instance, many Protestants appreciate the comprehensiveness and logical unity of Catholic moral doctrine, and even more, of an authoritative hierarchy that can make moral pronouncements and enforce them among the faithful. As we enter into a time where new moral challenges arise almost daily from ambiguous technological advances in genetic and reproductive manipulation, as well as from unambiguous assaults on the integrity of human sexuality, this kind of moral authority is welcome to any Christian.


On the Catholic side again, I know of more than a few Catholics who admire the Anglican liturgy, or the Presbyterian emphasis on the sermon, or the political unity of Evangelical voters that would amount to a transformative Christianizing of our politics if it was matched by a similar unity among Catholic voters.


Now I must make clear, in saying that the Reformation is coming to an end, I am not making exact predictions that by such and such a date all Christians will be united in one comprehensive Christian Church. That would be presumptuous on my part, as if I had some special mystical insight into the ways of Divine Providence.


Nor will the end of the Reformation come about automatically or easily. It will be difficult, and a great part of that difficulty will be clearing up five hundred years of confusion about what really happened in the Reformation, and what the implications were. Too much of our understanding of the Reformation focuses solely on the theological disagreements, too little on the political and intellectual context that exacerbated and magnified those disagreements, which did as much, if not more, to cause a series of fractures in the Body of Christ rather than a healing, unifying reform.


Please do not misunderstand this assertion. The theological disagreements were (and still are) important and the need for reform was acute, but there were other, external influences and actors who used the disagreements and the earnest desire to reform for their own purposes. To name two of the many we’ll be covering in this book: rulers who wanted to use Christians as pawns in their political ambitions, and a new brand of secular philosophers whose desire to rid the world of Christianity brought them to use a “divide and conquer” strategy, pitting Protestant against Catholic.


As you may have already guessed, my goal is not to provide yet another basic history of the Reformation—there are already enough out there, and we didn’t have to wait until the quincentennial of Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses. Rather, I’m hoping to show readers the broader, deeper reasons why the Reformation happened (and consequently, why it might not have happened), what other movements were already at work trying to destroy Christianity even before the Reformation (and how they used the Reformation for their purposes), the mistakes that both Catholics and Protestants made, and the ambiguities that most histories of the Reformation ignore.


In all this, my hope is that all Christians more deeply understand that, despite our best and worst efforts, God is providentially guiding us all toward an ever more profound unity as the One Body of Christ. The world desperately needs the light of Jesus Christ in these ever-darker times. The fate of Christianity is the fate of the world. If that Light should flicker out, there is no other. I offer this book in hopes that it may, by the Grace of God, help in some small way to rekindle the flame in this, the twenty-first century of Christianity, so that it may not be the last. The Reformation is ending, but Christianity must not.


As the title says, I’m offering twelve things you need to know about the Reformation, the first of which we have covered in this chapter. Each of them contributes to a deeper understanding of the Reformation, and the situation of all Christians five hundred years later.


One thing that will become very clear is how much we need to know about what happened in the centuries before Luther to understand what happened in the Reformation and the centuries that follow it. For that very reason, there will be more than a few chapters before we finally turn to a deeper consideration of Luther himself.


Given this approach, it will be helpful if readers have a quick “score card” of the 1500s, the defining century of the Reformation, just to have the basic “players” in mind. The important details will be filled in at the appropriate places in later chapters.


During the 1500s, all the major lines of Protestantism would arise and take definitive form: Lutherans, the eponymous followers of Martin Luther (1483–1546); the Zwinglians, after Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) who ended up half-way between the Anabaptists and later Calvinists; the Reformed, or Calvinists, the followers of John Calvin (1504–1564) who thought Zwinglians and Anabaptists had gone too far and Lutherans not far enough; the Anglicans, at the behest of King Henry VIII (1491–1547) who formed the most obvious form of political religion; and the Anabaptists, the radical reformers who took Protestant principles to conclusions rejected by Lutherans, Zwinglians, Calvinists, and Anglicans—and even many Anabaptists. (There is no single founder of the Anabaptist movement.)


All the major branches of Protestantism stem from these foundations, either by direct lineage or cross-fertilization. All share a common rejection of the papacy as authoritative, and rest authority instead on the Bible alone (hence the Reformation battle cry, sola scriptura), though disagreements over how to interpret the Bible led to Protestantism’s many internal divisions.


Luther, for instance, believed that man was redeemed not by any good works but by “faith alone,” sola fide, and rejected five of the seven sacraments of the Catholic Church (Confirmation, Marriage, Holy Orders, Extreme Unction, and, after some struggle, Penitential Confession). But he affirmed that the Eucharist was real rather than symbolic and that Baptism was necessary for salvation (and even more, that infants should be baptized). Some of Luther’s immediate followers accepted his doctrines of sola scriptura and sola fide, but believed that if Christians are saved by faith alone, then any sacraments were a form of crypto—(and corrupt)—Catholicism.


Zwingli and all Anabaptists took this view, and Luther absolutely hated the Anabaptists, believing they (along with Catholics) were satanically inspired.


Calvin, who appeared on the scene after Luther’s death, took the side of the Anabaptists in regard to the sacraments, even while despising the more radical Anabaptist disregard of Church structure and discipline and ambivalence about the Nicene Creed, the fundamental statement of Christian orthodoxy accepted by both Catholics and Protestants.


The Anglican Church, which was really a nationalized English Church, generally agreed with Luther about the sacraments as couched in a very Catholic liturgical setting, but ended up interpreting them in a way that was palatable to Calvinists and more conservative Anabaptists, thereby creating a broad Church that claimed to be one of three apostolic Churches (Anglican, Catholic, and Orthodox) but that seemed to outsiders like an impossible chimera of mix-and-match Protestantism and Catholicism.


Catholics had their own reform during this century. After much hesitation and prodding, the Church finally called a reform council that had teeth in it, the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Inevitably, if unfortunately, much of the Council’s necessary reform was defined against Protestantism, (hence the “Counter-Reformation”), because the various Protestant movements had accused the Catholic Church not just of corruption, but of fundamental doctrinal errors.


All these religious differences could not help but to inform and exacerbate already existing political differences. The result was war, both within Protestantism (as in the German Peasants War, 1524–1525) and between Catholicism and Lutheranism, or more accurately, between the Catholic Holy Roman Emperor and some of the Protestant German princes. The first round of the Catholic-Lutheran wars ended in the stalemate of the Peace of Augsburg (1555) which declared that each ruler, Catholic or Lutheran, would decide the religion of his realm (captured in the memorable Latin phrase, cuius regio, eius religio, “whose realm, his religion”).


In Catholic France, noblemen who wanted to revolt against the king found their justification in Calvinism, which authorized such rebellions. As with the earlier battles between Catholics and Lutherans, this one between the Catholic crown and the Calvinist nobles ended in a stalemate (the Edict of Nantes, 1598), not defined by cuius regio, eius religio but the legal toleration of Reformed Churches in the officially Catholic country of France.


Near the end of the century, Nicene orthodoxy began to unravel, in part as a result of the adoption of the principle of sola scriptura, most notably with the heterodox ruminations of the Italian Fausto Paolo Sozzini (Latinized as Faustus Socinus, 1539–1604) after whom Socinianism is named. Socinianism was actually a rebirth of the fourth-century heresy of Arianism that proclaimed that Jesus Christ was not divine, and like Arianism it based its case upon Scripture.


There you have it, a quick look at the basics of the 1500s, the defining century of the Reformation. With that as a framework, we may now turn to a deeper consideration of what you really need to know about the Reformation.









CHAPTER TWO


WHY REFORMATIONS WILL BE WITH US TO THE END (BECAUSE THEY HAVE BEEN WITH US FROM THE BEGINNING)


It will seem paradoxical, right after asserting in the last chapter that the Reformation is coming to an end, to claim in this one that reformations will be with us to the end. But understanding that both are equally true is essential to clearing up our confusions about the Reformation (and our own situation today, as well as what we can expect in the future).


Much of the feeling of paradox will be removed by understanding the difference between big “R” and little “r” reformation. The Reformation is capitalized because it is a definite, recognizable, singular historical event, one which famously began in 1517 in Germany. Little “r” reformation, on the other hand, tells us that we are referring indefinitely to a plurality of ongoing attempts at the reformation of Christianity, of which the Reformation is just one.


Putting the Reformation into the context of the endless reformations that have occurred since the beginning of Christianity helps clarify a significant amount of our confusion about what the Reformation really was, especially if we add that the Reformation didn’t stop reformations, which have been occurring ceaselessly among both Catholics and all Protestants down to the present day.


We might begin to understand the importance of this clarifying exercise by asking a question: given that there were many reformations in the centuries before and after the time of Luther, how is it that one of those reform movements punctuating the history of Christianity turned into the Reformation?


To answer that question fully is one of the goals of this book. In this chapter, we will focus on the initial clarifying aspect, establishing the fact that the history of the Christian Church is the history of constant reform.


Upon some reflection, this fact should not surprise any Christians, given that the Church made the seeming tactical error (granted, at the command of God) of letting human beings in from the start, with all their foibles, confusions, short-sightedness, and sins. As long as this policy continues, and God incorporates fallen man and woman within the Body of Christ, we can expect the future Church to be a mixed bag in need of constant reform.


But this fact is often neglected. While it should not surprise us Christians—I believe there is a doctrine somewhere about original sin—we may not have sufficiently understood, historically, how many reforms there were prior to the Reformation, and where the Reformation fits, historically and theologically, in that continuum. Would that I had time and space to deal with the countless reform efforts after the Reformation, but that would make this chapter stretch into a book. The number of different Protestant denominations has increased tremendously over the last five centuries, because reform movements within each often result in its further splintering, and these “sub-groups” have their own respective reform movements in turn. So let’s stick with the time period leading up to Luther, which will be more than sufficient to make the point about endless reforms.


The Biblical Witness of the Continual Need to Reform


If you or I were among the first Christians we may well have given in to the very human temptation to fudge the truth a bit and hide our family quarrels. Thank God the four Gospel writers and St. Paul did not yield to that temptation—they told the unbecoming truth.


There are several reports from Christians of the first centuries (Bishop Papias of Hierapolis, Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, Clement, and Eusebius) that the Gospel of Mark was written by Mark under the direction of St. Peter. Mark faithfully records the embarrassing dust-ups between Peter and Jesus, including Jesus’s rebuking His apostle with the words, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not on the side of God, but of men,” (Mk 8:32–33) and His prediction, despite Peter’s protestations of loyalty, that “before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three times” (Mk 14:29–31, 14:66–72).


This was the same apostle (originally named Simon) that Jesus himself renamed “Peter” (meaning “rock,” from the Greek petros), telling him that “on this rock I will build my church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it” (Mt 16:18, Jn 1:42).


Whatever one might think about Petrine authority and the papacy, this is admittedly a humble and humbling beginning for one of the Church’s chief apostles. And if we trust the ancient authorities about the authorship of the Gospel of Mark, then Peter himself, through Mark, was divinely moved to ensure that we saw him warts and all. With this beginning, we should not be surprised that the crucifixion, death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven of Jesus didn’t yield a Church chock-full of saints without friction and struggle. Instead, the Bible reports holiness and faithfulness and the need for reform among its members straight from the get-go.


In the Acts of the Apostles, we find Peter, through the power of Christ, bringing about miraculous healings to such an extent that people “carried out the sick into the streets, and laid them on beds and pallets, that as Peter came by at least his shadow might fall on some of them” (Acts 3:1–10, 5:12–15, 9:33–43). But we soon find that Peter waffles between the Christians who believe that all converts need to be circumcised and those who believe that they do not (Gal 2). He waffles even though he initially took the side of those who believed that Gentile converts didn’t need circumcision (Acts 10–11), and oversaw the decision at the so-called “Council at Jerusalem” where circumcision was deemed unnecessary for Gentile converts (Acts 15:1–21). St. Paul, a Jewish convert previously hot on persecuting Christians, confronted Peter “to his face” after Peter withdrew from eating with the Gentile converts at Antioch—an act of cowardice caused by Peter “fearing the circumcision party” (Gal 2:11–12).


This is not, as some scholars declare, a sign of a hopelessly divided Church, Hebrews vs. Hellenists, but a record of the actual, very human need for reform that was going on from the beginning, where fundamental disagreements within the Church are mended and failures of individual members, even the most prominent miracle-workers like Peter, are criticized and forgiven.


That’s a very important lesson straight out of Scripture: there is no pristine early Church; this reforming Church is the early Church.


During this time, the constant need for reform, for sorting things out in the face of difficulties, occurs in regard to issues both little and big. In Romans, we hear St. Paul give the following advice about lesser disagreements:


           Now accept the one who is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of passing judgment on his opinions. One person has faith that he may eat all things, but he who is weak eats vegetables only. The one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does not eat, and the one who does not eat is not to judge the one who eats, for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand (Rom 14:1-4).


But Paul faces greater disagreements, ones that threaten to break the Church up into rival factions based upon who founded or taught the respective communities of each. Witness his first letter to the Church at Corinth:


           Now I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment. For I have been informed concerning you, my brethren, by Chloe’s people, that there are quarrels among you. Now I mean this, that each one of you is saying, “I am of Paul,” and “I of Apollos,” and “I of Cephas,” and “I of Christ.” Has Christ been divided? Paul was not crucified for you, was he? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? (I Cor 1:10–13)


So much for the notion that there was only smooth sailing aboard the barque of the early Church. If that weren’t enough to show the roughness of some of the waters, we have in the same letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul noting in dismay, “It is actually reported that there is immorality among you, and immorality of such a kind as does not exist even among the Gentiles, that someone has his father’s wife. You have become arrogant and have not mourned instead, so that the one who had done this deed would be removed from your midst” (I Cor 5:1-2).


Apparently, some of the flock thought salvation did not exclude sexual practices that did “not exist even among the Gentiles” (pagans who, to understate it, accepted quite a lot when it came to sexual misbehavior). Christians were called to a higher standard.


           Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall I then take away the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? May it never be! Or do you not know that the one who joins himself to a prostitute is one body with her? For He says, “The two shall become one flesh.” But the one who joins himself to the Lord is one spirit with Him. Flee immorality. Every other sin that a man commits is outside the body, but the immoral man sins against his own body. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body (I Cor 6:15–20).


Nor did it take long for doctrinal matters to need clarification and reform, as St. Paul makes clear in his letter to the Galatians:


           I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing you and want to distort the gospel of Christ. But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed! As we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to what you received, he is to be accursed! (Gal 1:6–9)


And there were not only doctrinal controversies among the Ephesians, but also a lapse into mythological ruminations and other distractions that kept Christians from focusing on the essentials of the faith, as St. Paul makes clear in his letter to Timothy, his co-worker in Christ:


           As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus so that you may instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God which is by faith. But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. For some men, straying from these things, have turned aside to fruitless discussion, wanting to be teachers of the Law, even though they do not understand either what they are saying or the matters about which they make confident assertions. (I Tim 1:3–7)


Christians were also not above the equivalent of pew-rents, in their worship, bringing the rich forward for the good seats, and letting the poor, the very ones whom Christ himself preferred, sit in the least desirable places. This time it is St. James who calls for a reform.


           My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal favoritism. For if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and dressed in fine clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes, and you pay special attention to the one who is wearing the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and you say to the poor man, “You stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,” have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil motives? Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him? But you have dishonored the poor man. Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you into court? Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been called? (James 2:1–7)
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