
50	  things	  Every	  Christian	  Should	  Know	  

This	  course	  is	  something	  akin	  to	  seminary	  in	  a	  box.	  	  It	  involves	  50	  handouts	  (one	  for	  each	  session)	  
that	  consist	  of	  written	  material	  on	  a	  particular	  topic	  and	  nine	  study	  questions.	  	  Each	  session	  is	  
designed	  to	  take	  about	  forty	  minutes.	  	  The	  topics	  cover	  materials	  like	  Church	  History,	  Liturgy,	  Old	  
and	  New	  Testament,	  Theology	  and	  so	  on.	  	  In	  no	  way	  is	  this	  course	  meant	  to	  make	  one	  an	  expert	  on	  
any	  particular	  topic,	  but	  rather	  to	  give	  something	  of	  a	  flavor	  of	  the	  varied	  and	  unique	  concepts	  and	  
understandings	  that	  make	  one	  a	  Christian.	  	  	  
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Abraham 

We of course do not know the year of Abraham’s birth and 
the dates for which scholars think it may have happened 
range from 1800 to 1200 B.C. We first learn of Abraham in 
Genesis 11:26 when he was called Abram. He was born to 
Terah who was a descendent of Shem, one of the sons of 

Noah. If you have ever heard of Jews being referred to as Semitic, this word 
has its origins in the name Shem. Abram lived in Ur of the Chaldeans, which is 
located on the southern part of the Euphrates River not far from the Persian 
Gulf. He married Sarai (later Sarah) and with his father and his nephew Lot set 
out to move to the land of Canaan, which is roughly modern day Israel, 
Lebanon and parts of Jordan. For some reason however, they end up settling 
in Haran, a city in modern day southern Turkey between the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers. It is here in Haran, that God calls Abram. This calling which 
is later referred to as the Abrahamic Covenant reads as follows: “Go from your 
country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show 
you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your 
name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and 
the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed.” (Genesis 12:1-3) Some details would be ironed out later, like 
which land would be his and who his descendants would be, but what was 
stated here has been central to Jewish and to an extent Christian belief ever 
since. 

When Abram was seventy-five years old he set out with his wife Sarai and his 
nephew Lot (his father Terah had died in Haran) and they set off. When they 
left it is not clear that they had any particular destination except to go to the 
land of Canaan. As they are passing through Canaan, God again appeared to 
Abram and got more specific about which land he was discussing saying “to 
your offspring I will give this land.” (Genesis 12:7) And it is here between the 
towns of Bethel and Ai (a little north of what would become Jerusalem) that 
Abram builds an altar to the Lord. 

After a time there was a famine in the land and so they set off for Egypt. When 
they are in Egypt we hear one of the stranger stories in the Bible. Abram 
decides that since Sarai is beautiful that it will be easier if she says that she is his 
sister. Sarai catches the eye of the Pharaoh who invites her into his house and 



then sort of buys off Abram by giving him sheep, oxen, male donkeys and 
slaves. Well God is not particularly pleased with this so he sends plagues upon 
Pharaoh making Pharaoh not particularly pleased so he orders Abram and 
Sarai out of Egypt, but allows them to take all of their possessions, which made 
Abram a very wealthy man. 

Abram, Sarai and Lot returned to the site of the altar that Abram had built, but 
it soon became apparent that the land would not support both the flocks of 
Abram and of Lot. So Abram tells Lot to decide where he wants to be and that 
he will go the other way. Lot chooses the plain of Jordan to the East, so Abram 
takes the land to the west. And here again God speaks to Abram, clarifying the 
covenant that he first established. He says, “‘Raise your eyes now, and look 
from the place where you are, northwards and southwards and eastwards and 
westwards; for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspring 
forever. I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth; so that if one can 
count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted. Rise up, walk 
through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you.” 
(Genesis 13:14-17) This of course all sounds a bit strange seeing that Abram is 
easily an octogenarian and he has no children. 

While Abram is here we are introduced to an interesting character by the 
name of Melchizedek. He appears more or less out of nowhere and all that we 
really know is that he was a “priest of God Most High”. He blessed Abram and 
in return Abram gave him one tenth of everything he owned, which is 
obviously where we get the idea of the tithe. After this God again talks to 
Abram and assures him that his reward will be great. As you may imagine 
Abram was getting a little flustered by this time because God had been telling 
him for years that he was going to have all these offspring and yet here he was 
old and childless, so he gets a little cranky with God. But then God says to 
him, “Look towards heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them. 
So shall your descendants be.” (Genesis 15:5) God seals this covenant by 
having Abram cut a number of animals in half and then during the night a 
smoking fire pot passed between the pieces of the cut up animals. And then 
God again discusses the land saying “To your descendants I give this land, 
from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, the land of the 
Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the 
Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.” 
(Genesis 15: 18-21) 



So God makes all of these promises about offspring, but after ten years Abram 
and Sarai get a little impatient and decide to try another route to this progeny 
business. So Abram and Sarai decide that a slave girl name Hagar may be 
more promising. Hagar conceives (with Abram as the father at the age of 86) 
and has a son named Ishmael, which, as you might imagine, makes things a 
little awkward between Hagar and Sarai. When Abram is 99 years old God 
again comes to him and in addition to changing his name to Abraham and 
Sarai’s to Sarah promises that he is really going to have a son. They respond by 
laughing which is when God tells them they are going to name their son Isaac 
(which means he laughs). After this God instructed Abraham to circumcise 
Ishmael, as well as himself and all the male slaves born in his household 
(which may not have made him very popular). 

Isaac is eventually born and Abraham circumcises him on the eighth day. 
When Isaac is a bit older God tested Abraham by asking him to make a 
sacrifice of Isaac. So they go and as Abraham is about to sacrifice Isaac an 
Angel calls out to him and says, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do 
anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not 
withheld your son, your only son, from me.” (Genesis 22:12) The angel 
continues and says, “I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring as 
numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And 
your offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies, and by your offspring 
shall all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have 
obeyed my voice.” 

Sarah would die at the age of 127 and Abraham would live until he was 175. 
Isaac would have a son by the name of Jacob, who would have twelve sons, 
including Joseph and Benjamin. These 12 sons would form the basis of the 12 
tribes of Israel. 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think God would choose Abram? 
 

2. Abram was far from perfect, but God never broke the promise he made 
with him. What do you think having someone like Abram as our spiritual 
ancestor says about the God we worship? 

 
3. God makes three main promises to Abram – land, offspring and blessing. 

Two of these are not what we would call “spiritual” promises. Why do you 
think God would concern himself with things like land and offspring? 

 
4. Abram and Lot depart amicably. What do you think was the main reason 

that they were able to separate without animosity? 
 
5. In the Book of Hebrews we read that Jesus was “designated by God a high 

priest according to the order of Melchizedek.” What do you think this 
means? 

 
6. Why do you think Abram gave Melchizedek a tenth of all that he had? 
 
7. When God and Abraham make their covenant, the smoking fire pot passes 

through the cut up animals. Some have suggested that this type of action at 
that time would mean that whichever party passed through would suffer the 
fate of those animals if they broke the covenant. However it appears that 
God is the one who passed through. What do you think this means?  

  
8. After so much time and no offspring Sarai and Abram seem to think that 

they need to take care of things themselves. Have you ever been tempted to 
forgo your trust in God and take care of things yourself? 
 

9. What do you think the aborted sacrifice of Isaac says about God and about 
Abraham? Keeping in mind other groups living in the area at that time 
would have practiced human sacrifice. 

 

 



The Fall 
What we refer to as The Fall takes 
place in the first few verses of the 
third chapter of Genesis. The 
account reads as follows: “Now the 
serpent was more crafty than any 

other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, ‘Did 
God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?’ The woman said to 
the serpent, ‘We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, 
“You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, 
nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.” ’ But the serpent said to the woman, 
‘You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’ So when the 
woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, 
and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and 
ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 
Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and 
they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.” 

For the most part generally people are familiar with the story – mankind was 
created to live in paradise and then they succumbed to temptation and were 
expelled from this paradise. As we have entered into more modern times the 
realness of the characters of Adam and Eve has been called into question – 
with some insisting they did not exist. However, whether they did or did not 
exist is quite secondary to what this event says about how Judaism and by 
extension Christianity views the nature of evil. God created the heavens and 
earth and so on. Upon completing these tasks he would declare each of them 
good, signifying that creation as originally created was good. That is where the 
term fall comes from; creation and all within it fell from perfect goodness to 
the state we now find it in – a mixture of good and evil. The important 
understanding about the exact nature of evil is what comes out of this story. 
And this understanding is one that is unique in the Judeo-Christian tradition, 
which is that evil, is by its very nature a rebellion against God. It can only exist 
in reaction against or in the destruction of God’s good creation. Sin entered the 
world because God allowed his creation to have free will. And because of the 
free choices of God’s creation (i.e. Adam and Eve) creation is much different 



than God intended it. Other religions have posited different solutions to the 
nature of evil. Dualistic traditions argue that there are two equal gods – one 
good and the other bad. Pantheist (i.e. Buddhists and Hindus) argue that there 
is no distinction between creator and created and therefore no real evil in the 
world. But Jews and Christians are alone in saying that evil exists because 
creatures with free will have chosen to rebel against God. 

The Fall is quite essential to Christian belief. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul writes, 
“For as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ.” The idea is that 
something went very wrong with Adam and that first sin. As a result death 
entered the world and there was nothing that could be done about it, until 
Christ came into this world. The coming of Christ put an end to the problems 
that were caused by Adam’s sin. This of course brings up another issue with 
the Fall. For the understanding is that when Adam fell, it had repercussions 
across all of humanity – Adam’s sin affected more than just Adam. This 
concept is known as original sin. With original sin all of us inherit the sin of 
Adam that happened at the fall, we are all tainted goods. 

This concept of original sin would be most famously rejected in the late 4th 
and early 5th century by a British Theologian named Pelagius. He believed 
that original sin was not an inherited trait, but was rather an act of imitation. 
We sin because we are still imitating Adam and the way to cure this sin is to 
stop imitating Adam. In other words there is no sinful nature that is inherent in 
any of us we simply just need to stop imitating bad examples like Adam. 
Obviously, this negates any need for Christ, for if we are able of our own will to 
escape from sin, there is no need for anyone to save us. So the Christian 
Church has branded the teachings of Pelagius as heretical. 

The Fall also can play a role in Baptismal Theology. If we look at what is said 
about Baptism in the Bible, we come across that it has something to do with 
the forgiveness of sins. In Acts 2:38, Peter says “Repent and be baptized every 
one of you in the name of Jesus Christ, so that your sins may be forgiven.” 
This of course begs the question what sins are we talking about? For the most 
part after people are baptized they continue sinning, if they did not why do we 
confess our sins every Sunday? As Theologians like St. Augustine pondered 
this question they concluded that the Sacrament of Baptism forgave Original  

 



Sin, or that sin which was caused by the Fall. In this teaching we all continue to 
inherit the sin of Adam known as original sin and then through the Sacrament 
of baptism we are forgiven this sin. 

In recent times, the concept of The Fall has fallen on hard times (sorry about 
that) for two main reasons, both having to do with characteristics of the 
modern age. The first as briefly touched on is that many people think that this 
was simply a story and not based on a real historical event so therefore cannot 
be valid. The second reason springs more from our society’s rather high regard 
for the individual and the inability to believe that there is anything wrong with 
us. The Fall implies that something happened long ago and that we are tainted 
by it in our very nature and cannot escape it from our own volition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think it matters whether or not the Fall was an actual event? 
 

2. Is God in some way being unfair when the sin of Adam continues through 
the rest of humanity generation after generation? 

 
3. What do you think was the nature of the sin that caused the Fall? Is that sin 

still with us today? Is it at the root of all other sins? 
 
4. Do you find the way that the Fall categorizes evil as rebellion against God as 

a satisfactory explanation?  
 
5. It is suggested in the Apocrypha in places like Ecclesiastics 25:24 and 

Wisdom 2:23-24 that we were originally created to be immortal and 
because of the Fall we were no longer in this state. Do you think this is 
consistent with what you know of the Fall? 

 
6. Do you think that it is possible to stop sinning if you simply try hard 

enough? If you do not, what does this say about human nature? 
 
7. If Baptism has something to do with the forgiveness of sin, which sins do 

you think that Baptism forgives? 
 
8. What evidence do you see that nature as originally created was good? What 

evidence do you see that something, which is not good, has invaded God’s 
creation? 

 
9. Do you think a greater problem nowadays is that people believe that they 

are sinful or that people believe that they are not sinful? 

 

 

 

 



Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

We tend to think of the great people of the faith as 
ones who lived long ago, but in the 1930’s and 40’s a 
great saint strode the earth by the name of Dietrich 
Bonheoffer. In his all too brief life he would serve as 
a professor, pastor, theologian, a leader in the 
movement to resist Nazism and ultimately a martyr. 

Bonhoeffer was born on February 4, 1906 in Breslau the sixth of eight 
children. The town of Breslau at that time was part of Germany but is now in 
southwestern Poland. He would grow up in Berlin where his father was a 
professor at the University of Berlin. Growing up he was an excellent pianist as 
well as a gifted athlete. By the age of 16 he was convinced that he wanted to be 
a theologian. For Bonhoeffer, “Christianity could never be merely intellectual 
theory, doctrine divorced from life, or mystical emotion, but always it must be 
responsible, obedient action, the discipleship of Christ in every situation of 
concrete everyday life, personal and public.” He would begin his studies in 
Tübingen and would later transfer to the University of Berlin. He graduated 
from there with his doctorate in 1927 at the age of 21. His doctoral thesis 
would be on the subject of the Communion of Saints. After his graduation he 
spent a year as a Vicar in Barcelona and then returned to join the faculty of the 
University of Berlin. In 1930, he spent a year teaching at Union Theological 
Seminary in New York City. Upon his return to Berlin he would publish his 
first book Creation and Fall which was a theological exposition on the first 
three chapters of Genesis. 

Up to this point Bonhoeffer’s life was not terribly different from other brilliant 
young academics. He lectured, travelled and published, but that would all 
change in 1933 when the Nazis came to power. It was here that Bonhoeffer 
would begin to put his Christian convictions into real action. He would deliver 
a lecture in February of that year which was broadcast over Berlin radio. In this 
lecture he chastised the German public for desiring a leader who would 
ultimately become a misleader. The speech was cut off half way through. 
Bonhoeffer began to be discouraged as what he saw as the collaboration 
between the Church and the Nazi regime and as a result decide to move to 
London for two years to be the pastor of two German congregations. 



In 1935 Bonhoeffer would again return to Germany to work in a clandestine 
seminary for what was known as the Confessing Church. The Confessing 
Church was formed in 1933 as a reaction against the cozy relationship that was 
forming between the Nazis and the Church. Those in this movement stressed 
the independence of the Church from the state. The seminary where 
Bonhoeffer went was in Finkenwalde in Pomerania (northeast of Berlin). Here 
he shared a common life with the other professors and seminarians. He would 
write both Life Together and The Cost of Discipleship while he was here. In 
1937 the Gestapo would close down the seminary arresting a number of the 
pastors and former students. In 1938 Bonheoffer would move to another 
clandestine seminary that was located in Sigurdshof, which would be shut down 
by the Gestapo in 1940. He would briefly return to the United States in June of 
1939. Despite the urging of many friends he returned to Germany on one of 
the last steamers to depart. He would explain his decision in a letter to 
Reinhold Niebuhr saying, “I have come to the conclusion that I made a 
mistake in coming to America. I must live through this difficult period in our 
national history with the people of Germany. I will have no right to participate 
in the reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the war if I do not 
share the trials of this time with my people... Christians in Germany will have 
to face the terrible alternative of either willing the defeat of their nation in 
order that Christian civilization may survive or willing the victory of their nation 
and thereby destroying civilization. I know which of these alternatives I must 
choose but I cannot make that choice from security.” 1 

Upon his return he would devote his life entirely to the Confessing Church and 
to resistance to the Nazi regime. He had been banned from teaching, writing or 
even remaining in Berlin so he moved about the country illegally preaching 
and teaching to clandestine groups. He also would work as a courier between 
various resistance groups. It was during this time he wrote much of his book 
Ethics. 

In April of 1943, Bonhoeffer was arrested and placed in Tegel military prison. 
The guards here were fairly friendly with him and would often take him to the 
cells of despairing prisoners so that he could minister to them. However, after 
the failed assassination attempt on Hitler in July of 1944 things would get worse 
for him. He was transferred to a series of Gestapo prisons finally ending up in 
Flossenburg Concentration Camp. His time there was spent with men and 
women of many nationalities. An English officer who spent time with him 



wrote, “Bonhoeffer always seemed to me to spread an atmosphere of 
happiness and joy over the least incident and profound gratitude for the mere 
fact that he was alive...He was one of the very few persons I have met for 
whom God was real and always near.” 2 

On April 8, 1945 Dietrich Bonhoeffer was stripped of his clothing and led 
naked into an execution yard, where he was hanged with thin wire for 
strangulation. The doctor who witnessed the execution described the scene this 
way, “I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer ... kneeling on the floor praying fervently to 
God. I was most deeply moved by the way this lovable man prayed, so devout 
and so certain that God heard his prayer. At the place of execution, he again 
said a short prayer and then climbed the few steps to the gallows, brave and 
composed. His death ensued after a few seconds. In the almost fifty years that I 
worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely submissive to 
the will of God.” 

1	  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, (New York, Harper One, 1954), 8. 
 
2 Ibid.,13. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. What do you think we can learn from looking at the lives of great Christian 
witnesses like Dietrich Bonhoeffer?  
 

2. At some point Bonhoeffer had to make the decision that talking about Jesus 
was not enough, that part of being a Christian involved action. How do you 
make this distinction in your own life? 

 
3. One of Bonhoeffer’s issues with the Church of his day was its collaboration 

with the Nazi regime. What role do you think the church should play in 
national life and in relationship to the government? 

 
4. Do you think that there is a “right way” of resisting tyranny or can 

individuals do it in their own way? 
 
5. When is a time that you have stood up and said enough, this must stop at 

risk of being ostracized? 
 
6. Bonhoeffer was described as “one of the very few persons I have met for 

whom God was real and always near.” How do you think he maintained this 
faith through the hardships that he endured? 

 
7. Bonhoeffer felt that unless he suffered with the German people he would 

have no right to be with them when the suffering ended. Do you agree that 
one can only participate if they have been there the whole time? 

8. Nazism was ultimately defeated, but do you feel that Christian Civilization 
has survived? 

 
9. Two weeks after Bonhoeffer was executed, Flossenburg Concentration 

Camp was liberated by the U.S. Army. What do you think Bonhoeffer 
would have done if he had survived? 

 

 

 



Angels 

For as much as we hear angels discussed in 
popular culture, very little is understood as 
to what they actually are. The first mention 
of an angel in the Bible comes in Genesis 
16:7 when Hagar, the maid of Sarai was 
fleeing. The passage reads “And the angel 
of the LORD found her by a fountain of 

water in the wilderness.” The Hebrew word that is translated as angel is ַמְלָאְך	  	  
(malach), which is generally taken to mean a heavenly messenger. In most early 
appearances in scripture the description of angels was chiefly limited to the 
message they were delivering. There was not much focus on their nature. 
However in later books of the Old Testament we get more descriptive tales of 
them like in Job and Isaiah. For example in Isaiah 6 the prophet Isaiah 
describes a vision in which he sees angels (seraphs) with six wings who are 
saying “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his 
glory.” (Isaiah 6:3). In the book of Daniel we begin to be introduced to the 
names of various angels like Michael (Daniel 10:13) and Gabriel (Daniel 8:16). 

When we get to the New Testament we find more descriptive accounts about  
angels, mainly coming from the lips of Jesus. In Matthew’s Gospel, when Jesus  
is asked by the Sadducees about how marriage would work itself out in the  
resurrection, he had this to say, “For in the resurrection they neither marry nor  
are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (Matthew 22:30). Also, in  
Matthew Jesus states, “Take care that you do not despise one of these little  
ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father  
in heaven.” There is the idea that the angels are higher than us, but of course  
lower than God. It is a place where ultimately we ascribe to be, in God’s  
presence and on something of a higher spiritual plane. This of course does not  
mean that when we die we will turn into angels but rather the things that the  
angels are enjoying now we will enjoy when the time comes. This sentiment is  
also echoed in Hebrews 2:7 which paraphrases Psalm 8:6 stating “You have  
made them for a little while lower than the angels.” There is a sense that  
mankind will one day rise to be like the angels (but to reiterate, not actual angels). 
 
 



Angels of course had a very important role to play in the incarnation and with  
the life of Jesus, including his resurrection and ascension. They appear first to  
Zechariah, the soon to be father of John the Baptist. We read this account,  
“But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has  
been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him  
John” (Luke 1:13). A bit later angels appear to both to Mary and to Joseph  
(albeit at separate times). The angel tells Mary “‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you  
have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear  
a son, and you will name him Jesus” (Luke 1:30-31). After this announcement  
and when Mary is found to be with child an angel comes to Joseph to assure  
him that everything is on the up and up stating “‘Joseph, son of David, do not  
be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the  
Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20). When Jesus is born in Bethlehem we again have  
the angels coming with a message from God, but this time it is to the shepherds  
when they proclaim, “‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news  
of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a  
Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:10-11). In all of these accounts  
the angels are coming as messengers to give people a very specific message  
about what God is doing. This understanding fits well into what we discussed in  
the previous paragraph that the angels are in God’s presence. It would therefore  
seem natural that they would know what was on God’s mind, as it were. 
Throughout Christ’s ministry on earth we see the angels coming to him, not  
necessarily with direct messages, but often with words of comfort or strength.  
When Satan has completed tempting Jesus we read “and suddenly 
angels came and waited on him” (Matthew 4:11). When Jesus is praying on the 
Mount of Olives knowing that his crucifixion is imminent we read “Then an 
angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him strength” (Luke 22:43). 
After the resurrection we again have angels as messengers. After Mary 
Magdalene and the other Mary went to the tomb we here this, “But the angel 
said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus 
who was crucified. He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, 
see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has been 
raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you 
will see him.’” 

Thinking about angels and their role has ebbed and flowed across the ages. 
The early Church was not quite sure what to make of angels, although there 
was a certain amount of attention paid to the ranks of angels. This would 



ultimately be settled in Dionysius’s, who lived somewhere around 500 a.d. In 
his Celestial Hierarchies he explains how “the nine orders of angels mediate 
God to man.” 1 The nine orders are broken into three groups (triads). In the 
first triad we find: seraphim, cherubim, thrones; in the second triad: virtues, 
dominations, powers; and in the third there are principalities, archangels, 
angels.” Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century would speculate that angel’s 
nature is both immortal and incorruptible. These discussions would continue 
throughout the Middle Ages growing ever more obscure. This would lead later 
critics of medieval scholarship to assert that they debated how many angels 
could dance on the head of a pin (23 if you are curious), although it appears 
this specific debate never actually took place. In the latter part of the 20th 
century angels, especially guardian angels would enjoy something of a 
renaissance even showing up on bumper stickers. There are some Biblical 
texts that seem to validate the idea of Guardian Angels. In Matthew 18:10 after 
Jesus issues his warning about causing a child to stumble he says “Take care 
that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their 
angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven.” Also in Acts 12:15 
when Peter has escaped from prison (with the help of an angel incidentally) he 
comes to the house of Mary where many are gathered praying and they do not 
believe that it is actually Peter saying to the maid “You are out of your mind! It 
is his angel.” Both of these suggest a sort of one for one relationship between a 
person on earth and an angel watching over them, which is obviously similar to 
the thinking involved with guardian angels. 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 488. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Angels show up very early in scripture and are often seen delivering a 
message from God. Why do you think God uses angels rather than 
“personally” delivering messages? 

 
2. Much popular culture tends to assert that when we go to heaven we get a set 

of wings and a harp. How do you think this got started? 
 
3. Angels are described as “continually see the face of my Father in heaven.” 

What do you think this means? 
  
4. Angles are often portrayed as cute little cherubs, but often the first words 

out of their mouths are “fear not”. Why do you think they arouse fear? 
 
5. Sometimes angels make announcements and at other times they offer 

comfort. How do you think these two tasks are related? 
 
6. Why do you think the angel was at the tomb of Jesus? 
 
7. Do you think it is worthwhile to try and understand the nature of angels or 

is it enough to know that they come from God? 
 
8. Do you think that angles frequently visit the earth and if so what do they do 

when they are here? 
 
9. Have you ever felt like you had a guardian angel? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



John Calvin 

Born in 1509 in the French town of Noyon, a town 
about fifty miles northeast of Paris, John Calvin is 
considered the founder of the Reformed Church. 
He studied Latin and Theology at the University of 
Paris and law in Orleans. During his studies, he 
became increasingly sympathetic to the ideas of 
Martin Luther and the Reformation movement. 
Because of this sympathy, he began to feel unsafe 
in Paris and fled there in 1533. He would 

eventually settle in Basel where he would publish the first edition of The 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, which was something of a handbook of 
Protestant theology. In 1536 upon passing through Geneva, he would be asked 
to stay in the city to regulate and organize the church around reformation 
principles. After four months in Geneva he presented the city council with the 
reforms that he desired for the church as well as the city. In these reforms “he 
began to seek an organization of the Church and ministry which would insure 
decency and order. Like all other reformers he assumed that this could be 
achieved by a systematic reproduction of the practices of the primitive Church 
as history and the New Testament disclosed them.” 1 However this effort was 
stopped by his exile from 1538 to 1541. When he returned in 1541 he 
convinced the city council to establish a number of regulations, which were 
known as the Ecclesiastical Ordinances. “Calvin believed that in organizing the 
Church at Geneva he must organize it in imitation of the primitive Church, and 
thereby reassert the independence of the Church and the divine authority of its 
ministers.” 2 
Geneva under Calvin’s leadership had power shared between the city council, 
Calvin, the pastors and the elders of the Church. The elders were one of the 
most interesting parts of Calvin’s governing class. They were appointed by the 
councils but only after consultation with the pastors. They were something of 
the moral police. They were to make sure that notorious sinners did not 
receive communion as well as inform the pastors of the moral failings of 
individuals within their congregation. While this might sound frightening to 
modern ears, this was not necessarily an innovation of Calvin. Bishop’s courts 
and city councils had had similar authority in the times before Calvin. Calvin 
had simply replaced it with a different authority. Some of the laws and offences 



seem rather strange. A 1547 decree banned the wearing of slashed breeches. 
In 1550 the clergy were authorized to make an annual visit to the home of each 
parishioner. This was done with the idea of making sure that each home was 
keeping the rules of the church. On one occasion several prominent citizens 
were imprisoned for holding a dance in a private home. In 1546, taverns were 
banned in Geneva as well as bawdy songs and using non-Biblical Christian 
names, though these would ultimately be repealed. 

As one can imagine, Calvin was not a very popular man. As he lay dying he 
pronounced, “They have always feared me more than they loved me.” 3 His 
time in Geneva and the laws he passed are not really the reason we remember 
him, but it is rather for his intellect and his doctrine. Unlike, Luther he would 
have no church named after him, but that does not mean that there are no 
churches that are Calvinist. The Church of Scotland, The Dutch Reformed 
Church and the Presbyterian Church are all Calvinist in their doctrine. Calvin 
was the only reformer to truly develop a systematic theology. Some of the 
highlights of his thinking are as follows: 

Total Depravity 

This doctrine asserts that when Adam fell all of Adam fell and we as Adam’s 
progeny carry this, not by imitation, but by an inherent corruption of our 
nature. Or put another way, there is nothing in us that can save us, we are 
completely corrupted and the whole human being requires the cross of Christ. 

1 Owen Chadwick, The Reformation, (London, Penguin Books, 1972), 82-83. 2 Ibid.,83. 3 

Ibid.,88. 

 
The Authority of Scripture 

Calvin believed that the authority of scripture lay in two separate things. It was 
first based on the divine inspiration of the written words and secondly it was a 
result of the “internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, which persuades believers 
of its authenticity.” 4 

 

 



Predestination 

This is the one that everyone has heard of when they think of Calvin. Calvin 
believed in what is called double predestination, which asserts that God 
destines some for eternal life (the elect) and others for damnation. For Calvin 
since God is all knowing, this knowledge is the equivalent of ordaining it to 
happen. So if God knows someone will be sent to hell he has also made this 
action come to pass. It was Calvin’s belief that damnation glorified God 
because it shows the justice of God. 

TULIP 

This is the acronym that serves as Calvinism in a nutshell. It stands for the 
following: 

T: Total Depravity (We are totally sinful)  
U: Unconditional Election (We are saved not by anything in us but only by 
     God’s kind intentions)  
L: Limited Atonement (Jesus died only for the elect (those God has chosen to  
     save) 
I: Irresistible Grace (those who are called to be saved cannot resist)  
P: Perseverance of Saints (if God has given you your salvation you cannot lose 
     it) 
 
Calvin would die on May 27, 1564 at the age of 54. Today there are roughly 75 
million people who are members of reformed churches that have their origins 
in Calvin’s thought and doctrine. 
	  

4	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 270. 
 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. We live in a day and age where you can believe most anything and not have 
to worry about persecution. Do you think we have lost anything by the fact 
that no one seems to care much about what you believe? 
 

2. Calvin set out to make a Christian city in Geneva modeled on the early 
Church. Do you think such endeavors are worthwhile? 

 
3. The elders in Calvin’s Geneva served as a kind of moral police; Do you 

think this would help or hurt the morality of those in the city? 
 
4. How do you think you strike a balance between upholding moral standards 

and being overly invasive? 
 
5. Do you think that the doctrine of Total Depravity has some merit? 
6. Predestination is obviously the most controversial part of Calvin’s thought. 

What do you see as its merits and drawbacks? 
 
7. Calvin’s thought tends to suggest that everything that happens does so 

because God wants it to be that way. Do you find this a satisfactory 
understanding? Does it make God the author of evil? 

 
8. Calvin was a lawyer by training. Where do you see legalism in his thought 

and actions? 
 
9. Calvin did a fairly good job of eliminating any sense of mystery from 

Christianity; do you find this good or bad and why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



St. Benedict and The Rule 

Like many of the ancients, we do not know the 
exact birth date of St. Benedict. He was probably 
born around 480 in Nursia, which is northeast of 
Rome. At some point in his young life he went to 
Rome to be educated, but found that “the 
licentiousness of contemporary society led him to 
withdraw from the world and retire c. 500 to a 
cave at Subiaco,”1 a town about 20 miles due east 
of Rome. He would live here as a hermit for a 
number of years and gradually a community grew 
up around him. In 529 because of what was 
described as “local jealousy” he moved with a 
small group of monks to Monte Cassino about 40 

miles southeast of Rome. He would die there in the year 550 and was buried 
in the same grave as his sister St. Scholastica. 

If this was all St. Benedict did, we probably would remember him like we 
vaguely remember many other pious people of long ago, but that was not all 
there was. We remember Benedict mainly because of one document – The 
Rule of St. Benedict. This rule was written around 540 while Benedict was at 
Monte Cassino. At its most basic, The Rule is just what it sounds like; it is a set 
of rules that were adopted by all who wanted to live together with Benedict and 
the other monks. The Rule was not purely an original work, for it drew heavily 
from the earlier Rule of St. Basil, as well as John Cassian, the Dessert Fathers, 
St. Augustine and St. Caesarius of Arles. This Rule, however, would carry on 
probably because it is “marked by prudence and humanity, and leads by 
observance and obedience to the perfect following of Christ.... the regime is 
austere but not exacting.” 2 

The rule is laid out in 73 chapters and covers both what we would call the 
spiritual as well as the temporal. For example Chapter 7 deals with humility 
while Chapter 35 covers the kitchen servers of the week. When you read 
through The Rule you do see a great deal of the humanity. It is not a rule 
designed to establish utopia, but is rather one that takes mankind as found and 
strives to use this material to glorify God. For example in Chapter 49 where we 
read about the observance of Lent we read this, “The life of a monk ought to 



be a continuous Lent. Since few, however, have the strength for this, we urge 
the entire community during these days of Lent to keep its manner of life most 
pure and to wash away in this holy season the negligence of other times.” 3 So 
here we have the ideal tempered by reality – you should be this way but since 
we know that you probably will not let’s try the best we can. That being said 
there are some things in The Rule that most of us would find some difficulty 
doing. For example The Rule called for eight services during the day known by 
the names: Matins. Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline. 
These services were roughly every three hours. Which means you would start 
at midnight with Matins, have Lauds at 3:00 am, prime at 6:00 am and so on. 
Some of these services were major and longer while some were minor which 
were shorter. 

Despite its 73 chapters Benedict considered this rule only a beginning and not 
an end. The final chapter, which is 73, is called “The Rule Only a Beginning of 
Perfection.” In this he writes “The reason we have written this rule is that, by 
observing it in monasteries, we can show that we have some degree of virtue 
and the beginnings of monastic life. But for anyone hastening on to the 
perfection of monastic life, there are the teachings of the holy Fathers, the 
observance of which will lead him to the very heights of perfection.” 4 A phrase 
that is often associated with the Benedictine Rule is work, study and prayer. 
Although Benedict never directly said this it is a good summary of the balance 
that is sought in the Benedictine way of life, where one seeks a balance 
between these three elements. 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 184. 2 Ibid.,184. 3	  Timothy 
Fry, Ed., The Rule of St. Benedict, (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1981), 253. 

4 Ibid.,295 

 
There is no evidence that Benedict ever intended to found a religious order, 
although it seems likely that he expected his Rule to be used in other 
monasteries. However, by the 7th and 8th centuries “it was increasingly widely 
followed in Gaul, in England (prob. Largely through the influence of St. 
Wilfrid), and in Germany (through the missionary work of St. Boniface and 
other Anglo-Saxons), but there was no juridical link between the monasteries 
using it. Both Charlemagne and Louis the Pious wished to reform the 



monasteries through promoting the observance of the Rule of Benedict.” 5 In 
fact Louis the Pious went so far as to make it mandatory for all monasteries to 
follow Benedict’s Rule. As with most things the essential nature of the 
monastery would change over time. In the Middle Ages, the liturgical 
observances increased and the manual labor decreased. Many of the 
monasteries would grow quite wealthy. However, a monastery in Cluny, France 
(about 220 miles southeast of Paris) began a program of reformation within the 
monasteries in the 10th century returning too much of the original intentions 
of Benedict. These reforms would take hold many places, but especially in 
England, where the English King Edmund made a man by the name of 
Dunstan, the Abbot of Glastonbury (he later became Archbishop of 
Canterbury). He began reform in the Abby’s as well as establishing contact with 
monasteries overseas. 

Monasteries based on the Rule of Benedict would survive the Reformation and 
Enlightenment with varying degrees of success. The English King Henry VIII 
famously dissolved the monasteries in England. In northern Europe where the 
Reformation took greater hold monastic life was for the most part ended. “The 
Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the anticlerical legislation of the 
19th century led State interference in all Benedictine monasteries.” 6 However 
by the mid 19th century there was a renewed interest in monasticism. 
Additionally the Anglican Book of Common Prayer carries on some 
Benedictine traditions with the monastic offices (Mattins, Lauds, Prime, Terce, 
Sext, None, Vespers, Compline) being condensed to the two daily offices of 
Morning (Matins) and Evening Prayer. Surveying the history of the Western 
Church one sees that ‘the Rule of St. Benedict has been the norm of monastic 
piety.” 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Benedict felt he needed to withdraw from the world. Do you think it is the 
role of Christians to be in the world or removed from the world or is there 
room for both? 

 
2. There has been increased attention recently over having a “rule of life.” Do 

you find this a good idea? Why or why not? 
 
3. Benedict mixed the spiritual as well as the temporal in his rule. Do you see 

wisdom in such an approach? 
 
4. In the 20th century Benedictine Monasteries were established in both the 

Anglican and Lutheran Churches. What do you think lead to this revival of 
a tradition that had been shunned by the original reformers? 

5. Do you find anything intriguing about a monastic life? 
 
6. In the so-called Dark Ages the Benedictines preserved classical learning by 

their copying of manuscripts. What do you think lead them to do this? 
 
7. Why do you think the monasteries grew so large and powerful in the 

Middle Ages? 
 
8. Have you ever thought about the Book of Common Prayer being 

influenced by Benedictine Monasticism?  
 
9. Esther de Waal wrote “It is hardly too much to claim that the Benedictine 

spirit is at the root of the Anglican way of prayer, as both clergy and laity 
have been nourished by the daily recitations of the psalms and the regular 
reading of the scriptures. And if the Benedictine way stands above all else 
for balance and moderation, so also does the Anglican via media.” Do you 
agree? 

5	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 187. 6 Ibid. 7 Ibid.,188 

 

 



The Desert Fathers 
The term Desert Fathers can be somewhat misleading 
while at the same time not being terribly informative. 
First off, all of the Desert Father’s were not all actually 
fathers (some were mothers) and secondly, being a 
Desert Father was not some club you joined like The 
Rotary. So saying who was and who was not a Desert 

Father is something that has been done retrospectively and not at the time it 
happened. That being said the basic idea of the Desert Fathers is that they were 
a group of people who moved to separate themselves from society (some to the 
actual desert, but not all) around the fourth century (give or take a little) to live 
lives as hermits, ascetics and monks. Many credit the legalization of Christianity 
under Constantine as the impetuous for the movement, not because it 
suddenly became legal to go out to the desert as a hermit, but because 
Christianity had suddenly lost the edginess that it had when it was illegal so, 
new challenges needed to be found. 

The person widely regarded a the first Desert Father was a man by the name of 
Paul of Thebes who went to the desert sometime during the persecution of 
Emperor Decius (249-251). He is reported to have lived there in a cave for 
ninety-one years subsisting on dates and bread and praying day and night. 
However, if you wanted to rank Desert Fathers in terms of popularity (which I 
am not sure why you would) Anthony of Egypt would be the big man on 
campus. He lived a hermit life in Lower Egypt beginning around 269 and not 
ending until his death in 356 at the age of 105. It was upon hearing the words 
of Jesus to “sell all you have and give to the poor and come follow me” that he 
obeyed and did just that. Most of what we know of Anthony comes from a 
biography of him written in 360 by Athanasius (The Bishop of Alexandria). 
While in the desert he gathered many followers and also became known for 
his struggles with the Devil. Among the stories that Athnasius recounts is this 
one: “As he was watching in the night the devil sent wild beasts against him. 
And almost all the hyenas in that desert came forth from their dens and 
surrounded him; and he was in the midst, while each one threatened to bite. 
Seeing that it was a trick of the enemy he said to them all: 'If ye have received 
power against me I am ready to be devoured by you; but if ye were sent against 
me by demons, stay not, but depart, for I am a servant of Christ.' When 
Antony said this they fled, driven by that word as with a whip.” 1 Many of his 



sayings are recorded and are still read to this day, such as: “Whoever has not 
experienced temptation cannot enter into the Kingdom of Heaven...Without 
temptation no one can be saved.” 2 The Hermit model of the Desert Father as 
practiced by Anthony was not the only one, and different Desert Fathers would 
model different types of behavior, as we shall see. 

In Upper Egypt a different type of Dessert Father emerged and the way in 
which they lived. Whereas in Lower Egypt with those like Anthony you had a 
“spiritual father” who was surrounded by a group of disciples, in Upper Egypt 
something known as Coenobitic Monasticism emerged. It was characterized 
more by a community of followers who came together to work and pray; a type 
of monasticism that would become much the norm in the western parts of the 
church mainly, but not exclusively, under the Rule of St. Benedict. The person 
considered the founder of this was a man by the name of Pachomius who was 
born in the year 292 in Thebes (now in the modern city of Luxor Egypt). How 
he came upon this idea is not known although legends suggest that he formed 
his type of monasticism from former followers of Anthony of Egypt who found 
his manner of living too severe. There are few writings that survive from this 
group, but they live on through the communities who use the structure of 
living, working and praying together as an expression of their devotion to God. 

1 Vita S. Antoni, trans., Athanasius of Alexandria: The Life of Antony, 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/vita- antony.html 2 Benedicta Ward, trans., The 
Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1984), 2. 

 
If we called the movement of Anthony one that came from the uneducated 
class we would call the Desert Fathers that grew up east of the Nile in the areas 
of Nitria and Scetis the educated end of the movement. “Here a more learned, 
Greek-influenced type of monasticism evolved around an educated minority of 
whom Evagrius Ponticus (345-399) is the most famous.” 3 A lot of writings 
emerged from this area like those of John Colobos, Pambo and the two 
Macarii. One of the sayings of Macarius the Great “If you reprove someone, 
you yourself get carried away by anger and you are satisfying your own passion; 
do not lose yourself, therefore in order to save another.” 4 

In Syria things got a little strange. The group of Desert Fathers that lived there 
“deliberately imposed on themselves what is hardest for a human being to 
bear.” 5 Such practices as walking around naked while in chains and only eating 



whatever they found in the woods was very common, however the most 
fascinating and memorable may have been the “Stylite” saints who were men 
who lived perched on the top of a pillar for long periods of time. The first of 
these was a man named Simeon who lived for forty years on top of a column 
outside of Antioch. If that was not enough it was rumored that while up there 
he supposedly converted and healed a blind dragon. 

The last two places that the Desert Fathers were known was in Asia Minor and 
Palestine. In Asia Minor the Fathers were in more urban areas with the most 
known practitioners being a group known as the Cappadocian Fathers lead by 
Basil the Great who drew up a rule for living together which would later 
influence Benedict and his rule. While in the fifth century the monastic center 
of the world became Palestine especially in the desert around Gaza. 

All in all, the Desert Fathers laid a path for monasticism that is still with us in 
Christianity through their thoughts and writings. While some of their practices 
may have been extreme they developed a system of living together that 
modeled the Christian life to all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. A criticism of monasticism is that Christians are supposed to be in the world 
(although not of the world). Do you think there is a need for some to 
remove themselves from society and are there advantages in so doing? 
 

2. Do you think Christianity lost some of its authenticity when it became legal? 
 
3. Many of the Desert Fathers lived lives of extreme asceticism. Do you think 

that this would help focus the mind or was simply masochism? 
 
4. What role does temptation play in being a Christian? Is it necessary to 

strengthen our faith? 
 
5. There were two basic models to emerge from the Desert Fathers: The first 

involved a leader and followers while the second involved a group agreeing 
to live a common life under a rule. What are the advantages and 
disadvantages of these two different arrangements? 

 
6. There were both educated and uneducated leaders in this movement. Do 

you think this matters? Does one strike you as being more “authentic”? 
 
7. Charismatic leaders can always find a group of followers. What are the 

dangers with this? What are the advantages? 
 
8. Some of the ideas formulated by the Desert Fathers are with us today (i.e. 

Coenobitic Monasticism) some are not (i.e. sitting on top of a pole). What 
do you think makes some things endure and others disappear? 

 
9. Most people today think going without their favorite brand of yogurt for a 

week to be a form of asceticism. However this pales in comparison to the 
practices of many of the Desert Fathers. What is the balance that needs to 
be struck between comfort and austerity? 

3 Ibid., xviii. 4 Ibid., 131. 5 Ibid., xviii. 

 

 



The Councils of the Church 
The Councils of the Church are a bit hard to define, 
because depending on whom you ask you will get 
different answers. Loosely defined, a Church Council 
is a gathering of the leaders of the church (usually 
Bishop’s) to deal with problems that occurred within 
the church. That much is fairly straightforward; it is 
when you start asking which church leaders need to 
be there in order for it to be a true council that things 
get a little sticky. The Eastern Orthodox Church, the 

Anglican Church as well as Lutherans and Methodists tend to set the number 
of Church councils at seven. Those being the seven councils that occurred 
between 325 and 787 beginning with first Council of Nicea and ending with 
second Council of Nicea (there were others held in different towns in between 
those two bookends). The Roman Catholic Church also acknowledges those 
seven but adds fourteen more beginning in Constantinople in 869 and ending 
with the Second Vatican Council in 1965. The main reason for this 
discrepancy has to do with how one defines the church. To Roman Catholics, 
they are the true Church, so whenever they get together a Council has 
occurred, whereas to the Orthodox and others a Council of the Church must 
involve the whole church (i.e. all of Christendom), so a council will not occur 
until the whole Church meets again. There are of course some other nuances 
involved in who acknowledges which Church Councils are legitimate (many 
non- denominational churches do not care about any of them), but the seven 
verses twenty-one is the major fissure over which Christians are split. However, 
since the three largest divisions within Christianity (Roman Catholicism, 
Eastern Orthodoxy and Anglicanism) all acknowledge the seven councils that 
occurred between 325 and 787 as legitimate; we will focus on those. 

The First Council of Nicea (325) 

When Constantine became Roman Emperor, the fact that he was Christian 
changed much about the ways Christians interacted in the Roman Empire. 
First off Christianity was no longer illegal and as a result Christians could travel 
and assemble freely which really made these councils possible. It would be a 
dispute over a heresy called Arianism, which would trigger the need for this 
first council. Constantine called it together on the recommendation of Osius of 



Cordoba (a Spanish Bishop and confidant of the Emperor). This heresy of 
Arianism taught that Jesus was not the same as God, but was rather created at a 
later time. The Council would label Arius (the guy who came up with 
Arianism) a heretic and develop a creed (although not quite the Nicene Creed 
that we know today), which strongly emphasized Jesus’ equality with God the 
Father. Most of the Bishop’s came from the East (i.e. Turkey, Lebanon, Syria, 
etc.) and Africa. It is interesting to note that the Bishop of Rome (a.k.a. The 
Pope) was not in attendance. It is estimated that between 250 and 300 Bishops 
were in attendance. 

The First Council of Constantinople (381) 

Since the previous council in 325 some new items of controversy had arisen so 
a new council was called, except this time in Constantinople, which was by this 
time the most important city in the Roman Empire. Three main things 
emerged from this council. First, there was the condemnation of 
Apollonrainism, which was something of an overreaction against Arianims, 
purporting that Jesus had a divine mind, but was only human in terms of his 
body, therefore making him not fully human, but only fully divine. Secondly 
the creed developed at Nicea was modified. The creed that emerged was more 
or less the creed that many churches say today, although the Western Church 
at the Council of Toledo added the so-called filioque clause in 589. 
Technically the creed that we call the Nicene Creed should be called the 
Nicene- Constantinopolitan Creed. Finally, the Bishop of Constantinople was 
granted coequality with Rome. 

The First Council of Ephesus (431) 

This was called like the previous two councils to deal with a particular heresy 
that was prevalent at the time. In Ephesus, that heresy was something known as 
Nestorianism. This position argued that Jesus was really two people, a divine 
Jesus and a human Jesus. This heresy rejected any such statements as God 
suffered on the cross arguing that it was only the human Jesus that suffered. 
This council reaffirmed the position of Mary as the Theotokos – literally the 
God bearer as well as rejecting Nestorianism. 

 



Council of Chalcedon (451) 

Another Council, another condemnation of a particular heresy. This time it 
was a heresy known as Eutychianism, which was put forward by Eutyches of 
Constantinople. This heresy in many ways was an overreaction against the 
Nestorian position that was rejected at the First Council of Ephesus. Whereas 
Nestorious argued there were really two separate Jesus’ Euthyches argued that 
there was one, but with two natures. However, he pushed his position too far 
by arguing that the human nature was completely (or almost completely) 
subsumed by his divinity, as an ocean would consume a drop of vinegar. This 
decision to reject Eutychianism was not without controversy as the so-called 
Oriental Orthodox (i.e. Armenian, Coptic) churches disagreed and separated 
themselves from the other churches (what we today would call the Eastern 
orthodox and the Roman Catholic Church). 

Second Council of Constantinople (553) 

This council was in many ways a continuation of the fight over the things that 
were supposedly settled a Chalcedon. It centered on something called The 
Three Chapters, which were writings that appeared to be Nestorian in nature. 
Those in attendance, mainly Bishop’s from the east, condemned The Three 
Chapters at the Council. In the west, Pope Vigilus drew up a watered down 
version of the decisions from Constantinople. As a result of these 
proclamations, Pope Vigilus was exiled for a time until he eventually agreed to 
sign on with the decisions of the Council. 

Third Council of Constantinople 

The third time around in Constantinople the issue was Monothelitism, which 
taught that Jesus had two natures but only one will. The Council came out with 
a statement saying that Jesus had both a human and a divine will. 

Second Council of Nicea (787) 

The final Council that is accepted by everyone concerned the veneration of 
icons. The Byzantine Emperor Constantine V had outlawed icons in 754. The 
Council refuted this concluding that “As the sacred and life-giving cross is 
everywhere set up as a symbol, so also should the images of Jesus Christ, the 



Virgin Mary, the holy angels, as well as those of the saints and other pious and 
holy men be embodied in the manufacture of sacred vessels, tapestries, 
vestments, etc., and exhibited on the walls of churches, in the homes, and in all 
conspicuous places, by the roadside and everywhere, to be revered by all who 
might see them.” This issue would of course reappear during the protestant 
reformation, especially among the Anabaptists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think the Church could benefit from a council today? What are the 
problems that are preventing one from occurring? 

 
2. If the churches cannot agree on when a council has occurred do you think 

there is any hope for Christianity to be united again? 
 
3. Is there a need for a united Christianity? What would the advantages and 

disadvantages be of having “one” Church?  
 
4. Church Councils were often called over fairly obscure theological 

questions? Why were these so important? Do you think people today 
would care that much about Nestorianism or any of the heresies that 
occurred in the early days of Christianity? 

 
5. In looking at these councils you can see how the center of Christianity has 

shifted. In early Councils the Bishop’s from the East and from Africa were 
very heavily represented and the Bishop of Constantinople was considered 
the equal of the Bishop of Rome. Do you see shifts like this occurring 
today? How does this shape the Church? 

 
6. Why do you think the Nicene Creed (Nicene- Constantinopolitan Creed) 

has survived to this day? 
 
7. Why is it so important to get the identity of Jesus right (i.e. how many 

natures he had and so on)? 
 
8. Some heresies like Eutychianism were an overreaction against another 

heresy. Are there dangers in being too zealous in guarding certain truths? 
 
9. Exodus 20:4 reads “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of 

anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.” 
How do we see this verse in light of the decisions that came out of the 
Second Council of Nicea? 

 

 



St. Augustine of Hippo 

Arguably the most famous writer and theologian that 
Christianity has every produced, St. Augustine was born 
on November 13, 354 in the town of Thagaste (now 
Souk Ahras, Algeria). His father, Patricius, was a pagan 
(until shortly before his death when he converted to 
Christainity), while his mother Monica was a very zealous 
Christian. He spent his early years studying in Tagaste 
and at the age of 17 was sent to the city of Carthage for 
advanced studies in rhetoric. He would stay there until 

383 both studying and teaching. Although Augustine was raised a Christian he 
was at this point not a terribly good one. In Carthage he began an affair with a 
woman which produced a child named Adeodatus (God’s Gift) and became 
interested in a religious sect known as Manecheism (a religion founded by the 
Persian Prophet Mani two centuries earlier). This sect taught a sort of dualism 
which purported that there were two god’s one who was good and the source 
of all light, while the other was evil and the source of darkness. This stage in 
Augustine’s life is probably best summed up in the prayer he recounts in his 
book The Confessions which states he would pray “Give me Chastity and 
continency, but not yet.” 1 

In 383 Augustine decided that he needed to go to Rome. “Partly, his move was 
inspired by ambition for greater success at the heart of the Empire; partly he 
desired to break his Carthaginian associations and make a fresh start in life.” 2 
Once in Rome he abandoned his ties with Manecheism. A year later he would 
move to Milan where he was a municipal teacher of rhetoric. In Milan he 
heard St. Ambrose who was then Bishop of Milan. He initially began going to 
listen to his sermons for their rhetorical power but found himself increasingly 
enamored by their content. 3 The story of Augustine’s conversion to 
Christianity is famously recalled in his book The Confessions. It reads in part: 

I was speaking this way and weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart, 
when suddenly I heard from a neighboring house a voice, as of a boy or girl, I 
know not which – chanting repeatedly, “Take up and read, Take up and read.” 
My facial expression changed instantly and I began to think most earnestly 
whether children where in the habit of playing any kind of game with such 
words...So I quickly returned to the place where Alypius was sitting, where I 



had laid the volume of the Apostle when I arose from there. I grabbed it, 
opened it, and in silence read the paragraph on which my eyes first fell: Not in 
reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in strife 
and envying, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
flesh to gratify its desires. I read no further, nor did I need to. For instantly, at 
the end of this sentence, by a light as it were, of serenity infused into my heart, 
all the darkness of doubt vanished away. 4 

He was baptized by Ambrose on the Eve of Easter, April 25, 387 and would 
return to Africa the following year. Two tragedies would strike in the next few 
years his mother would die in Rome before he returned to Africa (she had 
been with him in Italy) and his son Adeodatus died in 389. In 391 while on a 
visit to Hippo Regius, Augustine was “seized by the people and against his will 
ordained priest by the aged Bp. Valerius.”5 By 395 he was Bishop Coadjutor 
and became sole Bishop upon Valerius’ death. 

The times in which Augustine lived where filled with controversy, so he found 
himself fighting against various positions he believed to be threats to salvation 
while at the same time articulating orthodox Christianity. In all he would write 
about 1000 books (a book in those days was roughly the equivalent of a 
modern day chapter). 
 
. 1  Hal M. Helms, trans., The Confessions of St Augustine (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 

1986), 145.  

. 2  Vernon J. Bourke, Ed., The Essential Augustine, (Indianapolis, IN: Hacket Publishing 
Company, 1985), 12.  

. 3  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York:  

Oxford University Press, 2005), 129. 4	  Hal M. Helms, trans., The Confessions of St 
Augustine (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 1986), 153. 5	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, 
Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 129. 

 

His two most famous works are probably The Confessions and City of God. 
The Confessions is his autobiography and in many ways is the first of what 
would be considered an autobiography in modern terms. City of God concerns  



itself with defending the role of Christianity within the Roman Empire. For at 
this time many were blaming the weakening of the Roman Empire on the 
turning away of Roman Citizens from their pagan god’s. 

It is hard to overstate the influence that Augustine has had on the Church 
(especially in the West). His writing was both immense and vast. He would die 
in the year 430 at the age of 75 in Hippo Regius, Numidia (modern day 
Annaba, Algeria). Below is a very brief sample of some of Augustine’s thoughts 
and theological views: 

Evil 

For what is that which we call evil but the absence of good? In the bodies of 
animals, disease and wounds mean nothing but the absence of health; for when 
a cure is effected, that does not mean that the evils which were present – 
namely the diseases and wounds – go away and dwell elsewhere: they 
altogether cease to exist: for the wound or disease is not a substance, but a 
defect in the fleshly substance – the flesh itself being the substance, and 
therefore something good, of which those evil – that is, privations of the good 
which we call health. 6 

God as the Creator of the Human Soul and Body 

Now every creature of God is good [1 Tim. 4:4] and every man, in so far as he 
is a man, is a creature – but not by virtue of the fact that he is a sinner. So God 
is the creator of both human body and soul. Neither of these is evil, nor does 
God hate either of them; for He hates none of the things that He has made. 
But the conscious soul (animus) is better than the body; while God, the Maker 
and Founder of both, is still more excellent and He hates nothing in man 
except sin. Sin for man is a disorder and perversion; that is, a turning away 
(aversio) from the most worthy Creator and a turning toward (conversio) the 
inferior things that He has created. 7 

 

 

 



Seeing God in Creation 

Some people read books in order to find God. Yet there is a great book, the 
very appearance of created things. Look above you; look below you! Note it; 
read it! God, whom you wish to find, never wrote that book with ink. Instead, 
He set before your eyes the things that He had made. Can you ask for a louder 
voice than that! Why, heaven and earth cry out to you: “God made me!” 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Augustine lived a fairly sinful youth (and young adulthood). Why do you 
think that many of the great figures in Christianity (i.e. St. Paul, John 
Newton) had some of the roughest beginnings? 

 
2. What do you think it is in us that makes us pray prayers like Augustine’s for 

chastity, where we know what is right, but are not ready to do it? 
 
3. Augustine was initially attracted to Bishop Ambrose by his rhetorical skills, 

but would come to embrace his message. Have you ever had an experience 
where you were drawn to something for non-Christian reasons, but soon 
found yourself moved to God’s ultimate purpose? 

 
4. Have you ever had an experience where you felt serenity infused into your 

heart and all the darkness of doubt vanish away? 
 
5. When Augustine finally converted, it was largely through the reading of 

scripture. Have you ever had the experience where you felt God was 
speaking directly to you through scripture? 

 
6. Augustine had to defend Christianity against those who felt it had weakened 

the power of the Roman Empire. What sort of criticisms does Christianity 
have to defend itself against today? 

 
7. Do you find Augustine’s explanation of evil satisfactory? 
 
8. Augustine defines sin as turning away from God the creator and turning 

toward something inferior. Can you think of an example of sin that fits this 
explanation? 

 
9. Augustine, like St. Paul argued that evidence of God is all around. Why do 

so many people miss it? 

6 Vernon J. Bourke, Ed., The Essential Augustine, (Indianapolis, IN: Hacket Publishing 
Company, 1985), 65. 7 Ibid.,45. 8 Ibid.,123. 

 

 



The Gospels 
When the term “The Gospels” is used we tend to think 
of the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. There 
are of course other books that purport to be Gospels 
like the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Peter, but 
they are generally not accorded the same authority as 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The obvious question 
then is how did the Gospels come into being, when 
were they written and what makes a Gospel canonical 

like Matthew and what makes a Gospel less regarded like that of Thomas? 
Quite frankly there is not an easy answer to this question because as we know 
Jesus before he ascended into heaven did not call Matthew, Mark Luke and 
John together and say, “I want you guys to write the Gospels and if you feel so 
compelled you can name them after yourselves.” 

The Gospels were obviously written after the ascension of Jesus and Pentecost 
and all of that – sometime between about 60 and 110 a.d. There are of course 
some scholars who would doubt these dates, but generally speaking this is the 
accepted time frame in which they were produced, which leads us closer to 
answering why some Gospels are canonical and some are not. But, before we 
get to the basic rule for inclusion or exclusion, we must once again offer a 
caveat that not all scholars agree. There is a notable vocal minority who allege 
conspiracy in the whole business and that the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke 
and John were foisted upon us because the other Gospel’s had things in them 
that those in power (i.e. Constantine, the Pope, a secret council, and angry 
leprechaun named Toby) did not want the “people” to see because it 
threatened their power. However putting all of that aside the general rule is 
this: The Gospels that are included in the Bible are ones that were written by 
people who knew or knew people who knew Jesus, and were written within 30 
to 70 or so years of the crucifixion. Those that are not included were written by 
people who were generations removed from people that did know Jesus, and 
were composed more than a hundred years after the resurrection and 
ascension. Of course this begs the question were not Thomas and Peter 
disciples, so how could their Gospels have been written after their deaths? The 
fact of the matter is the people whose names are on them did not write them, 
which was actually was a fairly common practice at the time. For example the  



death of Peter “is placed by Eusebius in the reign of Nero (54-68) and was 
probably in the persecution of 64,”1 whereas the Gospel of Peter seems to have 
been “composed in Syria in the first half of the 2nd century.” 2 

Now that we have gotten through that let’s look a little closer at some of the 
characteristics of the individual Gospels. 

Matthew 

Matthew’s Gospel was originally thought to have been the oldest of the 
Gospel’s although current scholarship tends to give this distinction to Mark. It 
is thought to have been written somewhere between 80 and 90 and is 
traditionally ascribed to Matthew, who was a tax-collector and one of the 
Twelve Disciples. Popular scholarship these days tends to believe that this was 
not actually written by Matthew, but by someone who drew extensively from 
the gospel of Mark and from another source known as Q (short for the 
German word Quelle meaning source) which is thought to be a collection of 
the sayings of Jesus. This is all speculation however since there is no physical 
evidence of an actual Q. Some of the unique features of Matthew’s Gospel is 
that it contains The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) and the special 
commission to Peter (Matthew 16: 17-20) which states “on this rock I will build 
my church.” Of the four Gospels “it is the most suitable for public reading; and 
it has probably always been the best known of them.” 3 

1 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1269. 2 Ibid.,1271. 3 

Ibid.,1063. 

 
Mark 

This Gospel is now largely believed to be the oldest of the Gospels dating from 
probably between 60 and 75. Its author is generally not in dispute and is 
believed to be Mark who was a follower and interpreter of Peter. He is usually 
referred to as John Mark in the Acts of the Apostles whose mother had a 
house in Jerusalem. We also know that he accompanied Paul and Barnabas on 
their first missionary journey. Mark’s Gospel contains no infancy narrative and 
instead begins with the preaching of John the Baptist. Looking at the Gospel as 
a literary work it is divided into two parts the first being the ministry of healing 



and preaching in Galilee and the second the suffering, death and resurrection. 
The dividing line between these two is the confession of Peter in 8:29 where he 
states, “You are the Messiah.” 

Luke 

Luke’s Gospel is unique in the sense that the gospel of Luke is just part one 
and the Acts of the Apostles is part two of his writings. The author is generally 
thought to be Luke the Physician, a traveling companion of Paul. It was 
probably written around the year 85 give or take a few years. Like the Gospel 
of Matthew many now believe that Luke’s Gospel is based both on the writings 
of Mark and the Q source. The purpose of the Gospel is spelled out right at 
the beginning when Luke tells “the most excellent Theophilus” (the person to 
whom this Gospel is addressed) that he has “undertaken to set down an 
orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us.” (Luke 1:1). 
Among the unique things that are found only in Luke include the parable of 
the Prodigal Son and the Penitent Thief. 

John 

John’s Gospel is unique for a number of reasons. Not only was it the last one 
written (somewhere between 90 and 110) but also it is the only Gospel not 
considered synoptic, meaning it covers things much differently than Matthew, 
Mark and Luke. As for the writer of the Gospel, it has traditionally been 
attributed to the Apostle John (The Disciple whom Jesus Loved) where others 
believe it was either redacted or written by someone who was close to John, but 
not John himself. Probably the most famous part of this Gospel comes in the 
introduction where John presents Jesus as The Word made Flesh. The book 
can be thought of consisting of two parts: The Book of Signs and the Book of 
Glory. 4 In the first part what the other writers of the Gospels called miracles, 
John saw as signs attesting to whom Jesus was while in the second part Jesus 
“shows his glory by returning to the Father in death, resurrection, and 
ascension.” 5 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. The Church throughout most of its history has believed that the Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are the best accounts of the life of Jesus, do 
you think this is enough to validate their trustworthiness? 
 

2. Why do you think it has become somewhat popular to assert that the Bible 
is not giving us the whole story and that we must look to other sources to get 
at the real truth of the matter? 

 
3. Why do you think that the so called Gospels that were produced at a later 

date appear to show a much different picture of Jesus than that of Matthew, 
Mark, Luke and John? 

 
4. Why do you think different Gospel writers would present different facts? 
 
5. Why do you think the Church has kept four gospels rather than deciding 

on one “official” Gospel? 
 
6. Why do you think Mark’s Gospel changes directions after Peter confesses 

Jesus to be the Messiah? 
 
7. Do you think Biblical Scholarship that posits things like Q adds anything to 

our understanding of God?  
 
8. How do you think John’s Gospel came to be so different from the other 

three? 
 
9. Do you have a favorite Gospel and why? 

4 Raymond Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament, (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 
334. 5 Ibid. 

 

 

 

 



Major Heresies 
It is often easier to define individual heresies than it 
is to define what is meant by the term heresy. 
Strictly speaking a heresy is “The formal denial or 
doubt of any defined doctrine of the Catholic 
faith.” 1 In this context the term “catholic” is not 
referring to the Roman Catholic Church but rather 
to the Greek origins of the word, which means 

universal. Another way to think about the term Catholic Faith is to use the 
definition put forth by St. Vincent of Lerins which stated it is that “which has 
been believed everywhere, always and by all.” So a heresy would be anything 
that deviates from this definition. In Alister McGrath’s book Heresy he states 
“The essential feature of heresy is that it is not unbelief (rejection of the core 
beliefs of a worldview such as Christianity) in the strict sense of the term, but a 
form of that faith that is held ultimately to be subversive or destructive, and 
thus indirectly leads to such unbelief.” 2 A way to think about heresy is that it is 
like a design flaw in a building. The building may be built and look like it is 
supposed to look, but ultimately because of a flaw, the whole thing will come 
crashing down. Heresy is something done by those that stand inside the 
Church, not by those on the outside. Therefore a Buddhist is not a heretic. 
Heretic’s teachings are dressed up in the verbiage and understandings of 
Christianity, just with a slight deviation. In the next few paragraphs are some 
examples of heresies and some reflection on why they constituted a “design 
flaw” in the Christian tradition. 

Gnosticism 

Gnosticism can be a bit hard to define because there were many strands of it 
and some may not even have been a Christian heresy at all. The basic beliefs 
of Gnosticism were that: 1) The cosmos were the result of an ignorant or evil 
creator; and 2) Salvation happens when believers receive knowledge (gnosis) of 
their divine origin so that they can return to the realm of light. The originator 
of a Christian Gnosticism is generally regarded to be a man by the name of 
Valentinus who lived in the 2nd century. What he said was the cosmos were 
created by this evil or ignorant god, but Christ was the redeemer who was able  

 



to awaken the knowledge of an individual’s divine origin. Put another way we 
are born in this rotten world and our goal is to escape it using the part in us 
that is divine and Jesus helps awaken that part of us that is divine. 

There are of course many problems with this belief, but two of the primary 
ones are as follows: First off it denies the continuity of scripture. Christians 
believe God created the world and that he redeemed it through Jesus Christ. 
Those who followed Valentinius argued that God was evil at worst or crazy at 
best. Second it denies the goodness of creation. When God created the 
heavens and the earth he said that they were good. To the Gnostic all matter is 
evil and our job is to escape the evil, which is creation. 

Gnosticism has enjoyed something of a renaissance in the past years as people 
seek to look inside themselves to find salvation. Since Gnosticism preaches 
that what you need is found in you it has resonated with many modern day 
seekers. 

Arianism 

This heresy is named after its originator, a man by the name of Arius who was 
a priest in the Egyptian city of Alexandria. He lived between the years 270 and 
336. Arius seemed to have been concerned that Christianity was being rejected 
by educated Greeks because of its emphasis on the Incarnation (God 
becoming man). To rectify this he proposed that Jesus was of a different 
substance than God the father and that while Jesus had existed for a long time 
there was a time when he did not exist. Jesus in Arian thinking was foremost 
among created beings, but he was still created. 

1 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 762. 2 Alister McGrath, 
Heresy, (New York, Harper Collins, 2009), 33. 

 
His understandings naturally generated a tremendous amount of controversy. 
Foremost among his critics was another resident of Alexandria by the name of 
Athanasius. He would attack Arainism ability to account for the redeeming of 
humanity by the following method: 1) A creature is not capable of redeeming 
another creature. 2) According to Arius Jesus Christ is a creature. 3) Therefore 
Jesus cannot redeem humanity. 3 



The Council of Nicea would decisively reject Arianism. When you read the 
creed in the lines “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, 
begotten not made, of one Being with the Father,” you see an almost point by 
point refutation of the ideas that Arius espoused. 

Pelagainism 

Like Arianism, Pelagianism is named for its founder a man by the name of 
Pelagius. He was a British monk who lived from 355 to 435. He set out to 
reform the church by “emphasizing that all people possess a God-given power 
to improve themselves.” 4 As such he argued against original sin by saying that 
the sin of Adam harmed only himself and not the human race as a whole. 
Therefore children are born into the same state as Adam before his fall. As a 
result of this he argues that the Mosaic Law and the Gospel of Christ were 
equally good at leading us to heaven. 5 

Chief among Pelagius’ opponents were Augustine of Hippo who argued that 
his views of human nature were theologically naïve. For this view to work you 
would need to believe that mankind is perfectly capable of saving themselves 
without the need of a savior. And you need to believe that by trying hard 
enough you can be perfect. 

Pelagainism is of course still with us today. Anytime we see an overemphasis 
on our ability to perfect ourselves we hear the echoes of Pelagius. The 19th 
century poem “Invictus by William Ernest Henley perfectly illustrates this. It 
reads: 

It matters not how strait the gate, How charged with punishments the scroll, I 
am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul. 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think it is important that the Church guard against heresies, why or 
why not? 

 
2. In looking at these three heresies do you see any common threads or ideas 

that unite them? 
 
3. Most likely people do not set out to be heretics. What do you think are the 

motivating factors for those who stray from the Catholic faith? 
 
4. What do you think would be attractive about thinking that all of the answers 

lie inside of you like Gnosticism puts forth? 
 
5. Do you find it hard to believe that the world is entirely evil as Gnosticism 

argues? If you did believe this how might it change your behavior? 
 
6. Arius set out to create a Christianity that was more acceptable to those of his 

day. Have you seen this same desire in our own time? 
 
7. Do you ever find the idea of God becoming man difficult to fathom? 
 
8. Rugged individualism is a strain that runs through American history, how 

does this differ from the ideas put forth by Pelagius? 
  
9. Have you come across Pelagian ideas in contemporary society? Have you 

come across then in a church? 

3 Ibid.,146. 4 Ibid.,161. 5 Ibid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Cathedrals 
When we hear the word “cathedral” we tend to think of 
something gothic and big, with flying buttresses and 
gargoyles for rain spouts. While this is true to an extent, 
the technical definition of a cathedral has very little to do 
with the actual building. The word cathedral literally 
means the church that contains the throne (kaqedra in 
Greek or cathedra in Latin). The throne, in this context, 

is the official seat of the Bishop of whatever Diocese in which the particular 
cathedral is located. So any cathedral is simply the Bishop’s church in a 
particular diocese. It does not have to be the fanciest, largest, or most beautiful 
church in the diocese, just the one where the Bishop’s chair or throne is 
located. For example, in Rome, St. Peter’s, the Church that dominates the 
Vatican is actually not the cathedral in Rome; rather the much smaller St. John 
Lateran (which is not located in the Vatican) serves that purpose. For the most 
part both in truth and in the popular imagination cathedrals are usually the 
grandest church in a diocese. The other thing to point out, which is rather 
obvious, is that cathedrals are only found within Christian denominations that 
have bishops (i.e. Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Eastern Orthodox). 

Cathedrals have been around almost as long as Christianity and have been built 
in various styles and sizes, but the two architectural styles that have most 
associated with the Cathedral are Romanesque and Gothic. Before we go into 
further detail about either one of them let’s put forth a very general rule about 
telling the two apart. While Romanesque architecture usually has rounded 
arches (although in late Romanesque some pointed arches started to emerge) 
and Gothic had pointed arches, the best way to think about the difference is 
that Romanesque is this: Romanesque structures had massive walls and small 
windows whereas Gothic structures had big windows and more delicate walls. 
Below is an illustration of what is meant by rounded or pointed arches, as well 
as Gothic and Romanesque Churches. 
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Romanesque Cathedrals 

There is probably not a “most famous” Romanesque Cathedral, but well 
known ones include Durham Cathedral, The Duomo in Pisa (which is next to 
the leaning tower, which is also Romanesque) and Speyer Cathedral. As has 
been previously discussed Romanesque buildings were quite substantial. They 
were usually laid out in a cruciform style (shaped like a cross). Their walls were 
massive because they bore all the weight of the building. So the higher you 
went the thicker your walls had to be. And, of course, naturally the part of the 
wall that was closest to the ground supported the most weight. So if you wanted 
to put a window in they had to be very high up where there was less weight 
bearing down on them. Their roofs were often made from wood (making fires 
a distinct possibility). The interior and exteriors could be more or less richly 
ornamented based on the wealth of the church, but generally with 
Romanesque architecture the inside was more richly decorated than the 
outside. 

Gothic Cathedrals 

Gothic architecture in many ways was the next step in evolution from 
Romanesque architecture, for they “inherited the basic premises of their design 
from the most highly evolved traditions of Romanesque architecture.” 1 They 
were also laid out in a cruciform style, with the nave (the place where people 
usually sit) longer than the other three arms. It was made up of three stories 
(although they were not separated by floors), which was different than the 
Romanesque style. The main arcade was on the bottom, which was composed 
of a base, a pier (kind of like a column) topped off by an arch. On top of this 
rested the triforium (the shortest of the three stories) which was made up of 
some smaller arches and on top of this was the clearstory which was usually 
composed of some really big windows (stained glass if they had the money). Of 
course having a level that was composed almost entirely of glass was possible 
because of everyone’s favorite Gothic term the “flying buttress”. As we 
discussed the higher you make a wall the thicker the walls have to be to 
support the weight, but the Gothic architects had an ingenious idea. Rather 
than keep the wall in one unit they split it linking it with a flying buttress. What 
this did was it allowed the weight to be placed partly on the outer wall, so the  

 



wall was not supporting as much weight. Which meant you could go higher 
and put in more windows. Famous Gothic Cathedrals include The Notre 
Dame in Paris, Cologne Cathedral and Salisbury Cathedral. 

Why? 

The bigger question I think that many of us ask when we think about these 
massive cathedrals that were built in the Middle Ages is why did they do it. 
Why did people work on buildings that they might not even see the 
completion of? And why did they put so much money into them? There are 
lots of answers; certainly there were egos involved. If you wanted to show that 
you had arrived as a city you wanted to build a big church. But I don’t think we 
can simply ascribe this as the only motive. There was real faith that went along 
with this construction. Of course, there were unscrupulous characters that 
could be involved, but to try and analyze these buildings independent of faith 
would be folly. “Every medieval church was an evocation of the heavenly 
Jerusalem, the abode of the saved established after the completion of the Last 
Judgment.” 2 The beauty of the great Cathedrals was meant to be a “partial and 
imperfect glimpse of the ultimate, transcendental reality which mankind sees 
only in a distorted mirror.” 3 They were trying to show some of the beauty that 
was God through their buildings. And they felt that in this action they were 
bringing glory to God. And they did it quite well, for today these buildings still 
hold a fascination for us. We marvel at them not in the sense of how did those 
people with such limited technology do this, but rather we marvel at the 
finished product. Cathedrals are still being built in this style today like the 
National Cathedral in Washington D.C. which was begun in 1907 and 
completed in 1990. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. What do you tend to think of when you hear the word Cathedral? 

2. Do you think that Cathedrals should be the most elaborate churches in the 
    Diocese, or for that matter that any Church should be elaborate? 
 
3. Why do you think that the two architectural styles of Gothic and 
    Romanesque are so associated with Cathedrals?  
 
4. Why do you think the architects wanted to make these buildings so tall? 

5. Do you think that buildings can bring glory to God? 

6. Do you think that we have lost something by the fact that church buildings 
    are no longer the buildings into which the most resources are put? 
 
7. What do you think it is about these magnificent buildings that still stir us 
    today? 
 
8. Have you ever been inside one of the great Cathedrals? How did it make 
    you feel? 
 
9. Most Cathedrals took a very long time to construct, often hundreds of years. 
    Besides the promise of a paycheck, what do you think would inspire people 
    to work on something of which they would never see the completion? 
 
1 ChristopherWilson,TheGothicCathedral(London,ThamesandHudson,1996),7. 2 Ibid.,8. 3 

Ibid. 

 

 

 

 

 



Anglicanism 

Is not terribly hard to define what Anglicanism is in theory 
if by the term you mean those who are in the Anglican 
Communion. That is defined as “The Church in 
communion with and recognizing the leadership of, the see 

of Canterbury, whether in Britain or abroad.” 1 However when you mean 
Anglicanism, not just as an organization and move to define it in terms of how 
and why it exists things can be a bit trickier. For being in communion with the 
Archbishop of Canterbury does not mean the same thing as the Roman 
Catholic Church means when they talk about the Bishop of Rome (The Pope) 
for Anglicanism is not a strict hierarchy. Probably the easiest way to begin to 
understand Anglicanism is to look a bit at its history and see how it arrived at 
the place it is today, as the third largest Christian Denomination in the world 
(behind Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy). When you look at 
history you have to start with the Church of England, but the question is where 
does it start? Does it start when Christianity came to the British Isles 
(sometime in the second century) or does it begin with Henry VIII and the 
various Acts of the 1530’s which lead to the denial of Papal authority over the 
Church of England and instead put Henry in charge? It is probably best to 
understand a little bit of both. 

Christianity in England is not a seamless movement. It appears to have arrived 
somewhere in the second century, how exactly is not known, but most likely it 
traveled through the Roman presence on the island. While Christianity was 
certainly present from this point on, it was by no means the dominant force for 
many years. When the Romans withdrew from Britain a somewhat unique 
form of Christianity began to arise which is often referred to as Celtic 
Christianity. In 597 a Roman missionary sent by Pope Gregory named 
Augustine (later called St. Augustine of Canterbury) landed in England. From 
this time until the Synod of Whitby in 664 two types of Christianity existed in 
Britain; the Roman version and the Celtic version. At the synod it was decided 
that the Celtic Church would follow the Roman Churches practices on areas 
where they disagreed (like the date for Easter). If you forget about the Viking 
raids and all of that unpleasantness we can say that after this synod, Christianity 
in England would be of the Roman Catholic variety until Henry VIII. 

 



The popular version of the story states that Henry VIII wanted a divorce, the 
Pope would not let him and so he decided to make himself head of the 
Church of England. And all of those facts are true, but behind it were bigger 
issues like who has the greater power: the church or the state (The Pope or the 
Monarch)? Obviously Pope Clement VII and Henry had different ideas. Also 
the fact that during the time of “The Great Matter”, as it was called, Pope 
Clement VII was being held prisoner by Henry’s wife Catherine’s nephew, 
Emperor Charles V, did not help matters. Henry would eventually get his way 
by telling the Pope that he did not have to listen to him, and depending how 
you look at the Celtic Church, a church was born or reborn. This was of 
course during the time of the reformation and new churches had sprung or 
were springing up. In Germany under the leadership of Martin Luther came 
the Lutherans, in Geneva under John Calvin the Reformed Church was 
coming into being and various Anabaptist groups were also forming. What is 
interesting is that all of these movements were based on theological arguments: 
faith vs. works, predestination, Eucharistic and Baptismal understandings, 
indulgences and so on. However, if you notice in England the separation was 
caused less by theological understandings and more by disputes about who 
wielded power, which made it unique to say the least. Most likely Henry VIII 
would have been perfectly happy to keep everything the same except that he 
would be in charge, but that was not to be. He needed allies for this and those 
that were most willing to support with the break with the Pope were those 
people that had a theological disagreement with the Church of Rome. As a 
result Reformation ideas began to make their way into the Church of England. 
This dichotomy between more reform minded and more traditional elements 
would be something that would never fully go away in the Church of England 
with more “catholic” elements sparing with more evangelical ones. 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 65. 

 
 

With the death of Henry in 1547 things would grow more turbulent as Henry’s 
son Edward VI would come to the throne at the age of nine and would die six 
years later in 1553. As he had no heirs his half sister Mary (Bloody Mary) 
would become queen and try to make England once again Catholic. She would 
only be queen for five years until she died and was succeeded by her half sister 



Elizabeth I. It was during her rule that what we would generally think of as 
Anglicanism began to take shape, although there would be other issues after 
her death like the English Civil War (1642-1651). But with the restoration of 
the monarchy in 1660 The Church of England showed it was here to stay, with 
the monarch as its head. It would remain entirely under the English Crown 
until 1781 when English forces surrendered to General Washington at the 
Battle of Yorktown and subsequently the colonies no longer acknowledged 
King George as the head of the colonies. This would bring to the fore a series 
of questions that have not fully been settled to this day – namely what makes 
one a part of the Anglican Church. When you acknowledged the King or 
Queen as your sovereign, it was fairly easy, but when you did not things got 
more complicated. The church would spread around the world, largely as the 
British Empire spread around the world and through the work of missionaries. 
However, interestingly in many parts of the world (especially Africa) the times 
of its greatest growth have been since the collapse of the British Empire. 

Currently in the Anglican Communion there are four so called instruments of 
unity that unite this church across six continents. That fours instruments are as 
follows: 1. The Archbishop of Canterbury 2. The Lambeth Conference (a 
meeting of the Bishops in the Anglican Communion that takes place every ten 
years) 3. The Anglican Consultative Council (A Council made up of Anglican 
Bishops, Clergy and Laity that meets every two to three years in various parts 
of the world) 4. The Primates Meeting (A regular meeting of the chief Bishops 
or Archbishops of the Anglican Communion). 

Anglican worship can vary from region to region. Anglican Churches in Africa 
tend to be more informal in their worship, although there are notable 
exceptions, whereas in certain parts of North America and England a much 
more formal “catholic” style of worship prevails. Anglicans generally use the 
Book of Common Prayer for their worship and rely on historical documents 
like The 39 Articles as a guide. Perhaps Anglicanism is best summed up by 
Lancelot Andrewes (1555 – 1626) who referred to the essentials of the faith as 
“One Canon (of Scripture) reduced to unity by God Himself, two Testaments, 
three Creeds, four General Councils, (over) five centuries." There are currently 
around 80 million Anglicans in the world with over half of those being in 
Africa. 

 



Questions 

1. What do you think is required to make a Christian denomination (i.e. 
common theology, leadership, etc.)? 

 
2. How would you define Christian unity? 
 
3. How important do you think local customs are to Christianity? Should 

Christian practice be uniform throughout the world? 
 
4. In modern times religious leaders from the pope on down have very little of 

the temporal power that political leaders possess. Do you think this is good 
bad or indifferent? 

 
5. Do you think that the fact that initially the split of the Church of England 

was not on theological grounds helped or hurt it? 
 
6. How do you think it would have been to live in England between 1530 and 

1560 when the country went from Roman Catholic to Anglican to Roman 
Catholic and finally back to Anglican? 

 
7. Do you think the internal tensions in Anglicanism between evangelical and 

catholic serve to strengthen or weaken it? 
 
8. Currently the Anglican Communion is trying to define just what makes one 

an Anglican. What, if anything, do you think makes one an Anglican? 
 
9. Why do you think there has been such explosive growth in Africa after the 

collapse of the British Empire? 

 

 

 

 

 



Anabaptists 
When we think of The Reformation there is a 
tendency to think of Martin Luther and his 95 
Theses, but there was much more to the 
reformation then that. There were actually two 
groups that came from the reformation. The 
first were the so- called Magisterial Reformers 

like Luther and Calvin who set about in their efforts to reform within the 
traditional structures of the Church and secular authority. The second group 
were the Radical Reformers who sought to overthrow just about everything that 
the institutional church had to offer as well as its place in relationship to the 
temporal leaders of the day. The most prominent group to come out of the 
Radical Reformation was the Anabaptists. The name Anabaptist comes from 
Greek and literally means re-baptizers because they rejected infant baptism and 
instead insisted on the believers-baptism. Of course many of the founders had 
been baptized as children so they were re-baptized as a sign of their mature 
pronunciation of belief, which is how the name came to be, although it was not 
of their choosing. Because they tended to reject the institutional nature of the 
church, there is not a single group that we can point to as the Anabaptists like 
we can with the Lutherans. Anabaptists tend to be more of a loose federation 
than a single group united around the belief in believers’ baptism. 

The first group that we would generally fall under this description would be 
associated with a man by the name of Thomas Müntzer, who was an initial 
follower of Martin Luther, but would later break with him after he became a 
pastor in the town of Zwickau. It was in Zwickau that he “developed a spiritual 
and mystical theology increasingly at odds with the literal biblical interpretation 
of Wittenberg.” 1 He was eventually expelled from Zwickau and would then 
spend some time in Prague where he became convinced that the Apocalypse 
was at hand. In 1523 he became pastor in Allstedt (located in central 
Germany) and began to write tracts that discussed among other things his 
rejection of infant baptism, his belief that the bread and wine of Eucharist were 
merely emblems, and that there was continuing revelation and prophesy. He 
was captured after the peasant army that he was leading was defeated at the 
battle of Frankenhausen and he was subsequently tortured and executed. His 
theology would serve to inspire many Anabaptists that were to follow.  



Interestingly, Müntzer would become very popular with the Communist 
Government of East Germany who saw him as an early adopter of class 
struggle. He even appeared on the East German Five Mark note. 

Somewhat associated with Müntzer was a group known as the Zwickau 
Prophets. This group was the product of three men by the names of Nicholas 
Storch, Thomas Dreschel and Markus Stübner. In addition to rejecting infant 
baptism they also adopted a belief known as Chiliasm (also known as 
Millenariansm). This belief professes that Christ will return and reign for one 
thousand years before the “final consummation of all things.” 2 This belief is 
largely based on an interpretation of Revelation 20:1-5 which partially reads, 
“He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and 
bound him for a thousand years, and threw him into the pit, and locked and 
sealed it over him, so that he would deceive the nations no more, until the 
thousand years were ended.” 

In Switzerland a group that came to be known as The Swiss Brethren arose 
near Zurich in January of 1525. They also embraced a believers’ baptism as 
well as rejecting Christian participation in the government. They established 
communities in which common ownership of property was the norm. They 
still survive to this day mainly in the United States where many migrated where 
they would eventually join up with another Anabaptist sect, the Mennonites. 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1132. 2 Ibid.,332. 

 
Other groups developed in Moravia (roughly the eastern part of The Czech 
Republic) under the leadership of Jacob Hutter (they would be known as the 
Hutterites) who would also embrace shared property. In Southern Germany 
Anabaptist sects appeared whose beliefs where much the same as the Swiss 
Brethren. While in Northwest Germany, Holland and Belgium, Anabaptist 
groups known as Melchiorites and Hoffmanites emerged preaching not only 
believers’ baptism but also apocalyptic views and an early heresy known as 
Docetism, which says that Christ only appeared to suffer. 

The most bizarre episode to emerge from the Anabaptist movement came in 
the northwestern German city of Münster in 1534 and 1535. Here a group of 
Anabaptist refugees sought to establish a Kingdom of Saints, first under the 



leadership of Jan Mattys and later under Jan Bockelson. Jan Bockelson would 
claim to be a successor of King David and that the city of Münster was the New 
Jerusalem. These leaders took over the city, closing the gates to keep out the 
forces of Bishop Franz von Waldeck, who they had expelled from the city. 
Once locked inside things went downhill fast. Common ownership of goods 
was established, but like in Animal Farm the leaders of the city tended to be 
more equal than the others. Polygamy was legalized and Jan Bockelson took 
16 wives (although he supposedly personally beheaded one of them). The city 
was finally taken by force on June 24, 1535 and the leaders of the movement 
were tortured and put to death. Their dead bodies were put in cages and hung 
in cages in the Steeple of St. Lambert’s Church (the cages are still there today 
although the bones have been removed). 

Partly in reaction to the violence and moral degradation that occurred in 
Münster a man by the name of Menno Simons emerged who strongly rejected 
the violence of Münster emphasizing instead pacifism and non-resistance. He 
also took on many of the beliefs of the Swiss Brethren. The followers would 
come to be known as the Mennonites and is probably the best known of all 
Anabaptist sects. There are around 1.3 million Mennonites in the world today. 

The Anabaptist movement was largely denounced by the other reformers like 
Luther and Calvin as well as the Roman Catholic Church. During the 
reformation one could say that the Catholics were killing the Protestants, the 
Protestants were killing the Catholics and they were both drowning the 
Anabaptists. Drowning was the preferred method of killing Anabaptists 
because of the Anabaptists commitment to re-baptizing (they would simply 
argues that they were just giving them their wish). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Much of the motivation for the Anabaptists was a desire to “get back” to the 
way things were at the time of the Apostles. Do you think this is possible 
and if so a worthwhile pursuit? 

 
2. Do you think it is possible to maintain Christianity without an institutional 

church? 
 
3. When one is baptized is it merely an acknowledgement of the fact that you 

believe or does more take place? 
 
4. At the time of the forming of the Anabaptists and in our current times those 

who predict the coming apocalypse tend to do so from outside of what we 
would call the mainstream churches. Why do you think this occurs? 

 
5. Anabaptists tended to reduce the Sacraments (the only two they recognized 

were Eucharist and Baptism) to mere symbols without anything behind 
them. Do you think symbolism is enough reason to maintain a sacrament?  

 
6. Another characteristic that has come down from the Anabaptists that 

influences many to this day are very precise beliefs about how things will 
happen at the second coming. Do you think there is any relationship 
between the Anabaptists other beliefs and these end-times understandings? 

 
7. The Anabaptists in Münster found there utopian ideals turn corrupt and 

wicked. Do you think there is a link between desiring to create utopia and 
evil? 

 
8. The Mennonites tend to practices pacifism. Do you think these pacifistic 

tendencies offer a valid witness to Christianity? 
 
9. What do you think makes one a Christian? Is it beliefs, lifestyle, actions 

etc.? 

 

 



The Apostles 
In any discussion of the Apostles it is probably 
best to start off by saying what is actually meant 
by that term. It comes from the Greek word 
apostolos (avpo,stoloj) which means a delegate, 
envoy or messenger and would later come to 

mean one holding the most responsible position of service in the community. 
St. Paul claimed this title for himself in Romans 1:1 as well as Galatians 1:1. 
The term is also used by St. Luke, but he uses it only when he records the 
original 12 and when he discusses replacing Judas with Matthias. In Revelation 
21:14, we hear, “And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and in them 
the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.” The term apostle is also often 
used to note the first Christian Missionary of a country like St. Patrick who is 
often called the Apostle of Ireland. However, for purposes of this discussion 
we are going to look exclusively at the twelve and learn a bit about each one. 

There are lists of the twelve that occur in Mark 3:14-19, Matthew 10:2-4 and 
Luke 6:13-16. While there are some slight variations in the lists, the twelve that 
are named are: Simon Peter, Andrew, James (the great), James (the less), John, 
Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, Thaddeus, Simon the Zealot and 
Judas Iscariot. Outside of what we read in the Bible not a tremendous amount 
is known about the Apostles – where they were born, what they did after the 
resurrection and so on. Much of what we have comes from legends and is a bit 
hard to filter through. In the following summaries we will list some of what we 
think we know about each Apostle. 

Simon Peter: He was a fisherman from Bethsaida and the brother of the 
apostle Andrew. He is sometimes referred to as the Prince of the Apostles. He 
along with James (the greater) and John were witnesses to some things that the 
other apostles did not see like The Transfiguration and the raising of Jairus’ 
daughter. He was the first to profess Jesus as “the Christ, the son of the living 
God.” After the ascension of Jesus, Peter takes the lead among the Apostles. 
He performs many miracles including healing someone with his shadow (Acts 
5:15) and is present at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15). From Biblical 
evidence we know that he visited Antioch and through reliable other sources it 
seems that he visited Rome. At this point things get a bit more controversial, 
especially for non-Roman Catholics. St Irenaeus writing in the 2nd century says 



that Peter along with Paul founded the Church in Rome and instituted 
Episcopal (Bishop) succession. In other words, Peter established himself as 
Bishop of Rome and created a structure by which Bishops would come after 
him. Another tradition states that Peter was crucified upside down, because he 
did not feel worthy to be crucified in the same manner as Jesus. His death 
most likely came in the year 64, but there is no hard evidence to support this 
claim. There is fairly good evidence that the tomb in St. Peter’s, Rome is 
authentic. 

Andrew: A fisherman like his more famous brother Peter, he would actually be 
the one that led his brother to Jesus. In John 1:41 we hear, “He first found his 
brother Simon and said to him, ‘We have found the Messiah.’” The early 
Church historian Eusibius says that after the ascension Andrew went to Scythia 
(a large area which would comprise modern day Kazakhstan, Southern Russia, 
Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan). Other early sources link him with the 
writing of St. John’s Gospel and some less reliable sources say he was crucified 
on Patras (Greece). He is the patron saint of Scotland, Greece and Russia. 

James (the great): The older brother of John is also referred to as one of the 
sons of Zebedee or by Jesus as Boanerges - the Sons of Thunder (Mark 3:17). 
He was the first of the Apostles to be martyred. As we read in Acts 12:1-2, 
“About this time King Herod laid violent hands upon some who belonged to 
the church. He had James, the brother of John, killed with the sword.” A 
seventh century story alleges that he preached in Spain before his death, but 
there is little evidence to support this claim. He was and does remain a very 
popular saint in Spain. 

James (the less): There is very little known about James the less, whose very 
name is probably derived from the fact that the other James was better known 
and as a result is called “the great” or “greater”. He is the son of Alphaeus and 
Mary who is mentioned in Mark 15:40. 

John: John is the younger brother of James (the great) is probably second only 
to Peter in terms of fame. He is traditionally believed to be the author of the 
Gospel bearing his name, The Revelation to John and three Epistles (John 1, 2 
and 3). He was the youngest disciple and in art usually appears without a beard 
to show his youth. It is believed that after the ascension he went to Ephesus, 



but was later exiled to the island of Patmos where he wrote The Revelation. 
He later returned to Ephesus and wrote the Gospel as well as the three 
epistles. He is believed to have lived to a ripe old age and was the only apostle 
to die a natural death. 

Philip: Most of what we know about Philip we learn in John 1:43-45, which 
reads, “The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said 
to him, ‘Follow me.’ Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and 
Peter. Philip found Nathanael and said to him, ‘We have found him about 
whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from 
Nazareth.” Most anything else is speculation. Some believe he went to Greece 
and was martyred in Hierapolis. 

Bartholomew: He is also sometimes identified as Nathanael, the one whom 
Philip tells that he has found the Messiah. He is famous for asking if anything 
good could come out of Nazareth. Tradition about his later life states that he 
was flayed alive at Albanopolis in Armenia. 

Matthew: Sometimes called Levi, he is traditionally believed to be the author 
of the Gospel bearing his name (although many now dispute that). He was a 
tax collector and was called by Jesus while he was sitting in his tax office 
(Matthew 9:9). There are many different traditions about what he did after the 
ascension. Some say he preached to the Hebrews, others say he was martyred 
in Ethiopia while still others say he died in the Persian town of Tarrium. 

Thomas: He is also known as doubting Thomas because he said that he would 
not believe Christ’s resurrection until he put his fingers in the mark of the nail. 
He is sometimes also referred to as Didymus (twin). He may be the only 
apostle to have preached outside of the Roman Empire. Some sources say that 
he evangelized the Parthians (northeastern Iran). There is also fairly strong 
evidence that he traveled as far as India and that he was martyred in Mylapore 
(near modern day Madras). 

Thaddeus: Also known as the Apostle Jude (not Judas Iscariot), he is only 
mentioned twice in the Bible (Matthew 10:3 and Mark 3:18) and then only in 
lists of the apostles. There are numerous non-Biblical stories in which he 
appears such as the Legend of Abgar. This story concerns a king of Edessa 



(modern day Turkey) by the name of Abgar who exchanges letters with Jesus 
asking to be healed. Jesus declines to come but promises after his ascension 
that he will send a disciple to cure the king and preach the Gospel. He sends 
Thaddeus who cures the king and converts many in the city. 

Simon the Zealot: He is sometimes called Simon the less. Like Thaddeus he is 
only mentioned in the New Testament in the lists of the Apostles (Matthew 
10:4 and Mark 3:18). The stories that we hear about him are from less reliable 
sources like the “Passion of Simon and Jude.” Some of the stories claim that 
he preached in Egypt and that he was crucified. 

Judas Iscariot: The apostle who betrayed Jesus. The Gospels do not exactly 
agree on what his motivation was for the betrayal. John’s Gospel says that 
“Satan entered into him” (13:27), while Matthew’s Gospel suggests money was 
a motivating factor with Judas asking the chief priests, “What will you give me if 
I betray him to you?” (26:15). It appears that Judas dies soon after his betrayal 
either by suicide (Matthew 27:5) or by bursting open (Acts 1:18). As one might 
imagine he has not been regarded affectionately in the Christian Church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Have you ever heard much about what happened to the Apostles after the 
ascension? Do you think it matters? 

 
2. By the fact that we are Christian today shows that the Apostles did a pretty 

good job of spreading the Gospel. What do you think Jesus saw in those 
that he picked? 

 
3. Peter was generally seen getting things quite wrong, yet he is remembered as 

the Prince of the Apostles. How do you resolve the two? 
 
4. While Peter is more remembered, Andrew is the one who actually led him 

to Jesus. Who do you know that has quietly led people to Jesus? 
5. While James (the great) was the first Apostle to be martyred many more 

would follow. What do you think kept the Apostles going, knowing the 
likelihood of martyrdom? 

 
6. Matthew would have been shunned by most good Jews, yet he was one of 

the Apostles. Do you think his presence was resented by the other Apostles 
who most likely would have considered themselves good Jews? 

 
7. Thomas doubted, yet he most likely went further to preach the Gospel than 

anyone. Do you think there is a link between his initial doubt and his 
apparent zealousness afterwards? 

 
8. With disciples like Simon and Thaddeus we know almost nothing. How 

many great Christians do you think there are about which we know next to 
nothing? 

 
9. Do you think Judas is with God or in hell? 

 

 

 

 



Martin Luther 

Martin Luther was born November 10, 1483 in the town 
of Eisleben. So famous is Luther that the town is now 
officially known as Lutherstadt (literally city of Luther) 
Eisleben. His father was born a peasant but became 
prosperous in the copper mining industry. After the age of 
14 Luther was mostly away from his home pursuing his 
studies. He studied at the university in Erfurt where he 

would receive his bachelor’s degree in 1501 and his Master of Arts in 1505. At 
this time his plan was to study law. However, upon returning to Erfurt after 
visiting his family he was caught in a violent thunderstorm. After being 
knocked to the ground by a bolt of lightning he cried out to the patron saint of 
miners, “St. Anne, help! I will become a monk!” And true to his word he 
entered the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt about two weeks later. 

At the monastery Luther worked very hard and was known for doing more 
than was required, but he could often annoy his fellow monks by the frequency 
of his confessions. At one point he was told that if “[he] expected Christ to 
forgive him he should come up with something really needing to be forgiven, 
such as murder or adultery, instead of the trivialities he enumerated.” 1 In 
1507, he was ordained a priest and was sent the following year to the university 
in Wittenberg where he would be a professor in moral philosophy. In this time 
he would take a trip to Rome as part of a delegation, which would become a 
seminal event in his development. In 1511 he became permanent part of the 
faculty in Wittenberg and also became a doctor of theology. It would be at 
Wittenberg, especially between the years 1512 and 1519 that he began to 
formulate much of the thinking that would become staples of the Lutheran 
Church. The main part of his thinking had to do with grace in contrast to 
works righteousness which originated from Luther’s reading of Roman’s 1:17 
in which is stated, “For in it [the Gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed 
through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is righteous will live by 
faith.’” 

On October 31, 1517 Luther posted his 95 theses on the door of the castle 
church at Wittenberg. These were largely a reaction to the preaching of the 
Dominican Johann Tetzel who was selling indulgences to raise money for the 
completion of St. Peter’s in Rome. “An indulgence was a way of drawing upon 



the merits of Christ to meet the inescapable punishment for sin and to make 
satisfaction to God even though one’s sins were forgiven. In consideration of 
the payment of a sum of money to the church or some other virtuous act, a 
great deal, if not all, the punishment for one’s was said to be remitted, and a 
written certification of this remission was provided by the Pope’s agent.” 2 In 
other words the reasoning behind indulgences was that the church had a 
storehouse of grace that it could distribute to help mediate some of the 
punishment warranted for a sin. In reaction to this way of thinking Luther 
wrote, “It is certain that when the penny jingles into the money-box, gain and 
avarice can be increased, but the result of the intercession of the Church is in 
the power of God alone,” which is found in the 28th thesis. Many believe that 
posting the 95 theses what began the reformation and in some ways it may have 
been, but this was not Luther’s intention, rather it was to provoke a scholarly 
discussion and curb what he saw as an abuse. However, the Theses were 
translated into German (from Latin) and widely disseminated. And because of 
this and the widespread support of Luther and his attacks on the Papacy the 
division of Christianity began in the West, which would later come to be 
known as the reformation. Luther was place under a papal ban and was tried in 
absence in Rome on charges of heresy. He was summoned before Cardinal 
Catejan in Augsburg. He refused to recant and fled to Wittenberg under the 
protection of the Elector Frederick III of Saxony. In 1520 he wrote three 
major treatises on the reform of the church, which suggested among other 
things the end to German Princes’ Tributes to Rome and masses for the dead. 
The result of all this was his excommunication on the 12th of June 1520. In 
1521 he would be summoned to stand before the imperial Diet of Worms, 
where he was asked to repudiate his writings. He, of course, refused, allegedly 
saying, “Here I stand, I can do no other.” After this the Elector (prince) of 
Saxony feared for Luther’s safety and arranged to have him abducted and held 
in Wartburg Castle. He would stay there for eight months under an alias. Here 
he began his translation of the Bible into German. His New Testament 
translation was first published in 1522. 

1 John Dillenberger, Ed., Martin Luther: Selections from his Writings, (New York, Anchor 
Books, 1962), xvi. 2 Ibid.,xx. 

 

In his absence things in Wittenberg began to deteriorate because of other 
reformers who were much more radical in their convictions than Luther. For 



we must remember that while Luther took issue with the Papacy, he still 
believed largely in the structures of the state and church, he merely wanted to 
alter it from the inside. The more radical reformers in Wittenberg wanted to 
dismantle both the structure of the church and the state. As a result of these 
more radical reformers chaos arose in Wittenberg and Luther returned in 
March of 1522. Luther restored order and married a former Cistercian nun by 
the name of Katherine von Bora in June of 1525. The religious and political 
situation in Germany continued to favor Luther’s views. A liturgy in the 
vernacular was introduced and at the Diet of Speyer in 1526 the right of 
princes to organize national churches was established, meaning they could 
break with Rome. 

As was mentioned previously, even though Luther was in many ways the 
reformer who started the reformation he was not the only reformer at the time. 
Because of this, conflict began to arise between different reformers as all 
reformers did not have the same ideas. And while Luther disagreed with the 
Roman Catholic view of the Eucharistic, he did not go as far as reformers like 
Zwingli. These two would convene the Colloquy of Marburg to try and iron 
out their differences, but it would not happen. Zwingli argued that the 
Eucharist was purely symbolic while Luther argued that the body and blood 
were commixed with the bread and wine (consubstantiation). At one point in 
the debate Luther is reported to have started banging his fist on the table and 
shouting “hoc es corpus meum” (this is my body), making the point that Jesus 
seemed to think that the Eucharist was more than just symbolism. Luther 
would never write a systematic work that brought all of his ideas together but 
would publish a number of pamphlets, treatises and a catechism, which was 
designed to give the basics of Christianity. One of the regretful parts of 
Luther’s life is that he became increasingly anti-Semitic in his later years. He 
would die on February 18, 1546. 

Luther’s greatest legacy is the church that bears his name, although it is called 
the “Evangelische Kirche” in Luther’s native Germany. A collaborator of 
Luther’s by the name of Philip Melanchthon would be the first to systematize 
Luther’s thoughts. In the 16th century Luther’s reforms would spread across 
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland and Eastern Europe. Today 
there are around 74 million Lutherans all across the world due both to 
missionary work and immigration. 



Questions 

1. Luther’s decision to become a monk was rather quick. Have you ever made 
a promise to God in a “thunder storm”? Did you stick with it? 
 

2. Luther struggled in believing that he was forgiven. Is this a struggle that you 
have ever had? Why do you think it happens? 

 
3. What do you think is meant when you think of the word faith? 
 
4. Luther did not like the way indulgences were being sold. Do you think the 

church has anything to do with forgiveness of sins? 
 
5. There were reformers before Luther. Why do you think his ideas became 

so popular? 
 
6. In the Luther’s day the Bible was read in Latin and for the most part it was 

illegal to translate it. Can you think of any good reason to keep the Bible 
out of the hands of “the people”? 

 
7. Since the time of Luther the number of Christian denominations has greatly 

increased. Do you think this is a good thing, bad thing or really does not 
matter? 

 
8. The split that Luther started began largely on the issue of indulgences. 

What hills in Christianity do you think are worth dying on? 
 
9. Do you think most people care about issues of theology that much? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Filioque (and the son) 
In many ways the controversy surrounding the filioque 
clause can be seen as just one more theological debate, 
however because of its far reaching effects on Church 
unity it must be given a much more prominent role in 
the history of the Church. The term filioque is Latin 
and literally means “and the son” as in “We believe in 
the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 
proceeds from the Father and the Son.” It is 

controversial due to the fact that it was added to the creed at a later date 
because the original creed says simply that the Holy Spirit proceeded “from 
the Father.” Because of this it is also sometimes called the double procession. 
To understand the controversy and its effects a bit more it is probably best to 
go back to the beginning. 

After Christ’s death, resurrection and ascension the church existed for almost 
three hundred years under persecution. Because of the persecution and 
clandestine nature of the church in the early years many controversies arose, 
but could not be properly debated. When Christianity became legal under 
Emperor Constantine many of these controversies came to the surface and as a 
result three hundred years of bottled up debate needed to take place. The 
Council of Nicaea was called in 325 to try and sort through these doctrinal 
issues. From this council, the Nicene Creed emerged which “was intended to 
bring doctrinal stability to the church.” 1 In its original form there was only a 
single procession – the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father. However, 
although this was agreed upon it did not settle everything and by the 9th 
century the Western part of the church was routinely adding “and the Son” to 
the Creed which irritated greatly those in the Eastern Church who saw this as 
unapproved tampering with the creeds. And “Many scholars see this bad 
feeling as contributing to the split between eastern and western churches, which 
took place around 1054.”2 When we discuss the two churches, those of east 
and west, what we are talking about is the church that is headquartered in 
Rome (west) and that which was headquartered in Constantinople (east). They 
are generally known as the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox 
Church. 

 



As with most theological debates this one sounds a bit obscure and may not 
look important enough to split the church between east and west, but what lies 
at the heart of it has to do with both an understanding of the nature of 
authority in the church and secondly with an understanding of God. For the 
eastern part of the church when the western part added the filioque clause it 
was not merely bad manners, but was an assault on their understanding of 
authority in the church. Their view was and still is that the only times decisions 
can be made concerning doctrine are when the entire church is gathered. Since 
the entire church was not gathered to make this addition to the creed they view 
it as invalid and a placing of the Roman Catholic (western) Church outside of 
the universal church. Because of this action, some Eastern Orthodox only half 
jokingly refer to the Roman Catholics as the first Protestants. On the other 
side, the Roman Catholic Church believes that all authority resides in Rome, 
so if they decree it, it stands and the eastern part of the church cannot say it is 
invalid because by their very nature all decision made in Rome are valid. 
Something like a baseball player arguing a called strike, he can have his 
opinion, but the umpire’s opinion is the only one that matters. 

The other issue has to do with the nature of God. For the Eastern Church the 
reason that the Holy Spirit proceeded only from the Father was “to safeguard 
the unique position of the Father as the sole source of divinity.” 3 For those in 
the east it is absolutely essential that all divinity originate with God the Father. 
If the Holy Spirit proceeds from both the Father and the Son it then appears 
that the divine nature of the Spirit came from two sources. If divinity comes 
from two sources there ceases to be anything unique about Father and Son and 
they might as well be the same person. Similarly, in the eastern churches the 
understanding is that the Son and the Holy Spirit are completely unique. They 
make this distinction by saying that the Son is the word of God while the Spirit 
is the breath of God. Like the distinction between Father and Son, Spirit and 
Son must be distinguished because if they both come from the same place they 
lose their uniqueness. The best way to think about the Eastern Church’s 
thought is that they stress uniqueness of the three persons of the Trinity above 
all else, because without so doing they feel there is not a true Trinity. 

1 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (Malden, MA, Blackwell 
Publishing, 2001), 340. 2 Ibid. 3	  Ibid.,	  342. 

 



The western church on the other hand did want to stress the uniqueness of the 
persons of the Trinity while at the same time showing the Son and Holy Spirit 
to “be mutually related to one another.” 4 Their position was most clearly 
defined at the Eleventh Council of Toledo in 675, a Council attended only by 
17 Spanish Bishops. At this council they said the following: “We believe that 
the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, is God, one and equal with 
God the Father and God the Son, of one substance and of one nature: not, 
however, begotten or created, but proceeding from both, and that He is the 
Spirit of both. We also believe that the Holy Spirit is neither unbegotten nor 
begotten, for if we called Him ‘unbegotten’ we would assert two Fathers, or if 
we called him ‘begotten’ we would appear to preach two Sons. Yet he is called 
the Spirit not of the Father alone, nor of the Son alone, but of both Father and 
Son. For he does not proceed from the Father to the Son, nor from the Son to 
sanctify creatures, but He is shown to have proceeded from both at once, 
because He is known as the love or the holiness of both. Hence we believe that 
the Holy Spirit is sent by both, as the Son is sent by the Father. But he is not 
less than the Father and the Son.” 5 

So while all of this might appear to be a battle only for theologians, because of 
the repercussions it had on the nature of the church and its organization it is 
much more. It marks the place where the Christian Church divided by 
geography. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. How important do you find theological debates? 
 

2. Do you think that it is more important that the Church just gets along or 
that we have debates to understand positions and their ramifications? 

 
3. Do you think Jesus has any opinions about how the church should be 

organized? 
 
4. The Eastern Church feels decisions cannot be made until all of the church 

gathers. Do you think this will ever happen? 
 
5. Why is it important to stress the uniqueness of the three persons of the 

Trinity? 
 
6. Why do you think the Eastern Church spends so much effort protecting 

God the father as the only source of divinity? 
 
7. Have you ever heard of Jesus being likened to the word of God and the 

Holy Spirit to the breath of God? Think about this in context of Genesis 1 
and 2. How do you see the word and breath working together? 

 
8. In John 20:22 we read “When he [Jesus] had said this, he breathed on 

them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.” Whose case do you think 
this helps? 

 
9. Do you think that the Trinity is too big of mystery about which to debate? 

4	  Ibid.	  5	  Ibid.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



Christology 
This is one of those theological words that may look 
more complex than it really is, for it simply means the 
study of the person of Christ, or put another way, “Who 
was Jesus?” In answering this question we really are 
declaring whether or not we are a Christian (at least as 
Christianity has been historically understood). If we claim 
that Jesus was simply a guy who lived a long time ago, 

who said some nice things, but was nothing more than a man like you or me, 
we would not be a Christian. However, if we declare, like is said in the creeds, 
that Christ is “the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from 
God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one 
Being with the Father; through him all things were made,” we are making the 
claim that makes us Christian. Before I continue I should note that especially 
in modern times there has been something of a push to expand the borders of 
the definition of Christianity wherein people can make differing claims about 
the nature of Christ and still call themselves Christian. This is not a debate I 
intend to engage in for purposes of this essay. For purposes of this essay, the 
term Christian will be defined as one who accepts the assertions made in the 
Nicene Creed and that Jesus as found in the New Testament is the best 
account that we have concerning his life. Without that as a boundary, it is 
difficult to understand the debates about the nature of Christ across the ages. 
The basics that the Nicene Creed establishes about Jesus are that Jesus is fully 
human and fully divine united in one person. And all debates about the person 
of Christ are going to center on these three elements – Christ’s humanity, 
Christ’s divinity and the relationship of these two natures. 

When we begin looking at these discussions it is important to remember that 
who Jesus was is not something that was made up at some later date. It is 
simply that it took awhile for people to grasp what it was that happened in the 
person Jesus Christ, for it is not like sons of God came along every day and 
there were neat categories into which to place them. In some ways, you can 
think about it like scientific observation. We know certain things through 
observation and then propose a theory to explain what it is we have seen. If the 
theory accounts for all of the observed data it is accepted. Similarly, if it misses 
some piece of information it is rejected. In the early days of the church there 
were certain observed phenomenon concerning Jesus of Nazareth. 



Theologians than sat down and thought about them and came up with the 
definition that is in the Nicene Creed, because it takes into account all that was 
observed. 

The Biblical accounts of who Jesus was never actually used the words that we 
find in the Nicene Creed, but that does not mean that the Nicene Creed is not 
Biblical. And while in the pages of scripture we encounter Jesus as the Messiah 
and one with unparalleled authority, it would really be from “The idea that in 
Jesus there was encountered the One through whom God had made the 
universe [which] provided a starting point for a more philosophical approach 
to Christology.” 1 This is, of course, taken largely from the famous introduction 
to John’s Gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things 
came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.” 
In this, we learn a number of things that are essential in explaining who Jesus 
was – namely that he always was (eternally begotten of the Father), he and God 
are the same (God from God) and that he was the force by which creation 
occurred (Through Him all things were made). One might be tempted to think 
that these three basic tenants would not be controversial as they are found both 
in the Bible and the Nicene Creed, but one would be wrong. For throughout 
history “new” interpretations have come up which tend to dispute the creedal 
and Biblical claims about who Jesus was. 

1	  1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 339. 

 
For example, a man by the name of Arius in the 4th century argued that Jesus 
was not always around but was part of the creation, albeit a very special part of 
the creation. Others like Apollinarius who was also from the 4th century 
argued not that Jesus was a little less than God, but rather that Jesus was all 
God and was not made incarnate by the Virgin Mary and that Jesus used his 
powers to look like a man but never actually was one. As we move into more 
modern times, Christological examinations would naturally reflect the 
prevailing thoughts of the day. With the Enlightenment and what followed 
reason (whether or not it was reasonable is subject to debate) was brought to 
bear on the nature of Jesus Christ. Those coming out of the Deistic movement 
tended to believe that human reason was capable of discovering God, so the 
entire idea of God becoming man was seen as unnecessary and as a result they 



tended to argue that Jesus was a good moral teacher but not the son of God. 
One of the most known examples of this line of reasoning is found in the life 
of Thomas Jefferson who removed all of the parts of the Bible that he found to 
be unbelievable (i.e. anything supernatural). In Germany, those like the 
philosopher Hegel would argue that Christianity embodies truth “but does so 
in the medium of imagination and representation.” 2 So the importance of the 
Christian narrative is not what actually happened, but rather that through the 
life of Jesus Christ the spirit “overcomes its alienation from itself” 3 Or put 
another way the end result of Christianity is what is important, not Jesus 
himself. Christianity for these thinkers is really a means by which mankind 
realized its connection with God. So Jesus is only important in that he started 
the process by which this understanding came to be. He, however, did nothing 
to change reality, he only allowed for a new enlightenment to occur. Thinking 
of Jesus as important only so much as he reinforced what these enlightenment 
thinkers thought would continue through much of the 18th and 19th centuries. 
However, in the mid 1930’s the great Swiss theologian Karl Barth would 
challenge all of this. In his book Church Dogmatics, he argued that if 
Christianity wanted to be coherent it must at its heart have “Jesus Christ as he 
is attested for us in Holy Scripture. [Because] the Christian message at its heart 
does not declare a concept and an idea’, rather it recounts a history and 
‘declares a name’” 4 Barth was essentially arguing that his predecessors had 
everything backwards, and that the coherence of Christianity came not because 
it fit with someone’s notion of how the divine should look but it should stand 
upon the scriptural narratives. The debates about who Jesus was and is, 
demonstrate that Christianity rises and falls on the question posed by Jesus in 
Luke 9:20, “but who do you say that I am”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Have you ever thought about Christology, maybe not using that word but by 
asking who Jesus was? 

 
2. Do you think there would be any point to Christianity if Jesus where simply 

another good moral teacher?  
 
3. What changes if Christ was fully man and fully God? 
 
4. Do you think that all of the discussions about who Jesus was help better 

understand the Bible or obscure what is there? 
 
5. Have you ever thought about the introduction to John’s Gospel as a 

discussion about the nature of Jesus Christ? 
 
6. Why do you think people want to modify the understandings that we have 

of Jesus Christ? 
 
7. What might be attractive about thinking of Jesus as either purely divine or 

as purely human? Does it in some ways make things simpler? 
 
8. Why do you think people who disregard the Jesus as encountered in 

Scripture and tradition still try and modify him to fit in with their belief 
systems rather than disregard him altogether? 

 
9. Can you think of any current Christologies that are in vogue? 

2 Alister E. McGrath, Ed., The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought, 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1993), 83. 3 Ibid.,84. 4 Ibid.,86. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Dead Sea Scrolls 

Sometime in January or February of 1947 three 
Bedouin shepherds by the names of Muhammed 
Ahmad el-Hamid, Jum’a Muhammed khalil and 
Khalil Musa discovered the first three of what would 

come to be known as The Dead Sea Scrolls on the northwest shore of the 
Dead Sea. By March of that year they had shown these three scrolls (the Great 
Isaiah Scroll, the Habakkuk Commentary and the Manual of Discipline) to 
several people in Bethlehem. From there they would follow a somewhat 
circuitous route to worldwide notoriety. It is somewhat remarkable in 
retrospect that it would take some time for the scrolls to get into the hands of 
people who could understand just what it was that had been discovered. 
Adding to the drama of this discovery was the fact that in the year 1947 the 
United Nations voted to partition Palestine. This would of course lead to the 
declaration of the state of Israel on May 14, 1948. By 1949 the privately owned 
Palestine Archeological Museum had became the center for scroll acquisition. 
It was located in East Jerusalem, which at that time was part of Jordan, but after 
the Six-Day War in 1967 it became part of Israel. Many in Jordan still claim 
that they rightfully own the scrolls and demand their return. Congruent with all 
of this was the excavation of the first cave where the initial three scrolls were 
discovered as well as the discovery of new caves. Eventually, a total of 11 caves 
would be discovered, the last in February of 1956. Of course, the most 
interesting thing about the scrolls is not where and how they were discovered, 
but rather who was the community that produced them and what is contained 
in them. 

The Community 

As always, trying to figure something out 2000 years on concerning a group of 
people who did not leave a biography is a little bit tricky. The general 
consensus is that the people at Qumran (the area where the Dead Sea Scrolls 
were discovered) were most likely Essenes. This was a Jewish sect whose name 
may mean “The Pious Ones” or “The Healers” who appeared sometime 
around the 2nd century BC and disappeared by the 2nd century AD. There is 
no mention of this group in either the Bible or the Talmud, so most of what is 
known of them comes from the work of three ancient historians – Josephus, 
Philo and Pliny the Elder. In Josephus’ work Jewish Wars we learn that there 



was a man named Joseph the Essene who was a teacher who “never made a 
prophecy which did not come true.” 1 The community was not located in one 
particular place but instead there were “large numbers in every town.” 2 The 
group “shunned pleasure and regarded temperance and self-control as special 
virtues...[They] donated all their possessions to the community upon 
admission. There was neither poverty nor inordinate wealth in their 
communities. They considered oil defiling and therefore were known for their 
dry skin. They always dressed in white. They elected their leaders and the 
assembly of the sect determined its leaders’ duties.” 3 From Josephus we also 
learn that the Essenes “displayed an extraordinary interest in the writings of the 
ancients” and that they believed “that Fate is the mistress of all things, and that 
nothing befalls men unless it be in accordance with her decree.” 4 There are of 
course many other facts recorded about this group, but that gives somewhat a 
flavor for who they were. The other point of interest is that many scholars now 
believe that John the Baptist may have had an association with the Essene 
community or was perhaps an Essene himself. 

The Content of The Dead Sea Scrolls 

Most of the Dead Sea Scrolls are dated from about 250 BC to 135 AD. What 
was found there is a mixture of Biblical and non-biblical Jewish literature. For 
Biblical scholars the discovery of the Hebrew Scriptures in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls was a major event because “there had been a gap of approximately 
1200 years between the writing of the last book of the Hebrew Bible and the 
oldest surviving Hebrew manuscript of any part of it. Older translations in 
other languages had survived, but nothing in Hebrew itself. The scrolls 
narrowed that gap to about 200 years or less.’ 5 The other exciting thing or 
perhaps not if you are conspiracy minded is that “taken as a whole, the scrolls 
show that the Bible used in the time of the Second Temple [516BC – 70AD], 
during the lifetime of Jesus, was basically the one passed down through the 
ages until today. The differences are neither theologically nor historically 
important. In general the scrolls testify to the amazing accuracy and great care 
with which ancient scribes passed along the biblical text.” 6 The collection is not 
uniform by any means. The books of Psalms, Isaiah and Deuteronomy are the 
most frequent found in the collection. Interestingly, these three books are also 
the most quoted in the New Testament. In the non-biblical Jewish literature 
two books of the Apocrypha were found: Sirach and Tobit. This of course was 
interesting because only Greek versions of these were known to exist. There 



were also a number of pseudopigraphical books found. These are books that 
purport to be written by some famous historical person, but actually are not. 
Included among these are books like Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses and 
Joshua. “Another work of particular importance to the community of Qumran 
is known today as the ‘Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice.’ It describes the classes 
of angels responsible for the heavenly worship service on thirteen consecutive 
Sabbaths.” 7 There were also a number of Biblical commentaries discovered 
covering books like Isaiah, Micah, Zephaniah, Psalms and Habakkuk. “One of 
the most important types of literature deals specially with the Qumranites 
themselves and their own rules for conduct. Various forms of these 
prescriptions are known as the Rule of the Commentary, the Manual of 
Discipline, the Rule of the Congregations and the Rule of Blessings.” 8 

While access to the Dead Sea Scrolls has grown over the years this has not 
eliminated controversy, largely because of the slow release of the information 
and the relatively small number of scholars with access to them. “By October 
of 1991 matters had reached the breaking point and something had to be 
done. The Final decision to make the scrolls accessible to the public was made 
by the Director of Israel Antiquities Authority, Amir Drori.” 9 Access would 
grow over the years. On September 25, 2011 the Israel Museum opened its 
digital collection to the public on their website http://dss.collections.imj.org.il/ . 
Upon its launch, James S. Snyder, the Director of the Israel Museum stated, 
“We are privileged to house in the Israel Museum's Shrine of the Book the 
best preserved and most complete Dead Sea Scrolls ever discovered. They are 
of paramount importance among the touchstones of monotheistic world 
heritage, and they represent unique highlights of our Museum's encyclopedic 
holdings. Now, through our partnership with Google, we are able to bring 
these treasures to the broadest possible public." 10 

. 1  Weston W. Fields, The Dead Sea Scrolls: A Short History, (Boston: Brill, 2006), 96.  

. 2  Ibid.  

. 3  Ibid.  

 

 

 



Questions 

1. What have you heard about the Dead Sea Scrolls? 
 

2. While no one knows for sure, the Essenes seem to be the primary 
candidates for those that originally possessed the Dead Sea Scrolls. From 
the little you know of them why do you think they would have amassed such 
a large library? 

 
3. Early Christians shared all things in common as did the Essenes. Why do 

you think this happened? 
 
4. The Dead Sea Scrolls seem to confirm much of the integrity of scripture. 

How do you think societies with such limited technological resources could 
accurately transmit writing across the ages? 

 
5. Why do you think Isaiah, Deuteronomy and the Psalms were so important? 

Do you think it is right to have a “favorite” book of the Bible? 
 
6. This group produced a large amount of literature that was not part of the 

Hebrew Bible, something we still do today. Why do you think there are so 
many books written as commentary on scripture? 

 
7. Religious groups throughout the ages have separated themselves from the 

larger religious body, producing their own unique rules and regulations. 
What do you think is the motivation for this? 

 
8. What do you think is the significance of the Dead Sea Scrolls? 
 
9. Technology has certainly changed the ease with which information can be 

transmitted and shared. Do you think this has been good or bad (or 
somewhere in between) to society? 

4  Ibid.,97-98  
5  Ibid.,79.  
6 Ibid.,79-80. 7 Ibid.,83. 8 Ibid. 9 Ibid.,72. 

10 “The Digital Dead Sea Scrolls”, http://dss.collections.imj.org.il/project. 



Atonement 

This term is simply putting together the three words at-
one-meant. It concerns itself with how through Christ’s 
death on the cross mankind has been reconciled to God. 
If we stopped at that there would not be much discussion, 
but theologians and Christian thinkers across the ages 
have not stopped there. They have asked how, as in how 
did Christ’s death on the cross reconcile us to God? And 

this question has led to many different answers and schools of thought. In the 
following few paragraphs we will look at a sampling of the various theories. 
However, in all of this discussion it is important to remember what C. S. Lewis 
said in his book Mere Christianity, that if you find these theories helpful please 
remember them and if not you are free to set them aside for the most 
important thing to remember is that “it works.” Somehow through Christ’s 
death we have been made right with God. 

The first question that must come up in any discussion about atonement is why 
and what exactly needs to be atoned? Simply put the answer is our sinfulness. 
Because of this we are impure and nothing pure may approach God, because 
he is pure. In the Old Testament this lack of purity was dealt with by the 
sacrificial system wherein the sacrifice of animals somehow cleansed the 
sinfulness of the one who was sacrificing. As a result, those who first sought to 
explain how Christ’s death on the cross-atoned for our sins looked to the Old 
Testament and saw Christ’s death as a sacrifice in the order of the animal 
sacrifices that had gone before. The author of Hebrews writes, “Indeed, under 
the law everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood 
there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). The author of Hebrews would 
explain Jesus as the perfect sacrifice and as a result of his perfection it does not 
need to be repeated like the animal sacrifices of the Old Testament. He states, 
“But as it is he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by 
the sacrifice of himself” (Hebrews 9:26). St Paul echoes much of this idea. In 
Colossians 1:20 he states, “Through him [Jesus] God was pleased to reconcile 
to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through 
the blood of the cross.” The idea of blood sacrifice and reconciliation are here 
very present, but Paul extends this reconciliation or atonement beyond just we 
human beings, including “all things, whether on earth or in heaven” 



With this as a base, many of the early Church Fathers would work to further 
develop this idea. Irenaeus of Lyon (C. 130 –c.200) developed what is known 
as the “Ransom” theory of Atonement. He states in his adverus haereses 
(Against the Heresies), ”The Lord therefore ransomed us by his own blood, 
and gave his life for our life, his flesh for our flesh.” 1 This of course begs the 
question if Christ is a ransom, who is it that the ransom is being paid to? In the 
thinking of Irenaeus, it is Satan who has us under captivity as a result of our 
sin. Irenaeus would also develop another theory which is known as the 
“Recapitulation” theory which argues that Christ redid the history of Adam, 
except whereas Adam failed, Christ got it right. Other early Church Fathers 
developed different ideas, some fairly straightforward and some more amusing 
and controversial like the “Fish-hook” theory developed by Rufinus of 
Aquileia. This theory argues that the purpose of the incarnation “was that the 
divine virtue of the Son of God might be like a kind of hook hidden beneath 
the form of human flesh to lure on the prince of this world a contest; that the 
Son might offer him his human flesh as bait and that the divinity which lay 
underneath might catch him (Satan) and hold him fast with its hook.” 2 This 
theory grew quite controversial in the middle ages because it implies that God 
must resort to trickery to achieve his purposes. However, no less a theologian 
than Augustine would follow its general outline although he described Christ as 
a mousetrap rather than a fishhook. 

1 Alister E. McGrath, Ed., The Christian Theology Reader, (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2007), 343. 2 Ibid.,349. 

 
In the middle ages new theories would begin to develop. Among the most 
famous of these was Anselm of Canterbury’s ideas about the “satisfaction” that 
occurred in Christ’s death. Anselm can be a bit difficult to read, but the basic 
idea of his argument is as follows: 

1. God created humanity righteous with the goal of bringing humanity into a 
state of eternal blessedness. 2. For this state to occur humanity needed to be 
totally obedient to God, which they most obviously were not. 3. God’s will 
cannot be impaired so there must be some way by which God’s original 
purpose for eternal blessedness can occur. However, in order for God’s will 
not to be impaired, something must be done about sin. 4. There is nothing that 
humanity is capable of doing that can make a satisfaction for our sin, however  



God has no such limitations. 5. A “God-man” would be the desired means to 
achieve the satisfaction required because he would possess the ability to do it 
because he is God and the obligation because he is also a man. 3 

A fierce critic of Anselm was a man by the name of Peter Abelard (of Abelard 
and Heloise fame) who offered a much different explanation. He argued that 
in Christ’s death he demonstrated the love of God for humanity and “We are 
thus joined through his grace to him and our neighbor by an unbreakable 
bond of love.” 4 While on some level it appears that Abelard is simply saying 
that Christ provided a moral example to follow, it is actually more than this. 
His arguments seem to say that while we certainly are to love the way Christ 
loved, it is only possible because of the act of the cross. However, in more 
modern times the argument that Christ’s crucifixion served as a moral example 
gained some traction. This would not be the only theory. In more evangelical 
circles “Penal Substitution” was and remains very popular. It argues that 
Christ’s death was a substitute for our own death. In other words Christ died so 
that we would not have to. Theologians like Vladimir Lossky reemphasized 
arguments like those of the early theologians stating, “The son of God came 
down from heaven to accomplish the work of our salvation, to liberate us from 
the captivity of the devil, to destroy the dominion of sin in our nature, and to 
undo death, which is the wages of sin.” 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Have you ever given much thought as to why Christ’s death on the cross has 
reconciled you to God? If so what did you decide? 
 

2. Did you find any of the theories presented here attractive? Did you find any 
to be repulsive? 

 
3. In looking at the sacrificial system from the Old Testament, why do you 

think that animals could atone for sins? 
 
4. While we have been mainly talking about humanity in terms of atonement, 

do you think that all of creation was somehow atoned for in the death of 
Christ? 

 
5. Do you think that the theory of ransom gives too much power to Satan? 
 
6. What do you think of the fishhook or mousetrap theory? Does it make 

God look a little underhanded? Does it matter because we are dealing with 
Satan after all? 

 
7. Anselm argued that there is nothing that we can do about our sinfulness. Do 

you agree with this sentiment?  
 
8. If God simply wanted us to follow the loving example of Jesus do you think 

there may have been an easier way than crucifixion? 
 
9. Do you think that the cross was the only way that atonement could have 

occurred? 

3 Ibid.,357. 4 Ibid.,358. 5 Ibid.,286. 

 

 

 

 

 



Lent and Holy Week 
When we look at things that occur in the Christian 
Church there are three categories that things fall 
into. The first are things that come directly from the 
Bible (i.e. baptism), the second are things that have 
no Biblical heritage (i.e. St. Patrick’s Day) and the 

last are those that are some combination of the two like Lent and Holy Week. 
In one sense, we can say Lent is non-Biblical because it obviously does not 
appear in the Bible. At no time does Jesus tell the disciple “It looks like I am 
going to be crucified in forty days, so why don’t you guys do some fasting and 
reflecting.” However, the idea of forty days of fasting and reflection is 
incredibly Biblical. Beginning in the Old Testament we have rain falling on the 
ark for forty days and forty nights. Moses spent three consecutive forty-day 
periods (with interruptions between) on Mount Sinai. And, of course, in the 
New Testament Jesus spends forty days in the wilderness where he fasts and is 
tempted by Satan, as well as the fact that there were forty days between the 
resurrections and ascension of Jesus. So while Lent does not occur in the 
Bible, the idea of taking 40 days and using it for purification comes directly 
from Jesus. The first mention that we have of a period of forty days of Lent 
“occurs in the Canons of Nicaea (AD 325; can. 5).”1 At that time it was 
customary for new converts to be baptized on Easter so it is likely that these 40 
days were adapted from the “prescribed fast of candidates for baptism.” 2 
Before we precede any further, it is probably worth noting how the actual forty 
days are calculated. It is customary in the western part of the church to begin 
Lent on Ash Wednesday and end on Easter. Ash Wednesday is the six and a 
half weeks before Easter, so if you do the calculations you may notice that 
there are 46 days. However Sundays are generally excluded from the 
calculations (they are seen as something of a mini-Easter or feast day). By 
subtracting the six Sundays from the total days you get to forty. In other parts 
of the church Lent begins at different times. In the Orthodox Church it begins 
on a Monday (often called clean Monday) of the seventh week before Easter. 
Other Churches like the Coptic and Ethiopian observe eight weeks with both 
Saturdays and Sundays exempted. Protestant denominations observe Lent (if 
they observe Lent at all) generally following the pattern of the Roman Catholic 
Church. I should also note that most of the traditions associated with Lent and  



Holy Weeks are at their most developed in the pre-Reformation 
denominations (i.e. Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, etc.). As a result most 
of what follows focuses on those traditions. 

With the season of lent being established, this, of course, begs the question 
about what actually happens during the season. In the early centuries after 
Christ, only one meal was allowed a day and this was usually taken near 
sundown, with meat, fish and eggs all being prohibited. By the 9th century in 
the west, the rules began to be relaxed. “The hour for breaking the fast was 
gradually anticipated to be three o’clock in the afternoon and by the 15th 
century it had become the general custom even for religious to eat at noon.” 3 

Gradually over the years it has taken on a less severe commemoration. By the 
time of Vatican II the Roman Catholic Church restricted the fasting to just Ash 
Wednesday and Good Friday. 

The other characteristic generally associated with Lent is its penitential nature. 
This manifests itself in a number of ways; often celebrations of any type are not 
practiced including weddings. The Alleluia and Gloria in Excelsis is removed 
from the Mass. Additionally during this season people are known to give 
something up or fast from certain activities in an effort to devote more time to 
God. 

The last week of Lent, in all traditions that observe it, is what is known as Holy 
Week. Whereas Lent takes Biblical ideas (i.e. 40 days of fasting) and applies it 
to a non-Biblical season, the events of Holy Week come directly from the 
Bible. Like Lent we do not know when exactly the week took on a form that 
would be recognizable to us today, but it probably occurred in “Jerusalem in 
the 4th century, when pilgrimages became easily possible, and Christians could 
indulge in a natural desire to re-enact the last scenes of the life of Christ in 
liturgical drama.” 4 This ease with which pilgrims could go to Jerusalem was the 
result of the legalization of Christianity under Constantine in 313.  

1 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 971. 2 Ibid. 3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid.,789. 

 

 



The main days of Holy Week are as follows: 

Palm Sunday 

The name of this day is a reference to Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem 
where we read “A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road and others 
cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. The crowds that 
went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna to the son of 
David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the 
highest heaven!’” (Matthew 21: 8-9) As a result, the two most unique parts of 
the service are the blessing of the palms and the procession, which represents 
the triumphal entry into Jerusalem. 

Maundy Thursday 

This day derives its name from the Latin mandatum novum which is the 
beginning of John 13:34. It states, “A new commandment I give to you, that 
you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one 
another.” Also remembered on this day is the institution of the Eucharist. 
Services on this day generally involve a foot washing and in Cathedral 
Churches the Holy Oils are often blessed. In many traditions the altar will be 
stripped at the end of the service and all consecrated elements are consumed. 

Good Friday 

It commemorates the day on which Christ was crucified and is known as Great 
Friday in the Orthodox Church. In many churches Good Friday and Holy 
Saturday are the only days in which no mass is celebrated, because the idea is 
that Jesus has left. It is also a day in which fasting takes place in much of the 
Church along with penance and remembering how our sin is responsible for 
Christ’s death on the cross. 

Holy Saturday 

This day commemorates the resting of Christ’s body in the tomb. Traditionally 
not much happens in the way of services on this day. 

Great Vigil of Easter (Paschal Vigil) 



For most of history this was the biggest service in the Church year. We have 
evidence of this service as far back as the 2nd century. There are different 
traditions in various parts of the church, but generally speaking the service 
follows a similar pattern, beginning late in the day on Saturday. The service 
starts with the blessing of the new fire outside of the church which is used to 
light the Paschal Candle. This candle is then processed through the darkened 
church. There are then normally nine scriptural readings, interspersed with 
Psalms. The readings are something of a salvation history culminating with 
Christ’s resurrection from the dead. A sermon and baptisms often follow. The 
service concludes with a Eucharist. This service often ends sometime on the 
morning of Easter itself. As a result the Sunday morning Easter service was not 
very important historically. This has changed in recent times especially in many 
protestant circles where the Easter Morning service is the biggest of the year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think early Christians so readily submitted themselves to 
somewhat severe fasts? Why do you think this is less popular today? 

 
2. God seems to like the number forty. Can you think of any reason why? 
 
3. With infant baptism much of the idea of preparation has gone away. Do 

you think a season of preparation is necessary even among those that have 
been baptized? 

 
4. Have you ever fasted? Was it effective? 
 
5. Have you ever done a Lenten Fast, i.e. giving up something during the 

season of Lent? Do you find these beneficial? What do you think the 
reason is for the Lenten fasts? 

 
6. How important do you think it is to remember the events of Holy Week? 
 
7. In the drama of Holy Week we move from shouting, “Blessed is the one 

who comes in the name of the Lord!” to “Crucify Him” to salvation from 
the resurrection of Christ. What do you think this says about us? What do 
you think it says about God? 

 
8. Why do you think we call the Friday of Holy Week “Good”? 
 
9. Why do you think that the Sunday morning Easter service is now the 

biggest day in many churches? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Constantine the Great 
Everyone more or less knows about Constantine or at 
least a much abbreviated version which goes something 
like this: Rome did not like Christians and liked to kill 
them in very nasty ways, but then Constantine becomes 
emperor and legalizes Christianity and everyone 
rejoiced. And this is more or less true. Rome tended to 
not like Christians or for that matter anyone who seemed 

to undermine them and their understanding of how Rome related to the gods. 
Christian’s tended to be persecuted sometime overtly, and at other times much 
more subtly. 

Constantine did make Christianity legal, not the official religion as some 
believe, but legal. Lost in much of this is what of Constantine himself, what was 
he like and what did he do besides legalize Christianity? Was he simply an 
opportunistic pagan as some have asserted? Was he a saint? In the next few 
paragraphs we will look a bit at who he was, where he came from and what is 
his legacy. 

We do not know when Constantine was born. Scholars put it at somewhere 
between 272 and 288 (although 272 is the date most often used). His father 
was the Emperor Constatnius Chlorus. Although at this time the title of 
Emperor did not equate to being in charge of the entire Roman Empire, but 
rather part of it. Under the tetrarchical system set up under the Emperor 
Diocletian, Constantine’s father served first as a subordinate Caesar and upon 
Diocletian’s retirement, he would serve as an Emperor (although he would 
share power with the Emperor of the east, Galerius). His mother was Helena, 
who would later become St. Helena for her fervent work in promoting 
Christianity including, according to many, the discovery of the true cross. 
Constantine would grow up largely in the court of Diocletian, who while a good 
emperor in the sense that he ended much of the Empire’s decline, was also 
one of the most severe persecutors of the Christian Church. In 306, upon the 
death of his father, Constantine was declared Emperor at York. This meant he 
had control of roughly Gaul, Britain and Spain. Galerius (the Emperor in the 
east) would die in 311 and Maxentius (the successor to Constantine’s dad) 
would move to consolidate power, leaving the tetrarichal system established by 
Diocletian in tatters. With this, war between Maxentius and Constantine arose. 



In the spring of 312 Constantine and his army crossed the Alps. On October 
28th, 312 the armies of Constantine and Maxentius would meet at the battle of 
Milvian Bridge where Constantine supposedly saw an image of the chi-rho 

in a dream the night before the battle and was told by God that he would 
conquer under this symbol. The Greek letter Chi (X) and Rho (P) are the first 
two letters in the name Christ in the Greek language. Constantine won the 
battle and become co-emperor with Licinius (who was ruler in the east). In the 
year 313 he and Licintius agreed on a policy of religious tolerance which was 
enshrined in the Edict of Milan. The Edict begins with these words, “For a 
long time past we have made it our aim that freedom of worship should not be 
denied, but that every man, according to his own inclination, and wish should 
be given permission to practice his religion as he chose. We had therefore 
given the command that Christians and non-Christians alike should be allowed 
to keep the faith of their own religious beliefs and worship.” 1 

As Emperor “Constantine’s policy was to unite the Christian Church to the 
secular state by the closest possible ties.” 2 What this meant in practical terms is 
that Constantine would insert himself into debates concerning Church dogma. 
With Christianity becoming legal, the debates about the nature of Christianity 
became much more apparent. During the rule of Constantine one of the most 
prominent of these debates had to do with a group known as the Donatists, 
who were quite prominent in Africa. The main issue they had was with those 
Christians who during the earlier persecutions appeared to compromise their 
beliefs in order to save themselves punishment or death. As a result the 
Donatists believed themselves to be better or truer Christians. He would 
ultimately rule against the Donatists in 316, but it would be another 
controversy that would set up a chain of events that would lead to the Council 
of Nicaea and the Nicene Creed. This controversy dealt with the Arians, a 
group who under the influence of their leader Arius claimed that Christ was 
not equal with God, but simply a very special part of the created order. In 
response to this Constantine called the Council of Nicaea to take up this issue. 
It met in 325 and came up with among other things the Nicene Creed that 
firmly rejects the Arian understanding of Jesus (i.e. proclaiming that Jesus was 
begotten and not made). 

1 
G.A. Williamson, trans., Eusebius - The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine (New York, Barnes and 

Noble Books, 1995), 401.  



2	  
F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), 408. 

 

Constantine’s rule of course did not have to do solely with settling Christian 
disputes. In 324 at Chrysopolis (near Chalcedon) he would defeat the Eastern 
Emperor Licinius making him sole emperor. As a result of this victory he 
would make Byzantium the capital of the Roman Empire, which he humbly 
renamed Constantinople in 330 (it would remain the capital of the Eastern 
Empire until 1453 when it was sacked by the Turks). Many scholars have 
debated over the centuries how truly Christian Constantine was. Historians like 
W.H.C. Frend see Constantine as an opportunist saying that Constantine “like 
other egotistical generals such as Wallenstein and Napoleon, he believed 
completely in his star, whether this was represented now by the Sun god or by 
the Christian God.” 3 Others are more sympathetic. Henry Chadwick notes that 
while Constantine’s “comprehension of Christian doctrine was never very 
clear...he was sure that victory in battle lay in the gift of the God of the 
Christians” 4 Whatever the true nature of his conversion we will probably never 
know this side of heaven, but we do know that despite many flaws he 
attempted to rule as a Christian. “His policy and legislation, though not free 
from grave blemishes, show a strongly Christian tendency from the first. He 
humanized the criminal law and the law of debt, mitigated the conditions of 
slavery, made grants to support poor children, thus discouraging the exposure 
of unwanted babies, freed celibates and unmarried persons from special 
taxation....[and] ordered that Sunday should become a public holiday.” 5 In 
addition, “Constantine’s benefactions on the Church were on a large scale. The 
ravages of persecution he made good by financing new copies of the Bible and 
by building churches, especially the basilicas in Rome and the traditional 
shrines of St Peter and St Paul and in the Holy Land at Bethlehem and the 
Holy Sepulchre.” 6 

Constantine would die in 337 having been baptized just before he died, which 
was a common practice in those days. The hope was that with having your sins 
forgiven in baptism you would have a clean shot into heaven if you could pull 
off not sinning between baptism and death. 

 

 



Questions 

1. Where do you think Christianity would be today without Constantine? 
 

2. Constantine believed that God granted him victory. Do you think God plays 
a role in battles? 
 

3. We do not know what exact role Constantine’s mother played in his faith, 
but it would seem likely that she had some influence. How have other 
people influenced your faith? 

 
4. The Donatists were looking for pure people who had not compromised. 

While a worthy goal, do you think it is possible to find people who have 
never been compromised in their faith? 

 
5. Why do you think Constantine got so involved with what seem to be 

theological disputes? 
 
6. Constantine while certainly not perfect did try and do a number of Christian 

things. Do you think all of us struggle with knowing what is right, but not 
always doing it? 

 
7. What in Christian belief makes us sympathetic to the plight of every 

person? 
 
8. Do you think that Sunday is still a public holiday? 
 
9. Have you ever heard of deathbed baptism? For this to work what must we 

believe about God? 

3 W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1984), 482. 4 

HenryChadwick,TheEarlyChurch(NewYork,PenguinBooks,1993),125. 5 F.L. Cross and 
E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 408. 6	  Henry Chadwick, The Early Church 
(New York, Penguin Books, 1993), 128. 

 

 



David 
Until around the 11th century BC, the Israelites were 
ruled by a series of Judges (like Deborah, Gideon and 
Samson). However, all of Israel’s neighbors had a king 
so the Israelites decided that they needed a king also 
saying to Samuel (the last judge of Israel) “You are old 

and your sons do not follow in your ways; appoint for us, then, a king to govern 
us, like other nations” (1 Samuel 8:5). Samuel consented even though he 
thought it was a bad idea. They chose a man by the name of Saul to be king 
based largely on the criteria that he was really good-looking and very tall. As 
you might guess Saul was not the best king and soon God comes to lament the 
whole business saying “I regret that I made Saul king, for he has turned back 
from following me, and has not carried out my commands” (1 Samuel 15:11). 
God then instructs Samuel to find another king, which Samuel does not really 
want to do because Saul is already king and will kill him if he finds out he has 
anointed another king. But he obeys God and goes to look for the new king 
among the sons of Jesse the Bethlehemite (a person from Bethlehem). When 
he gets to Jesse, “Jesse made seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and Samuel 
said to Jesse, “The LORD has not chosen any of these.’ Samuel said to Jesse, 
‘Are all your sons here?’ And he said, ‘There remains yet the youngest, but he 
is keeping the sheep.’ And Samuel said to Jesse, ‘Send and bring him; for we 
will not sit down until he comes here.’ He sent and brought him in. Now he 
was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The LORD said, ‘Rise 
and anoint him; for this is the one.’ Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and 
anointed him in the presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the LORD came 
mightily upon David from that day forward” (1 Samuel 16:10-13). 

At this point things get a bit confusing, Saul is still king and so is David, but 
secretly. Saul is tormented by an evil spirit and decides that only a skilled lyre 
player will make him feel better. As it turns out David is a skilled lyre player so 
he was brought to Saul and “David took the lyre and played it with his hand, 
and Saul would be relieved and feel better, and the evil spirit would depart 
from him” (1 Samuel 16:23). Soon after there is a great battle against the 
Philistines and a very large troublemaker by the name of Goliath demands that 
one of the Israelites go out and fight him. After everyone fled David showed 
up and said that he would fight him. “David put his hand in his bag, took out a 
stone, slung it, and struck the Philistine on his forehead; the stone sank into his 



forehead, and he fell face down on the ground” (1 Samuel 17:49). After this 
David and Saul got along quite well. David is promoted by Saul, becomes best 
friends with Saul’s son Jonathon and marries Saul’s daughter Michal. 

Saul though being Saul soon became very jealous of David and wants to kill 
him so David flees to Nob (a place near Jerusalem). Saul soon learns that 
David has fled there, but before he arrives David again flees. However for 
good measure Saul decides to kill all of the priests that David met in Nob. 
David then defeats some Philistines near Keilah (a place southwest of 
Bethlehem) and begins serving King Achish of Gath (a Philistine). He was 
however saved from having to fight against the Israelites because the Philistine 
leaders thought that he would not be loyal to them. Saul, along with his sons 
Jonathon, Abinadab and Malchishua would eventually be killed by the 
Philistines on Mt. Gilboa (about 35 miles north of Jerusalem) around the year 
1010 BC. With the death of Saul David “settled in the towns of Hebron. Then 
the people of Judah came and there they anointed David king over the house 
of Judah” (2 Samuel 2:3-4). Seven and a half years later when Saul’s son 
Ishbosheth is murdered David became ruler over all of Israel (he was 30 years 
old). Soon thereafter David’s army captured Jerusalem and with that the 
decision is made to bring the Ark of the Covenant to the city. When it is 
brought one of the most famous scenes in the Bible takes place with David 
leading the procession and “leaping and dancing before the Lord” (2 Samuel 
6:16). 

Much of David’s reign would have to do with securing Israel by breaking the 
supremacy of the Philistines in the region. Through a series of battles “he 
established Israel as an independent power with a small but significant 
empire.” 1 But like all good politicians his reign would not be complete without 
a major scandal. In the spring of one year when David’s armies were 
campaigning, David decided to stay home. “It happened, late one afternoon, 
when David rose from his couch and was walking about on the roof of the 
king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing; the woman was very 
beautiful. David sent someone to inquire about the woman. It was reported, 
‘This is Bathsheba daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite.’ So David 
sent messengers to fetch her, and she came to him, and he lay with her. (Now 
she was purifying herself after her period.) Then she returned to her house. 
The woman conceived; and she sent and told David, ‘I am pregnant’” (2 
Samuel 11:2-5). And of course if that was not bad enough David tried to cover 



over his sin by having Uriah, the husband of Bathsheba killed. God is rather 
displeased with all of this and sends the prophet Nathan to confront David. 
Nathan tells David a story about a rich man with many sheep and a poor man 
with only one ewe. One day the rich man had an honored guest and desired to 
fix a banquet for this guest. However instead of taking a sheep from his own 
flock to feed the guest he takes the poor man’s sheep. Upon hearing this story 
David is enraged and insists that the man who did this must die. But then  
Nathan says to David “You are the man.” David realizes what he has done and 
repents but the child that he and Bathsheba have conceived becomes ill and 
dies (after they were born). David would take Bathsheba as one of his wives 
and she would give birth to a son – Solomon. One of David’s other sons, 
Absalom, would declare himself king, raised an army and captured Jerusalem. 
His success would be short lived however as his army lost in a battle to David’s 
army at Ephraim Wood. Absalom would be killed and even though he had 
tired to usurp his father David bitterly laments his death saying “O my son 
Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would that I had died instead of you, O 
Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 Samuel 18:33). 

David would die somewhere around the year 970 BC. David in many ways is 
remembered as the ideal king and his kingdom was to last forever. The authors 
of the new Testament often pointed out the Davidic decent of Jesus (i.e. his 
father Joseph was of the house of David and he is called Son of David when he 
enters Jerusalem). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. The Israelites seemed to have wanted a king because all of their neighbors 
had one and then chose one based on his looks. How often do we make 
decisions not based on the best criteria? 
 

2. The story of David is a little confusing, which may have been caused by 
different traditions being put together in one place. Are there any elements 
that strike you as odd in his story? 

 
3. As the youngest David seems to have been often overlooked, why do you 

think God did not overlook him?  
 
4. Why do you think Saul was so jealous of David? 
 
5. Why do you think David danced before the Ark of the Covenant? 
 
6. David was capable of great piety but also of great sin, why do you think that 

he is remembered so fondly and why do you think New Testament writers 
made sure to emphasize him as an ancestor of Jesus? 

7. Nathan confronted David about his sin. What do you think it says about 
David that he would both listen to Nathan and ultimately repent of his sin? 
 

8. The death of the first child of David and Bathsheba is often used as an 
argument in support of capital punishment (the death of Uriah had to be 
atoned for). Do you think this is a valid or interesting argument? 

 
9. Even though Absalom tried to usurp his father, David still wept bitterly at 

his death. Do you think David was experiencing a conflict of emotions? 
Have you ever experienced this? 

 
1	  1 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 455. 

 

 

 



The Roman Catholic Church 
In the strictest sense, the Roman Catholic Church is 
defined as those churches that are in communion with 
the Pope. The Roman part of the name comes from 
the fact that the Pope is also Bishop of Rome whereas 
the Catholic part comes from the Greek word 
katholikos, which means universal. That much is fairly 

uncontroversial. Things change, however, when you get into both issues of 
history and of authority as seen by those inside the Roman Catholic Church 
and those outside of it. The divide happens along the lines of the universal 
nature of the church. For those inside the Roman Catholic Church the belief is 
that the Church that is under the Pope is the totality of what was left by Jesus 
and passed on through Peter. Therefore, those in communion with the Pope 
are the true church and those who are not are less than the true or universal 
church. However, those Christians outside of the Roman Catholic Church 
argue that there is a flaw in the Roman Catholic Churches argument and 
depending on which Christian body is making the argument the flaw varies. 
These arguments run from those of the Eastern Orthodox who claim that 
Church unity is only found in Church Councils to the more extreme 
Protestants who see no need for authority at all and of course there are more 
arguments to be found between those two poles. My goal in this essay is not to 
settle any debates, but rather to present some basic facts about the Roman 
Catholic Church and how it came to be. This will by no means be exhaustive, 
but will hopefully give a sort of greatest hits view of the Roman Catholic 
Church. 

Any discussion of the Roman Catholic Church must of course begin with the 
Apostle Peter. In Matthew Jesus says, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on 
this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against 
it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed 
in heaven” (Matthew 16:18-19). This statement coupled with the largely 
uncontroversial claim that Peter came to Rome (and most likely died there 
around 64 AD) is the basis for the authority of the Pope. The argument is 
summed up as follows: Peter was given the keys (authority) by Jesus, he came 
to Rome where he preached and taught, when he died his successor was 
handed all of the power that had been given to Peter as has every successor 



since. Because of this belief, a Pope is never referred to as a successor of 
whoever the guy was that came just before them, but rather as the successor of 
Peter. It would of course be a stretch to say that from the moment Peter came 
to Rome all of Christendom viewed the Bishop of Rome as the final authority 
in all things. However, we also have evidence from the early days that many did 
view the Bishop of Rome as having special authority. Evidence of this can be 
found in things like The Letter of the Church of Rome to the Church of 
Corinth (commonly called Clement’s First Letter). It was written by Clement of 
Rome who was the fourth Bishop of Rome (Pope) in around 96 AD and is 
written in response to a schism in the Corinthian Church. By the fact that 
Clement felt he was in a place to write such a letter suggests that others did 
look to Rome for authority. Furthermore in the letter, when he recounts the 
history of the Apostles he writes, “they later added a codicil to the effect that, 
should these die, other approved men should succeed to their ministry.” 1 This 
demonstrates that, from an early time, there was the idea that the successors of 
Christ appointed their successors, and their successors appointed their 
successors and so on down the line. Irenaeus of Lyon would write around 180 
AD in his work Against Heresies that “by indicating that tradition derived from 
the apostles, of the very great, the very ancient, and universally known Church 
founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and 
Paul; as also [by pointing out] the faith preached to men, which comes down to 
our time by means of the successions of the bishops. For it is a matter of 
necessity that every Church should agree with this Church, on account of its 
pre- eminent authority, that is, the faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the 
apostolical tradition has been preserved continuously by those [faithful men] 
who exist everywhere.” 2 

It would not however be until the 5th century under the Papacy of Leo the 
Great that much of the Roman Catholic Church and the Pope emerged as 
more than just another Bishopric. “His Papacy is remarkable chiefly through 
the enormous extent to which he advanced and consolidated the influence of 
the Roman See. At a time of general disorder he sought to strengthen the 
Church by energetic central government, based on a firm belief that the 
supremacy of his See was of Divine and Scriptural authority, and he pressed 
his claims to jurisdiction in Africa, Spain and Gaul. He also secured from 
Valentinian III a rescript which recognized his jurisdiction over all Western 
provinces.” 3 He is also remembered for negotiating with Attila the Hun and 
persuading him to withdraw from Italy and negotiate peace with the Emperor. 



. 1  Cyril C. Richardson, ed., Early Christian Fathers (New York, Simon and Schuster, 
1996), 63.  

. 2  Irenaeus of Lyon, Against Heresies, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf01.toc.html.  

In 1054 an event known as the Great Schism occurred in which the churches 
of the East (headquartered in Constantinople) and West (headquartered in 
Rome) split. There was not a singular cause that lead to this split but was rather 
the result of years of embittered relationships. The events of 1054 mainly 
involved various officials of their respective churches excommunicating one 
another. And of course to this day the Church of the East, that which is 
commonly called the Orthodox and the Church of the West, that which is 
usually called the Roman Catholic Church are still reconciled. 

The next major spilt from the Roman Catholic Church began in the 1500’s 
with the Protestant Reformation. This would of course not just be one split but 
many (Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican and so on). The Roman Catholic 
response to this was known as the Counter-Reformation, which had its zenith 
at The Council of Trent (1545-63). This Council sought to both halt the 
spread of Protestantism and reform the Roman Catholic Church. Two major 
decisions that went against Protestant reforms were the assertion of the 
authority of the Vulgate (the Latin version of the Bible) and the affirmation of 
Transubstantiation as the official doctrine of the Eucharist and the repudiation 
of the Lutheran, Calvinist and Zwinglian positions. 

At the First Vatican Council, which met from 1869-70 the Roman Catholic 
Church, met to discuss various subjects like faith, ecclesiastical discipline and 
the relationship between the church and civil powers. The issue that this 
Council would be most remembered for was the question of Papal infallibility. 
The more conservative members of the Council wanted to see a wider 
definition of infallibility while the more liberal members sought to link 
infallibility more closely with the infallibility of the Church. The ultimate 
definition that won out was one which “restricted this infallibility only to those 
occasions ‘when he speaks ex cathedra, that is, when in discharge of the office 
of Pastor and Doctor of all Christians, by virtue of his supreme Apostolic 
authority he defines a doctrine regarding faith or morals to be held by the 
Universal Church’” 4 A Second Vatican Council was held from 1962-65. It was  

 



called by Pope John XXIII who “defined its immediate task as renewing the 
life of the Church and bringing up to date its teaching, discipline, and 
organization, with the unity of all Christians as the ultimate goal.” 5 

Today the Roman Catholic Church has over one billion members and is the 
largest body in Christendom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think it is important for all of Christianity to be united under one 
earthly head? 

 
2. How would you define Church unity? 
 
3. The statement “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church” 

appears only in Matthew’s Gospel. Why do you think this is? Does it 
matter? 

 
4. Do you think it is important or unimportant for Churches to be able to 

trace the ordination of their clergy back to the Apostles? 
 
5. The major splits in the history of the Roman Catholic Church have come 

over differences of opinion. How much room is there in the Church for 
individual opinion? 

 
6. Some of the issues that led to the split between Roman Catholicism and 

Protestantism have been resolved, yet the Church remains split, why do you 
think this is? 

 
7. The First Vatican Council defined papal Infallibility as connected to be 

limited to when the pope speaks ex cathedra. Do you find this doctrine 
necessary? 

 
8. The Roman Catholic Church continues to grow despite the various splits. 

What do you think is the reason for this? 
  
9. What do you think Peter would think if he came back today and saw the 

Roman Catholic Church? 

3	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 972. 4 Ibid.,1693. 5 Ibid.,1694. 

 

 

 



The Church Fathers 
As with many names that are applied at a later 
date, finding a strict definition for the term 
Church Fathers can be a little difficult. However, 
in general this group is comprised of those 
Christians beginning with the generation after the 
apostles through around the 8th century who were 

eminent theologians, teachers and bishops. The first of the Church Fathers is 
often thought to be Clement of Rome who died around 99 AD and was most 
likely a Bishop of Rome, whereas the last is generally considered to be John of 
Damascus who died in 749 AD. Their works are important not only for their 
thoughts, but also because they offer a glimpse into early Christian 
communities. While it would be impossible in this short space to provide 
biographies of all of the Church Fathers what follows are some brief profiles of 
some of the more well known. 

Clement of Rome 

His name appears on many lists as Bishop of Rome as either the second or 
third bishop after St. Peter. He may be the same person that is mentioned in 
Philippians 4:3 where Paul says ‘together with Clement and the rest of my 
coworkers.” In Eusebius’ The History of the Church we hear that Clement 
“had seen the blessed apostles, and conversed with them, and still had their 
preaching ringing in his ears and their authentic tradition before his eyes.” 1 He 
is most remembered for his Epistle, which is cleverly referred to as Clement’s 
First Letter. It was written in 96 AD on the occasion of strife in the church in 
Corinth. In his letter he argues for church hierarchy and the idea of apostolic 
succession saying of the apostles, “They preached in country and in city, and 
appointed their first converts, after testing them by the Spirit, to be bishops and 
deacons of future believers.” 2 

Saint Irenaeus of Lyon 

There is not a tremendous amount known biographically about Irenaeus. He 
was born during the second century probably in Smyrna in modern day 
Turkey. As a boy he heard Polycarp speak who was a disciple of John the 
Evangelist (the apostle John). He became Bishop of Lyon sometime around 
the year 178. His most known work is Adversus omnes Haereses (Against the 



Heresies). It was written largely in response to the threat that Gnosticism was 
posing to the church. In his works he would also stress the importance of the 
word handed down through the apostles saying “For the Lord of all gave to his 
apostles the power of the gospel, and by them we also have learned the truth, 
that is, the teaching of the Son of God – as the Lord has said to them, ‘He who 
hears you hears me, and he who despises you despises me, and him who sent 
me.’” 3 

The Cappadocian Fathers 

With this group you get three Church Fathers for the price of one. The three 
Cappadocian Fathers are Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa and his 
brother Basil the Great. They all lived during the fourth century and are from 
Cappadocia (an area in central Turkey). While they each had distinguished 
careers by themselves they often get lumped together because of their strong 
defense of the Trinity, which led to the final defeat of the heresy of Arianism 
(Jesus was created and not co-equal with God the father) at the Council of 
Constantinople in 381. Many of their writings are still widely read to this day 
like Basil’s work On the Holy Spirit and Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Moses. 

John Chrysostom 

The name Chrysostom was actually given to him because of his eloquence and 
means ‘golden mouthed’ in Greek. He was born in Antioch (south-central 
Turkey) around the year 347. He is much remembered for his sermons on 
books of the Bible (Genesis, Psalms, Isaiah, Matthew, John, Acts and Paul’s 
Epistles). In 398 he became Patrician (Archbishop) of Constantinople but 
because of his “honest, asceticism and tactlessness” 4 he offended the Empress 
and would eventually be banished and deposed. He would die in the year 407. 
His writings still have the ability to stir us to this day. Here is a snippet from an 
Easter Sermon of his. “Let no one grieve at his poverty, for the universal 
kingdom has been revealed. Let no one mourn that he has fallen again and 
again; for forgiveness has risen from the grave. Let no one fear death, for the 
Death of our Savior has set us free. He has destroyed it by enduring it.” 5 

. 1  G.A. Williamson trans., Eusebius The History of the Church (New York: Barnes and 
Noble Books, 1995), 208.  

. 2  2 Cyril C. Richardson, ed., Early Christian Fathers (New York, Simon and Schuster, 
1996), 62.  



3 Ibid.,369. 4	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 345. 

Ambrose of Milan 

While born in Trier around 339 he became Bishop of Milan in 374 and is 
therefore ever associated with that city. He appears to have had no ambition to 
even be a priest, let alone a bishop for he had followed in the tradition of his 
family and was an administrator in the Roman Empire. While serving as the 
Governor in Aemilia-Liguria (with its seat being in Milan) the Bishop of Milan, 
Auxentius died. The election of the next Bishop was going to be controversial 
because there were a number of factions vying for their candidate. Ambrose 
went to the church where the election was to be held and in an effort to 
prevent an uproar he gave a speech that was soon interrupted by calls of 
“Ambrose for Bishop.” He consented, but since he was neither baptized nor 
ordained he had to be baptized, ordained and consecrated bishop in very rapid 
succession. He is probably most remembered for two things. First, when the 
Emperor Theodosius instigated a massacre in Thessalonica, Ambrose 
excommunicated him and forced the Emperor to repent before he was 
allowed back in the Church. Secondly, he is remembered for being bishop at 
the time that St. Augustine converted. In Augustine’s Confessions we hear this 
description of Ambrose. “I went to Milan then, to Ambrose the bishop, known 
to the whole world as one of the best of men, a devout servant of yours. His 
eloquent discourse in those times dispensed plentifully to the four of your 
wheat, the gladness of your oil, and the sober intoxication of your wine to your 
people.” 6 

Gregory the Great 

Born into a wealthy family around 540, Gregory sold much of his property and 
devoted the money to relief of the poor and to the establishment of 
monasteries, where he would also live. He became Pope in 590, but only 
accepted this position after much self-struggle. Italy at the time of his Papacy 
was in bad shape, with famine, pestilence and the invasion of the Lombards. 
Additionally the papacy was quite weak as well. During his papacy he would 
give great sums to the poor as well as assert the supremacy of the Roman see. 
He would also famously launch a church mission to England that ended up in 
Canterbury. In addition Gregory was a prolific writer putting out such works as 



Liber Regulae Pastoralis, which discusses the pastoral life of a Bishop. And 
while the plainsong chant (Gregorian Chant) that bears his name has most 
likely evolved over time he was instrumental in the development of liturgical 
music. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think that those who lived and wrote closer to the time of Jesus and 
the apostles should be taken more seriously than those who came later? 

 
2. Why do you think it was so important for those in the early church to 

demonstrate that they could trace their positions back to the Apostles? 
 
3. Clement says that before anyone was appointed as a successor to the 

Apostles the spirit tested them. What do you think that means? 
 
4. Why do you think a strong defense of the Trinity would aid in fighting 

heresy? 
 
5. John Chrysostom is largely remembered for his eloquence. How important 

do you think eloquence is in conveying the Gospel? 
 
6. John Chrysostom got in trouble with the Empress, because he was less than 

subtle in his criticisms of her. What do you think the role is of Bishops and 
other ordained clergy in temporal affairs? 

 
7. Some people know that they are going to pursue a religious calling their 

whole lives while others, like Ambrose, fall into it at the last minute. Why 
do you think this happens? Is one better than the other? 

 
8. Gregory the Great came from great wealth yet felt compelled to give it away 

in the service of God. Have you ever known anyone who took such an 
action? 

 
9. Gregory found music important in the worship of God. What do you think 

music’s proper place is in worship? 

. 5  John Chrysostom, The Easter Sermon, 
http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/chrysostom-easter.asp  

. 6  Hal M. Helms, trans. The Confessions of St. Augustine (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 
1986), 84.  

 



Oriental Orthodox Church 
The name Oriental Orthodox is something of an 
anthropological term that is used to describe those 
churches that rejected the Christological definition that 
emerged from the Council of Chalcedon in 451. What 
they rejected was the definition that said that there were 
two natures in Christ. Without getting too deep into the 
theological debate, it should be noted that in some ways 
the debate is a semantic one. However, the distinction 

between the Oriental Orthodox and most of the rest of Christendom has to do 
with the way in which we are to understand Christ as both fully human and 
fully divine. They are often referred to as monophysite, which literally means 
only one nature because they reject the two natures argument that was put forth 
at Chalcedon. A fairly simple way to distinguish them from the other major 
branches of Christianity is that the Oriental Orthodox acknowledge the first 
three Councils of the Church (Nicea, Constantinople and Ephesus), the 
Eastern Orthodox acknowledge the first seven (Nicea, Constantinople and 
Ephesus plus Chalcedon, The Second and Third Councils of Constantinople 
and The Second Council of Nicea) whereas the Roman Catholic Church 
acknowledges 21 Councils which for brevity I will not list. Some of the 
Churches that are generally thought of as being part of the Oriental Orthodox 
community are The Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopian, and the Syrian Orthodox 
Churches. What follows is a brief description of those churches and their 
history. 

Armenian Apostolic Church 

Armenia is the oldest Christian nation on earth having been converted when 
St. Gregory the Illuminator convinced King Tiridates and his court of the truth 
of Christianity in 301. There were of course Christians in Armenia before this 
date, but much of it is not well documented and what we have is not terribly 
reliable. One of the most common traditions states that Thaddeus who was 
one of the 70 disciples sent out in the 10th Chapter of Luke converted the 
king’s daughter Sandookdt. The Church is hierarchical in nature with the 
Catholicoi as the head. Because of the nature of Armenian history and the 
frequent political and military upheavals there are actually two Catholicoi, the 
first is known as the Supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All Armenians (the 



current inhabitant is His Holiness Karekin II) and the second is known as 
Catholicos of the Great House of Cilicia (currently held by Aram I and is 
located in Antelias, Lebanon). Armenian clergy are allowed to be married 
provided they are married before they are ordained. Married clergy however 
are not allowed to become a bishop. Women are not allowed to be ordained. 
There are Armenian Apostolic congregations all around the world including 
Western Europe, North and South America as well as South Asia. There are 
numerous seminaries operated by the Church including St Nersess Armenian 
Seminary in New Rochelle, New York. 

The Coptic Church 

This Church is traditionally associated with Egypt. In fact the name Copt is “a 
European form of the Arabic ‘Kibt’ which is itself derived from the Greek 
[name for Egyptians]” 1 and is believed to have been founded by St. Mark. In 
Eusebius we hear “Mark is said to have been the first man to set out for Egypt 
and preach there the gospel which he himself had written down, and the first to 
establish churches in Alexandria itself.” 2 In the early years of the church the 
see of “Alexandria was ranked with Antioch and Rome as one of the chief 
sees.” 3 If you were to pick a golden age for he Coptic Church it would be the 
that time which began in the early 4th century when monks like St Antony 
developed what became known as desert monasticism. Beginning in 642 Egypt 
would be conquered by the Arabs who have ruled more or less since. Some of 
the time spent under Arab rule has been peaceful while others have not. 
Under the rule of Caliph el Hakim it is said that over 3000 churches were 
destroyed. The church is arranged with a Patriarch at the head. Under the 
Patriarch there are over 60 bishops as well as priests and deacons. Outside of 
Egypt there are the Coptic diocese of Jerusalem, the Sudan, Kenya, France and 
the United States. There are about 16 million Copts in the world today. 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 419. 

2G.A. Williamson, trans., Eusebius - The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine 
(New York, Barnes and Noble Books, 1995), 89. 3 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, 
Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 419. 

 
 



Ethiopian Orthodox 

The first mention we have of Christianity and Ethiopia comes in Acts 8:27 
where we hear “Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of the 
Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire treasury.” The 
Ethiopian Eunuch was converted and baptized by Philip the Evangelist. We do 
not know what became of this Eunuch. Officially Christianity was first 
introduced to Ethiopia in the 4th century by St. Frumentius and Edesius of 
Tyre. We also hear of “The arrival of the ‘Nine Saints’ perhaps from Syria. In 
the late 5th century helped to spread Christianity, and in the first half of the 6th 
century the kingdom of Axum in Northern Ethiopia became an important 
Christian power under King Kaleb.” 4 With the rise of Islam the Ethiopian 
Church became isolated from the rest of the world. The Church was 
revitalized in the 13th century. In the 1600’s Jesuit missionaries came to 
Ethiopia and persuaded King Susenyos to declare obedience to the Pope, 
which he did until public outcry forced the king to abdicate and the country 
became closed to missionary work until the 19th century. “From the time of 
Frumentius until 1959 the head of the Ethiopian Orthodox church was a 
metropolitan bishop or ‘Abuna’, normally a Copt appointed by the Coptic 
Orthodox Patriarch.” 5 After that the Church became fully independent and its 
head has the title of Patriarch who has his headquarters in Addis Ababa. It is 
structured similarly to the other Oriental Orthodox Churches. Today there are 
around 45 million adherents throughout the world making it the largest of the 
Oriental Orthodox Churches. 

Syrian Orthodox 

This Church like the Church of Rome traces its establishment back to the 
Apostle Peter who established it at Antioch. This was also the first place where 
the followers of Jesus of Nazareth were called Christians. During the 14th 
century the number of Syrian Orthodox was greatly reduced due to the 
Mongol invasion, while during the 20th century they would suffer from 
massacres at the hands of the Turks. Syrian Orthodox are of course not just 
found in Syria but also in Europe and North and South America. The largest 
concentration is found in Southern India in a group that is known as the 
Malabar Christians (who trace their founding to St. Thomas). The current seat 
of the patriarch of the Church is in Damascus although the head of the India  

 



contingency is known as the Catholicos of the East. There are around 7 million 
Syrian Orthodox in the world today. The current patriarch of the church is His 
holiness Ignatius Zakka II was, who was born in Mosul and studied at General 
Theological Seminary in New York City. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Divisions in Christianity often stem from what in retrospect look like 
obscure theological definitions. Why do you think this occurs? 

 
2. Most of the Oriental Orthodox Churches exist in regions that have grown 

less hospitable to Christians, how do you think they have maintained their 
faith and traditions over so many years? 

 
3. Most of the Oriental Orthodox Churches are from regions where we tend 

not to think of Christianity as historically thriving (i.e. Africa, Asia). How 
does this change your view of Christianity across the ages? 

 
4. Most of these churches were started by or are claimed to have been started 

by one of the apostles. Do you think these historical links are important? 
 
5. Armenia is the oldest Christian country on earth and yet its history is one of 

strife and persecution. What do you think God promises us when we 
become Christian? 

 
6. Antioch was once one of the most important cities in Christendom, now 

most people could not find it on a map. Do you think this fits in with what 
the prophet Isaiah says when he states, “The grass withers, the flower fades, 
but the word of our God stands forever?”  

 
7. When King Susenyos vowed allegiance to the Pope it cost him his job. Why 

do you think this happened? 
 
8. Do you think it is important for there to be unity between all of Christianity 

or merely close relationships? 
 
9. What do you think the future hold for the Oriental Orthodox churches? 

4 Ibid.,569. 5 Ibid.,569. 

 

 

 



The Reformation 
In popular imagination the Reformation is 
thought to have begun on October 31st 1517 
when the Augustinian Friar Martin Luther 
nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the church 
at Wittenberg. And in some senses this is true, 
but like most things the exact beginning is a little 
murkier. Martin Luther was not the first person 
to take issue with the Roman Catholic Church, 

nor were his reforms the only ones to take place during the Reformation. In 
addition the ideas that ignited the Reformation were not strictly relegated to 
theological disputations; in fact some of the things that occurred were almost 
entirely political in nature. What follows is a very brief attempt to look at some 
of the events that led up to the Reformation, The Reformation proper and the 
far-reaching consequences of the Reformation. 

The Beginnings 

As Owen Chadwick states in his book The Reformation “At the beginning of 
the sixteenth century everyone that mattered in the Western Church was crying 
out for reformation.” 1 However in saying that it must be noted that there was a 
tremendous amount of latitude on what one meant by reformation. Some felt 
that it must center on administration, others on the behavior of priests, others 
on the relationship between church and state and so on. In the 1400’s because 
of claims of rival popes two councils were called to deal with this situation the 
Council of Constance (1414-18) and the Council of Basle (1431-9). “Those 
Councils gave the idea of reformation such an airing that it could never be 
forgotten. They talked frankly, clamored for change, advertised abuses, 
suggested remedies, evoked claims and an idealism that they had then failed to 
satisfy. They thereby multiplied discontent.” 2 This discontent would be 
furthered by a number of new realities like the increasing power of sovereigns 
and increased learning among the upper and merchant classes. In all of this 
one can say that because of numerous factors there was a desire to reform and 
better the church, but the ultimate results of this were not foreseen, for 
‘Europe wanted reform and was not expecting revolution.” 3 

 



Martin Luther 

If you want to think of the issue that really set Luther off it was indulgences. At 
the time Luther was teaching at the University in Wittenberg, the Archbishop 
of Mainz (who had jurisdiction over Wittenberg) was in desperate need of 
money because he had borrowed a lot from the Fugger of Augsburg. To repay 
it he got into the indulgence business in a rather big way. This shocked Luther 
and as a result he posted his 95 Theses. It is important to note that the purpose 
of these Theses was not to break with Rome. In fact, Luther initially believed 
that the Pope would have been shocked if he knew what was going on. The 
Theses original intent was to start a debate, not a new church and as a result 
the Theses did not contain any of the central doctrines of the Lutheran 
Reformation. This probably would have remained a local issue except that it 
was cutting into the Archbishop’s revenue so he reported Luther to the Pope. 
And here the line between theological and political begins to get blurred. The 
Elector, Frederick of Saxony, did not like Italian meddling in his land so he 
protected Luther. Meanwhile, the original 95 Theses had been reprinted and 
distributed across Germany and were causing quite a stir. The debate between 
Luther and Rome would ultimately grow until Luther was excommunicated on 
January 3rd, 1521 at which point “the breach was complete.” 4 The most 
comprehensive document that summed up Lutheranism that was produced 
during Luther’s life was the Augsburg Confession. It was produced in 1530 by 
Philip Melancthon and was approved by Luther. It consists of 28 articles of 
which the first 21 lay out Lutheran doctrines on faith and good works while the 
last spell out abuses. Among the items articulated in the confession are that 
clergy can be married, saints are meant as examples and not intercessors and 
that Christ is truly present in the sacrament of the bread and wine. 

Calvin and Zwingli and the Reformed Churches 

If we view the reforms put forth by Luther as just that, reforms, the 
Reformation that occurred in Switzerland is much different. It was more of a 
rethinking of the entire project. Whereas Luther felt that things not specifically 
prohibited in scripture were allowed, those like Calvin and Zwingli would 
approach things more from the standpoint of things that were officially 
sanctioned by scripture were the only things that were permissible. These 
reforms would first take hold in Zurich where between 1522 and 1525 the city 
would leave the Roman Catholic Church. Under the leadership of Huldrych 
Zwingli (1484 – 1531) “The churches of Zurich were transformed in 



appearance. Relics and organs were removed, pictures and images were sold or 
smashed [and the] surviving altars were stripped bare of ornament.” 5 In the 
city of Geneva the French Lawyer Jean Calvin would make similar reforms to 
those of Zwingli. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion Calvin would lay out 
his theology for what came to be known as the Reformed Church. Issues that 
would become cornerstones of Calvinistic theology are things like total 
depravity (i.e there is nothing in us that can save us) and predestination (i.e. 
God created certain people to be saved and others to be damned). 

1 Owen Chadwick, The Reformation (New York: Penguin Books, 1972), 11. 2 Ibid.,20. 3 

Ibid.,39. 4 Ibid.,55. 

England 

Different than the reforms in Germany and Switzerland, the reforms in 
England began as political and then would later turn to the theological. 
Somewhat similar to Luther, the issue over which it would be fought is in many 
ways small in the overall scheme of things. Henry VIII’s wife Catherine had 
previously been married to Henry’s brother Arthur who would die less than six 
months later. Henry would marry her, but only after special dispensation from 
the Pope as marrying your brother’s widow was forbidden by canon law. When 
the marriage produced a number of stillbirths Henry became convinced that 
God did not bless the marriage. As a result he sought out the Pope to declare 
that the previous dispensation he had declared was not valid. The Pope not 
wanting to weaken his powers any more or to anger Catherine’s nephew 
Charles V, who had previously sacked Rome and held the Pope captive, 
rejected Henry’s request. This set up a showdown over what kings could and 
could not do. By 1534 all legal rights and duties of the Pope would be 
transferred to the king. With that the theology would follow. However, since 
the theology had to catch up, when it did it would not all be of one voice. In 
the mix were Calvinists, Lutherans, Puritans and those who did not really want 
much to change at all. One could argue that this tension has not been settled to 
this day. 

Others 

While we could say that the three previous reforms that we mentioned all 
occurred within the bounds of the church the other side of the reformation 
were those who came to be known as the Radical Reformation meaning they 
did not want to change some things around the edges but saw the whole church 



as rotten. Groups like the Anabaptists who were so called because they did not 
believe in infant baptism and therefore re-baptized those who had been 
baptized as youths. From the Anabaptists groups such as the Hutterites and 
Mennonites would emerge. Also, groups like the Unitarians who were anti- 
Trinitarian would emerge from the fringes of the Anabaptist movement. These 
groups tended to want to return to the early church models (or their 
perception of the early church) before all of the corruption had set in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think in some senses the church always needs to be reformed? If so 
why? 

 
2. Do you think it matters that much of the Reformation was political in 

nature? 
 
3. Much of the Reformation dealt with the power of the church verses the 

power of kings. How much power, if any do you think the church should 
have over temporal affairs? 

 
4. With the advent of the printing press mass communication became much 

easier. On balance do you think increased communication has been good 
or bad? 

 
5. Why do you think there were so many different ideas about how the church 

should be reformed? 
 
6. Zwingli believed that the church should only do things that scripture 

sanctioned? What do you think churches should do? 
 
7. A lot of church property was damaged or destroyed during the 

Reformation. Do you think this was necessary or could the reformers have 
made their points in different ways? 

 
8. In the early days the churches that came out of the Reformation were still 

very closely linked with the state. In fact, most were the official church of 
that particular place. Do you see any reason to have a state church? 

 
9. Some of those to emerge from the Reformation ended up not being 

recognizably Christian (i.e. the Unitarians). Why do you think this 
happened? 

 
5 Ibid.,77. 

 



The Counter Reformation 
With Christianity as in physics most actions 
tend to generate reactions and the reaction to 
the Reformation was the cleverly named 
Counter-Reformation. It is generally considered 
to have taken place between the years of 1534 
and 1609 and was strongest in Italy and Spain. 

Just as the Reformation broke out in many different places under many 
different motivations, the Counter-Reformation also was by no means a 
uniform endeavor. Some of the reactions were highly centralized like the 
Council of Trent while others sprang up more organically like Capuchin Order 
of Friars. From the standpoint of the Roman Catholic Church there were two 
main issues to deal with. First, there were the Protestants who had left the 
Church of Rome and second, there were the internal problems of the Roman 
Catholic Church. So they set about both reforming the Church while trying to 
figure out how to get those who had left to come back. What follows are some, 
but by no means all of the actions that tend to get included under the 
description of Counter-Reformation. 

Attempts at Reconciliation 

It is important to remember that the Roman Catholic Church was not of a 
singular opinion at this point concerning what should be done (if anything) so 
before the question of reconciliation with the Protestants could be dealt with 
the terms for that reconciliation had to be established. The more “liberal” 
elements in the Roman Catholic Church favored a more conciliatory 
approach, whereby Rome would adopt many of the reforms and teachings of 
the Protestant Churches. This included things like allowing clerical marriage 
and the doctrine of justification by faith. However, the more “conservative” 
elements pushed for no concessions whatsoever and instead pushed for 
becoming more Roman Catholic. It is the latter group that one the day, for 
“the History of the Counter-Reformation is in part the history of the triumph 
of the conservative and militant over the conciliatory and the liberal.” 1 The 
major event at reconciliation took place in 1541 at the Colloquy of 
Regensburg. The Colloquy started off well enough with some quite notable 
representatives of both sides which included people like Philip Melancthon 
and John Calvin on the Protestant side and John Eck and Contarini on the 



Roman Catholic side. Initially, there was some agreement over subjects like 
free will and original sin, however when it got to the topic of transubstantiation 
the talks would break down. Transubstantiation asserts that in the Eucharist the 
elements of bread and wine turn quite literally into Christ’s body and blood. 
The Protestants would not agree to this and “Pope Paul III declared that he 
would not tolerate ambiguous formulas, and the opportunity of peace had 
gone.” 2 

New Religious Orders and the Revival of Old Ones 

One of the ways that was devised to fix things within the Roman Catholic 
Church was to establish new religious orders within the Church. The thinking 
being that the old ones were too corrupted to be of any help in reform. Some 
of these new religious orders like the Oratory of Divine Love for men and 
Company of St. Ursula for women took it upon themselves not to withdraw 
from the world, but rather to engage it. As a result, they did things like preach 
in the open air, found orphanages and hospitals and took to educating 
children. The most famous of the new orders to come about during the 
Counter-Reformation was the Jesuits. They were founded by the son of a 
Basque nobleman by the name of Ignatius Loyola. He had been a soldier but 
was severely injured in 1521 while fighting the French. In 1536 he and six 
companions took vows of poverty. By 1539 this new order was recognized by 
the Pope and they set out to preach, teach and do works of charity. Their 
numbers would grow very quickly and by the year 1600 there were over 10,000 
Jesuits. Their influence was most felt in education and in stopping, and in 
some cases even rolling back, the spread of Protestantism. Older orders like 
the Franciscans found themselves reformed from within by new groups like the 
Capuchins who sought to revive the original intentions of St. Francis. 

1 Owen Chadwick, The Reformation (New York: Penguin Books, 1972), 267. 2 Ibid.,269. 
 
The Council of Trent 

Structurally, the biggest things to come out of the Counter-Reformation are the 
decisions that were made at the Council of Trent. It first met on December 13, 
1545 with only twenty eight bishops in attendance. “The Fathers of the Council 
felt no obligation to be tender to Protestants. In the session of 1545-8 they 
were mainly the areas unaffected by Protestant ideas, and they wished to 
condemn what appeared to them to be erroneous doctrines.” 3 Many of the 



things that they affirmed went directly against the Protestant reforms. These 
included stating that scripture and tradition are equally valid, that the Vulgate 
(Latin version of the Bible) was the only authorized version of scripture, that 
there were seven sacraments, not the two or three that many Protestants had 
set forth and that services should continue to be conducted in Latin. The 
Council would then take four years off and not reconvene until 1551. When it 
was called back a number of Lutherans were present. They asked that the 
decisions of the previous council be reopened, but it was not to be. This 
session or period would only last until 1552 and dealt with issues like penance 
and discipline of the clergy. The last time the Council would come together 
was between the years 1562 and 1563. One of the major things to come out of 
this session had to do with the education of the clergy. Seminaries were to be 
established in every diocese and they were to be available to both rich and 
poor. This was done largely to counteract the Protestants who had taken 
education of clergy very seriously. Additionally, the office of indulgence seller 
was eliminated, however indulgences were not. 

The Legacy of the Counter-Reformation 

In some ways it is difficult to gauge the success or failure of the Counter-
Reformation. If your criteria is that Christian Europe would be reunited under 
the Papacy then it of course would be deemed a failure. If, however, your 
criteria was a cessation of new Protestant lands and a firm identity for the 
Roman Catholic Church you would rate it as more of a success. For the most 
part The Roman Catholic Church stayed the same doctrinally or perhaps 
became firmer in their positions like in the case of transubstantiation. New 
orders helped to breathe new life into the church and were able to strengthen 
the church in places where she was weak. Areas like southern Germany and 
Poland came back into the Roman Catholic fold, but otherwise the divisions 
became permanent with northern Europe being Protestant and Southern 
Europe being Roman Catholic. These divisions would of course spread to new 
lands as European powers began colonizing other parts of the world. 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think it was possible for the splits in Christendom that now seem so 
permanent to have been avoided?  

 
2. What do you think are the biggest issues that prevented reconciliation in the 

1500’s as well as today? Do you see any areas of hope? 
 
3. How important do you think doctrine is to the church? 
 
4. One of the main ideas of some of the new orders was to get out to the 

people. Why do you think from time to time churches tend to stay among 
their own kind? 

 
5. By doing works of charity these new orders helped to revitalize the Roman 

Catholic Church. Why do you think this was the case? 
 
6. The Jesuits were deeply involved in education. What role do you think the 

church has in education? 
 
7. It would not be until Vatican II in the 1960’s that the Roman Catholic 

Church would allow services in languages besides Latin. Why do you think 
they felt the need to keep things in Latin at the Council of Trent and what 
do you think led to the change in the 1960’s? 

 
8. How important is education in the training of clergy? 
 
9. In many ways the work of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation is still 

with us. Where are areas that you see its ideas today? 

 
3 Ibid.,274. 

 

 

 

	  



Baptism 
In many ways it would seem that baptism should be the 
least controversial of the sacraments. It was both done 
and recommended by Jesus. There are many examples 
of it happening in the New Testament and there is no 
booze involved. This however is not the case and in fact 
the controversy over baptism created one of the major 
fissures in Christianity between those that believe you 
can be baptized as an infant and those who believe 
infant baptism is invalid. And like most things the 

controversy has a root cause and in this case it has to do with what you believe 
actually takes place in baptism; whether it is something God does, something 
you do or a blending of the two. This essay will in no way solve this issue but 
merely go through some of the history and the reasoning that has gone into this 
sacrament. 

History 

The person most associated with baptism in the early days is of course John 
the Baptist. We hear “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, 
proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4). A 
few verses later John will baptize Jesus. This is the last time we will here of 
baptism in the gospels until the end of Matthews Gospel when Jesus says 
before ascending into heaven, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). In the Acts of the Apostles we see baptism occurring 
with some regularity. It happens, generally speaking, immediately after 
someone has come to believe. As in “But when they believed Philip, who was 
proclaiming the good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus 
Christ, they were baptized, both men and women” (Acts 8:12) and “Crispus, 
the official of the synagogue, became a believer in the Lord, together with all 
his household; and many of the Corinthians who heard Paul became believers 
and were baptized (Acts 18:8). There are additional scenes of baptism that 
include entire families like when the jailor of Paul and Silas came to believe 
and “then he and his entire family were baptized without delay” (Acts 16:33). 
From there baptism would continue in the church. Early baptismal services 
would often occur during the Great Vigil of Easter and would incorporate 



many elements that are now considered part of confirmation. But the fact of 
the matter is from the outset, baptism has been an integral part of being a 
Christian. 

Theology 
 
The biggest question is what exactly happens in baptism. In scripture we find a 
number of explanations. For example, in Romans Paul makes the argument 
that we are united with Christ through baptism saying, “Therefore we have 
been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of 
life” (Romans 6:4). Elsewhere Paul makes the argument that a purification (i.e. 
forgiveness of sins) happens in baptism. “And this is what some of you used to 
be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name 
of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.” Additionally, we see in 
baptism that not only do we receive forgiveness but we also receive God’s spirit 
when Peter says, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit” 

(Acts 2:38). The strong association with forgiveness of sins would be very 
prevalent in the early church when certain people (i.e. Constantine) tried to 
delay their baptism until just before their time of death so they could get a 
clean shot into heaven. St. Augustine (354-430) would develop the idea that the 
baptism forgave original sin and this view with some minor skirmishes would 
be the prevailing view up until the Reformation, in which time baptism was 
rethought. Reformers like Luther did not change things a whole lot. The 
Augsburg Confession (a founding document of Lutheranism) states that 
baptism is necessary for salvation. Similarly, the Church of England did not 
deviate much from historical teachings about baptism. Others like Calvin saw it 
as an assurance of salvation, but because of his belief in predestination this 
assurance was only for the elect (those that God created for salvation). And still 
others like Zwingli took most of the power away from baptism and instead saw 
it as more of an entrance rite into the Christian community, making baptism  
nice, but by no means necessary. The Anabaptists however would make 
baptism central to their issues with not only the Roman Catholic Church but 
also with other reformers. They rejected infant baptism, which had been the 



norm for hundreds of years and instead argued in favor of a believer’s baptism. 
The underlying idea being that one cannot be baptized until one comes to 
believe like we saw in Acts 8:12. 

The debates about when to baptize as we have seen really comes down to what 
you believe happens or for that matter does not happen in baptism. If you 
believe that it forgives sins or gives the gift of the Holy Spirit the inclination is 
going to be for it to be done as soon as possible. If, however, your belief is that 
it is associated with a mature pronunciation of faith, you will wait for maturity 
(or at least perceived maturity). Adding a little complication to this debate is 
the idea of Confirmation, which is practiced in churches like the Anglican and 
Roman Catholic. It is in many ways a mature pronunciation of faith and uses 
what would have been the second half of the early baptismal rites. 

Sprinkling vs. Dunking 

The final issue to discuss is how exactly should the water be applied. The New 
Testament does not say a tremendous amount about it. Obviously John was 
baptizing in the Jordan River and the word baptize comes from the Greek 
word βάπτισμα	  which means to dip, immerse or wash. So how much water is 
used can be a little ambiguous and arguments can be made for both sides. 
From what we read in Mark’s and Matthew’s Gospels it would appear that 
Jesus was completely submerged for they both talk about Jesus coming up out 
of the water. However, by very early in the sacraments life logistics began to be 
a problem for not everyone had a stream in their backyard, so it seems that less 
water was used in certain circumstances. The baptism of Silas that takes place 
in Acts 16:33 happens in a house, so the likelihood of a river is very small. 
“Although it was regarded, e.g. by the author of the Didache, as in principle 
desirable for baptism to take place at a river or lake, in practice well before the 
end of the first century it had become customary to baptize simply by pouring 
water on the candidates head three times. The symbolism of partial immersion 
in running water however was preserved by constructing special baptisteries in 
the house churches or, after the fourth century, adjacent to the main church 
building. The candidates would descend a few steps and stand in the water.” 1 

While most denominations recognize any baptism involving water and 
invoking the name of the Trinity as valid there are other churches like the 
Baptists and those generally referred to as non-denominational who consider 
anything besides total immersion as an invalid baptism. 



Questions 

1. How do you think what you believe about baptism influences how and 
when it is performed? 
 

2. Why do you think Jesus was baptized? 
 
3. What do you think John thought he was doing when he was baptizing 

others? 
 
4. Does the incident of an entire family being baptized in Acts show significant 

differences from those who came to believe then were baptized? If yes how 
so? 

 
 
5. What do you think happens in baptism? Do we do something? Does God 

do something? Do we both do something? 
 

6. What do you think of the idea of baptism forgiving original sin? 
 
7. Have you ever thought of confirmation as a continuation of the baptismal 

rite? 
 
8. How much water do you think is necessary for a valid baptism? Can it come 

from a tap or does it need to be in a stream or lake? 
 
9. What do you think of the idea of someone being baptized more than once? 

 
1 HenryChadwick,TheEarlyChurch,(London:PenguinBooks,1993),260-261. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



Eucharist 
Like Baptism you might think that a sacrament instituted 
by Christ would be uncontroversial, but again you would 
be wrong. The controversies surrounding the sacrament of 
the Eucharist include things like what actually happens in 
the sacrament, what elements can be used in it, who is 
qualified to perform it, who may receive it and what to do 
with the leftovers. This sacrament can also go by other 
names including the Lord’s Supper and Communion, but 
for purposes of this essay we will use the term Eucharist. 

History 
The beginnings of it are clear enough. It appears in the three synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark and Luke) as well as in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. 
Whether or not the Eucharist was based on some other practice is not known, 
but we see in places like Genesis 14:18 where Melchizedek, the King of Salem 
brought out bread and wine. And traditionally the elements used for Eucharist 
have been wheat based bread and grape wine, although there has been a move 
in some circles to make the elements more culturally relevant by introducing 
such things as beer and pretzels. 

The name Eucharist comes from the Greek word εὐχαριστία, which simply 
means thanks as in “when he had given thanks he gave it to them.” Those 
words are also known as the words of institution because they are the words 
that instituted the sacrament. It is well documented that early Christians 
celebrated the Eucharist with references occurring in places like the Didache 
and the Apology of Justin Martyr that recounts the words of institution, as well 
as containing a bit about who may participate and the nature of the Eucharist. 
One of the most complete discussions we have concerning the Eucharist 
comes from around 350 when Cyril of Jerusalem gave a series of 24 lectures 
on the beliefs of the Christian Church. Among other things concerning the 
Eucharist, he writes, “We should therefore have full assurance that we are 
sharing in the body and blood of Christ.” 1 Something interesting to note is that 
while there were certainly discussions about what happened in the Eucharist 
there was really no controversy about it until the 9th century. 

 



Generally you cannot have a controversy about something until someone 
asserts something that is either different from what most everyone has agreed 
upon or clarity is brought to a subject that no one has given a tremendous 
amount of thought. And so it would not be until the ninth century when two 
French monks at Corbie managed to do both of these things. The first was 
Paschasius Radbertus who asserted that in the Eucharist the bread and wine 
became the body and blood in reality. The other monk was named Ratramnus 
and he argued that they were merely symbols of the body and blood and that it 
was in the mind of the believer that a deeper spiritual meaning was perceived. 2 

However this debate would muddle along and be of little interest to those on 
the outside world until the Reformation when things got much more 
interesting. During this time what you believed happened in the Eucharist 
would put you in a particular camp, be it Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Calvinist, 
Anabaptist and so on. What follows is a brief examination of what competing 
Eucharistic theologies arose during that time: 

Transubstantiation 

To understand transubstantiation you need to understand a little bit about how 
Aristotle viewed the world. Aristotle broke the nature of things into two 
categories; the substance and the accidents. The substance is what a thing really 
is; it is the essential nature of whatever item you are dealing with. The 
accidents, on the other hand, are the outward appearance of that item – things 
like its color, shape or smell. Or put another way these would be the superficial 
characteristics of a given item. And, while this is not a perfect example, think of 
it as a block of wood that has been carved into the shape of a bird. The 
substance of that item is still wood, while the accidents are that of a bird. In 
transubstantiation, the accidents remain the same. The bread still looks, tastes 
and smells like bread, but the substance has changed. The essential nature of 
the bread is no longer bread, but has become the body of Christ. So while it 
may to all appearances look like the same bread with which you started, for 
those who ascribe to transubstantiation now believe that in reality it is the body 
of Christ (or blood depending on which element you are dealing with). This is 
the official position of the Roman Catholic Church. 

1 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2001), 522. 2 Ibid.,523. 

 



Consubstantiation 

This view is generally associated with the Lutherans, even though many 
Lutherans do not see it as a Lutheran classification. It essentially argues that 
both the bread and the body of Christ are present in the Eucharist. “For 
Luther the crucial point was that Christ was really present at the Eucharist – 
not some particular theory as to how he was present. He deploys an image 
borrowed from Origen to make his point: if iron is placed in a fire and heated, 
it glows – and in that glowing iron, both the iron and the heat are present.” 3 

Memorialism 

This one is just like it sounds. Wherein the Eucharistic celebration is done 
simply in remembrance, much in the same way you celebrate someone’s 
birthday or anniversary – you remember something that happened at some 
point in the past. The person this particular theory is most associated with was 
the Swiss theologian and reformer Ulrich Zwingli. His justification for doing 
this was that he believed that when Christ said, “this is my body” he was 
speaking metaphorically. This view is shared by most Baptist, those identified 
as non-denominational and others like the Salvation Army and Quakers. 

Real Presence 

This is the position that is generally adopted by Eastern Orthodox and many 
Anglican Churches. The idea for those that believe this is that Christ is truly 
present in the sacrament, but the exact means by which it is done is something 
of a mystery. 

Ramifications 

There are two main things that are affected based on what you believe happens 
in the Eucharist, how you behave towards the bread and wine and how you 
believe the bread and wine affect you. On one end, if you are a Memorialist, 
the sacrament is more about the community. It is about coming together and 
being with those who are also Christian like one might gather with friends at a 
restaurant. On the other end, those who believe that Christ is truly present in 
the sacrament whether in substance, mixed in or mysteriously ones treatment 
of the sacrament will be much different. Traditions like the monstrance (a 
vessel which is generally highly decorated that is used to store a consecrated 
host) are treated very reverentially because it contains the presence of Christ. 



This also translates into what happens if there are remaining elements after 
everyone has partaken. In Churches that believe it is simply a memorial the 
elements can be put back into the cupboard or refrigerator, however those that 
believe Christ is truly present will either consume that which remains or place 
them in a place of honor like an aumbry or tabernacle. In these cases a candle 
is kept burning beside the reserved sacrament at all times. Those who see the 
Eucharist as a receiving of Christ see in the sacrament all sorts of benefits to 
the receiver. For example St. Ignatius of Antioch wrote "I no longer take 
pleasure in perishable food or in the delights of this world. I want only God's 
bread, which is the Flesh of Jesus Christ, formed of the seed of David, and for 
drink I crave His Blood which is love that cannot perish." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. What do you think it says about the church that we get into squabbles about 
things like what Jesus actually meant when he said “this is my body”? 

 
2. What do you think Jesus intended to be done in regards to the sacrament 

after it was instituted at the Last Supper? 
 
3. Who do you think should receive the Eucharist? 
 
4. The argument for transubstantiation comes largely from Aristotle who was 

obviously not a Christian. Do you think it is possible to adapt non-Christian 
models to Christianity? 

 
5. Which understanding of the Eucharist do you find most like your own? 
 
6. Do you think that Eucharist is more about us or about God or a 

combination of the two? 
 
7. What do you think should be done with the “leftovers” from the 

celebration of the Eucharist?  
 
8. How often do you think the Eucharist should be celebrated? 
 
9. Does it matter what elements are used in the celebration of the Eucharist? 

 
3 Ibid.,527. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



The Devil 

Any discussion about the Devil must be taken up 
in the context of evil in general and from where it 
comes. In Judeo/Christian understandings of the 
world, evil is not a force in and of itself, but only 
occurs in reaction against the God of the universe –
evil and rebellion against God are the same things. 

Therefore God created the Devil and as created he was good, but in rebelling 
against God he fell and now serves as the embodiment of this evil or rebellion 
against God. And in this role he serves as something of the chief or head of 
those who are in rebellion against God. 

The term devil comes from the Greek word diabolos, which means 
calumniator or accuser. The term Satan is also often used to mean the same 
thing. The reason for the different word is that the name Satan is derived from 
a Hebrew word meaning accuser. The first time we think of the Devil showing 
up is in the Garden of Eden where we read, “Now the serpent was more crafty 
than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to the 
woman, ‘Did God say, you shall not eat from any tree in the garden?’” 
Although the term Devil is not used the serpent has generally been regarded as 
a representation of the Devil. That being said, the Bible does not devote a 
tremendous amount of time to the Devil. His longest appearance probably 
comes from the book of Job, which famously begins with God and Satan 
discussing the blameless and upright man Job. Satan argues to God that the 
only reason Job is so upright is because God has protected him and tells God 
to “stretch out your hand now, and touch all that he has, and he will curse you 
to your face.” So God allows Satan free reign over Job’s life telling him only 
that he may “not stretch out your hand against him.” The book proceeds with 
Satan doing various nasty things to Job and Job refusing to curse God. One of 
the key theological points it picks up on is that Satan only has the power that 
God allows him to have. There are of course other appearances of the devil in 
the Old Testament like that in Zechariah 3:1-2 where we hear “Then he 
showed me the high priest Joshua standing before the angel of the LORD, and 
Satan standing at his right hand to accuse him. And the LORD said to Satan, 
‘The LORD rebuke you, O Satan! The LORD who has chosen Jerusalem 
rebuke you! Is not this man a brand plucked from the fire?’” Thoughts about 
the Devil are further developed in the Jewish writings that are called 



pseudepigraphal which are works of Jewish writers who lived in the centuries 
before and after the time of Christ. Although some of these show “traces of 
pagan influence.” 1 For example the Book of Enoch speculates that the giants 
mentioned in Genesis 6:4 were really fallen angels saying that they “turned 
against them and devoured mankind.” 

In the New Testament there is quite a lot of discussion about the Devil. At the 
beginning of the three synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) we have 
him tempting Jesus in the wilderness. As Luke’s Gospel states, “Jesus, full of 
the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 
wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.” The temptations 
involve things like the devil making promises to give Jesus power if he will do 
certain things, often quoting scripture as a means of trying to persuade him. 
Similarly Jesus often responds by quoting scripture to counter the arguments of 
the devil. In Luke’s Gospel at the end of these temptations we read, “When 
the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune 
time.” This would of course not be Jesus’ last encounter with the devil or his 
minions. In Luke 4:33-34 we read, “In the synagogue there was a man who had 
the spirit of an unclean demon, and he cried out with a loud voice, ‘Let us 
alone! What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? 

Have you come to destroy us?’” Jesus is also accused by some of the Pharisees 
as being in cahoots with the devil. In Matthew 12:26 Jesus defends himself 
against this accusation by saying “Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against 
himself; how then will his kingdom stand?” In John’s Gospel the betrayal of 
Judas is blamed on the devil where we read in John 13:27 “After he [Judas] 
received the piece of bread, Satan entered into him. Jesus said to him, ‘Do 
quickly what you are going to do.’” Other writers in the New Testament also 
touch on the devil with themes like that of his imminent destruction. In  
Romans 16:20, Paul states, “The God of peace will shortly crush Satan under 
your feet.” Other themes that show up have to do with the Devil actively 
impeding the spread of the Gospel like in 1 Thessalonians where we hear, 
“For we wanted to come to you—certainly I, Paul, wanted to again and again—
but Satan blocked our way.” In The Revelation of John you have perhaps 
some of the most vivid images of the devil and his imminent defeat. In the 
twelfth chapter of The Revelation of John you have the battle in heaven 
breaking out between Michael and his angels against the dragon. It reads “The 
great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil 



and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, 
and his angels were thrown down with him. Then I heard a loud voice in 
heaven, proclaiming, ‘Now have come the salvation and the power and the 
kingdom of our God and the authority of his Messiah, for the accuser of our 
comrades has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our 
God. But they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word 
of their testimony, for they did not cling to life even in the face of death.” 

1	  1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 477. 

For a figure that looms so large in popular thought the Church has not 
dedicated a tremendous amount of time discussing him. There have been very 
few doctrinal decisions on the subject. One such time we do hear a discussion 
comes from The Council of Braga (561) which “defined against the 
Priscillianists (a heretical sect in Spain who may have dabbled in the occult) 
that the Devil was created good and could not himself create; and the fourth 
Lateran Council (1215) affirmed that he became evil by his own will” 2 The 
theologians Thomas Aquinas discussed the devil at some length in his Summa 
Theologica. He discusses a number of issues like whether the Devil as created 
was good (yes) and if there was an interval between creation and the fall of 
Satan (yes, but not much). He also blames the Devil (who he calls the highest 
angel) as being responsible for the fall of the other angels because he exhorted 
them to sin. 

As stated earlier the devil is tied up in the Christian understanding of evil and 
in the understanding of God which is a discipline known as theodicy. As with 
all of these things there is a bit of mystery about it, but the devil like all things 
that are evil was created as good and through his own will he became evil. Why 
God allows this is answered in various ways. In the story of Job it is to show 
how an upright man will remain upright through evil and suffering. In the 
writings of Paul we are shown that this is all temporary which is also then 
picked up in The Revelation of John. The idea is that God has his reasons, but 
one day all will be set to rights and that the devil will cease to be. 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think there is evil in the world? 
 
2. Do you believe in a literal devil, or do you think that he is just a 

metaphorical representation of evil? 
 
3. While the Bible does spend some time on the Devil, he is hardly its 

primary concern. Why do you think the devil is so well known in popular 
culture? 

 
4. If you believe in a literal devil, what powers do you think he has? 
 
5. Have you ever felt an overwhelming sense of temptation? To what do you 

ascribe this? 
 
6. In the temptation in the wilderness we see that the devil uses scripture. 

What does this tell you about using scripture in isolation? 
 
7. It has been said that the devil does not need to come up with new 

temptations because the old ones work just fine. Which temptations seem 
to be consistent throughout history? 

 
8. Thomas More wrote, “the devil, the proud spirit, cannot endure to be 

mocked.” What other things do you think that the devil cannot endure? 
 
9. So called dualist religions have argued that there are two equal gods running 

the universe one good and one bad. Do you find this explanation 
compelling for the existence of evil? 

 
2	  Ibid.,	  478. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



St. Francis of Assisi and the 
Franciscan Order 
Francis, like many of the great saints started life wanting 
to be anything but a pious man of God. It is not that he 
was necessarily a bad person, but his thoughts seemed 
more focused on the immediate pleasures that his 
family’s wealth afforded him. He was born in either 
1181 or 1182 in the town of Assisi, which is located 
roughly between Rome and Florence although more to 

the east. His father was Pietro Bernardone who was a wealthy cloth merchant 
and his mother was named Pica, but little more is known of her. He was 
originally named Giovanni but his name was changed to Francesco by his 
father allegedly because of his affection for France. He received some 
education from the priests of St. George’s in Assisi, but appears to have been 
little more than a middling student. He was well liked, lived a joyous life and 
was known for his wit and generosity. When he was twenty years old he set out 
with the men of Assisi to fight against the city of Perugia, a place a few miles to 
the northwest. In this fighting, which Assisi lost, he was captured and put in jail 
for a year. Upon release he was in rather poor health and needed to 
convalesce, and he did so for a while before he set off for war again. It was 
during this campaign that he would have a vision that urged him to return to 
Assisi, which he obeyed. While there he began to find that his former life no 
longer offered any attraction to him. Also around this time two events occurred 
that changed completely the direction of his life. The first was that while out 
one day he came across a leper and forcing himself to overcome his natural 
disgust and trepidation he embraced the leper and gave him all the money he 
had. The other event occurred on a pilgrimage to Rome where after emptying 
his entire purse onto the tomb of St. Peter he exchanged his clothes with those 
of a beggar and spent the day amongst the beggars. As one might suspect, his 
father was not terribly pleased with the new direction of his son’s life and 
disowned him. In 1208 while attending Mass at the Chapel of St. Mary of the 
Angels he heard the words of Matthew 10: 7-19 which includes Jesus exhorting 
the Disciples to “Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out 
demons. You received without payment; give without payment. Take no gold, 
or silver, or copper in your belts, no bag for your journey, or two tunics, or 



sandals, or a staff; for laborers deserve their food.” He felt that this scripture 
was speaking to him directly and discarded his staff and shoes and put on a 
long dark garment (the type worn by peasants of the day) that was tied with a 
cord and he set out to win souls to Christ. 

Soon he had gathered around himself a group of like-minded individuals. 
When that number reached twelve he created a short rule for their behavior 
and also gained the oral approval for his endeavor by Pope Innocent III. The 
followers of Francis would go out and preach and sing in groups of twos. They 
would toil or beg (if no work was available) and sleep where they could. In 
1212 a young heiress of Assisi named Clare was moved by the life and 
preaching of Francis and his followers and set out to found a similar order for 
women. In the years between 1212 and 1214 Frances twice tried to reach 
Muslim lands in order that he could preach the Gospel to them but both times 
these attempts failed (once because of a shipwreck and the other because of 
illness). As his followers grew new rules had to be adopted for their 
governance. As a result they were divided up by provinces and ministers were 
appointed to supervise these groups. Not all of these provinces were inside 
Italy with groups in Germany, France and Spain. In 1219 Francis finally 
reached Muslim lands having set out with some Crusaders for Egypt. He would 
return fairly quickly as those he had left in charge in Assisi had made a mess of 
things. As with anything that grows new guidelines had to be instituted to in 
order to deal with the new realities. The new rule was known as Regula Bullata 
and received Papal approbation in November of 1223. The distinguishing 
mark of this rule was its insistence on poverty for not just individual friars but 
for the entire order. In the coming years Francis’s body would begin to break 
down both from the unrelenting labor he put it through and through the 
development of the stigmata (visible marks of the five wounds of Christ). He 
would refer to his body as “brother ass.” Additionally, his eyesight began to fail 
him. He would die on October 3, 1226 at the age of 45. 

Francis today is probably most remembered for the statues of him that are 
often found in gardens where he is seen with a bird perched on his shoulder. 
This link between Francis and nature comes largely from stories and legends 
about him and the animals. One states that while traveling with some 
companions they came to a place where there were a large number of birds. 
He told his companion to wait while he went and preached to the birds. As he 
preached it is said that the birds surrounded him and not one flew away. His 



link with nature also is helped by his Canticle of the Sun which expresses 
among other ideas the following: “Be praised, my Lord, through our sister 
Mother Earth, who feeds us and rules us, and produces various fruits with 
colored flowers and herbs.” 

The other major part of his legacy comes from the order that he founded, the 
Franciscans, who came into existence in the year 1209. And while there were 
some issues that arose during his life it would not be until after his death that 
the debate came to the fore concerning just what exactly the poverty for which 
Francis strove was to look like. This debate would be replayed throughout the 
Franciscans existence. Some believed that it was very literal while the majority 
saw it as more open to interpretation depending on the circumstances. In 1317 
and 1318 Pope John XXII sided with the looser interpretation of the rules 
allowing corporate ownership of some property. This would hold until the 
1400’s when a group known as the “Observants” wanted a stricter form of 
governance and eventually were given ecclesiastical recognition. Other groups 
to break off included the Reformati, Recollects and the Discalced. However, in 
1897 there would be something of a reunion between many of these disparate 
groups who trace their origin to St. Francis. Pope Leo XIII confirmed this 
reunion and it included the Observant, Reform, Recollects and Discalced (also 
known as Alcantarines). On October 4 of that year they all became one family, 
which is known as the Order of Friars Minor. Famous Franciscans (besides 
Francis) include St. Bonaventure, St. Anthony of Padua, Duns Scotus and 
William of Ockham. In addition, the Franciscans would be known for 
popularizing the Stations of the Cross as well as the Angelus and were some of 
the chief defenders of the concept of the Immaculate Conception in the 
Middle Ages. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Do you think there is an ideal background from which a great saint should 
emerge? 
 

2. Have you ever had an experience that changed the course of your life? 
 
3. Francis found that poverty was necessary for him and his followers to be 

fully devoted to serving God. Why do you think this was? Do you think one 
can be too wealthy to be a servant of God? 

 
4. Why do you think others were attracted to Francis and his life of poverty 

and devotion? 
 
5. Do you think we live in a time and place where someone of great wealth 

would willingly discard all they have to follow in service of God? 
 
6. Some of Francis’ adoration of nature can seem almost pagan in its images, 

yet we know Francis was very devout in his Christianity. How do you 
explain his phrases like “our sister Mother Earth, who feeds us and rules 
us”? 

 
7. Why do you think there were so many disputes about what is exactly meant 

by poverty? 
 
8. Franciscans have traditionally placed a strong emphasis on preaching. How 

important of a discipline do you think this is to the spread of God’s 
kingdom? 

 
9. Francis both by his life and preaching sought to bring people back to what 

really mattered. Do you think we need a Francis today? What do you think 
such a person would look like? 

1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 638. 

	  
	  

 



Heaven 
No matter how little you know about Christianity, 
you have certainly heard of Heaven. In popular 
imagination it either is a word used to connote 
perfection and bliss or it is the place where you 
hopefully go when you die. It has been the subject 
of countless books, movies and songs. However, 

despite all of this, there is really very little discussion about what Heaven is and 
what it is not. Interestingly, the Bible does not spend a tremendous amount of 
time discussing it. Certainly it shows up, but it is not the subject of any lengthy 
discussions. The actual word appears over 600 times, but this is far less than 
words like Jerusalem, Moses or Judah. It is of course one of the first words in 
the Bible when we read in Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning God created the 
Heavens and earth.” The Hebrew word used is shamayim, which is translated 
as Heaven, but can also mean sky or visible universe. And in this context we 
would probably interpret it to mean the sky or visible universe, not the dwelling 
place of God. Which is not dramatically different then how we occasionally use 
the term today when we talk about “the Heavens”. And even when we are 
discussing the location of Heaven we tend to blend these two understandings 
together talking about Heaven as both the dwelling place of God and as a place 
“out there” somewhere – like when Jesus lifted his eyes up to Heaven. 
Additionally, after Christ rose from the dead and spent his forty days on earth 
he “was carried up into Heaven” (Luke 24:51), which is similar to Elijah who 
“ascended in a whirlwind into Heaven” (2 Kings 2:11). There are many 
scriptures which simply point out that God is there and that he made it like 
Lamentations 3:50 which says “the Lord from heaven looks down and sees” or 
Psalm 121:2 “my help comes from the Lord who made heaven and earth.” 
Jesus uses a number of phrases that begin with “the kingdom of heaven is like” 
and then goes on to liken it to a mustard seed, a good seed or yeast. In 2 
Corinthians Paul tells us “we have a building from God, a house not made with 
hands, eternal in the heavens.” And of course in Revelation we are told that 
there is a new heaven and new earth. That being said the question still remains 
as to what Heaven is like (besides a mustard seed). Is it physical or merely a 
spiritual place, who will be there, how do you get in and what does it look like?  

 



All of these are interesting questions and some speculation is required to 
answer them but what follows are some basic discussions about the nature of 
Heaven. 

Is Heaven Physical or Spiritual and What will it Look Like? 

Early Church Fathers like Origen (c. 185 – c. 254) argued that we will not have 
a physical body saying that “the body which was earthly and animal will be 
replaced by a spiritual body, such as may be able to dwell in Heaven.” 1 Others 
like Methodius (d. c. 311) would disagree with Origen and argue for a physical 
Heaven. To develop his point he used the example of an artist casting a metal 
statue and then recasting it again when he sees that there is a flaw. He says, 
“God dissolved humanity once more into its original materials, so that it could 
be remodeled in such a way that all its defects could be eliminated and 
disappear. Now the melting down of a statue corresponds to the death and 
dissolution of the human body, and the remolding of the material to the 
resurrection after death.” 2 Others like Gregory of Nyssa would also argue 
along the lines of a better person who is in the state that they were originally 
created to be. He says, “Thus we learn from him [St. Paul] not only that 
human nature is changed into a far nobler state, but also that we are to hope 
for the return of human nature to its primal condition.” 3 C.S. Lewis writing in 
the 20th century takes the view of Heaven as being like earth only more so. In 
The Last Battle (the final book in his Narnia series) it ends with the characters 
dying and leaving Narnia (the land which they inhabit). Lewis calls the current 
life the Shadow-Lands of the real life that is to come in Heaven. When one of 
the characters sees the reality of Heaven they say “This is still Narnia, and 
more real and more beautiful than the Narnia down below.” 4 For those that 
debate what the specifics of Heaven will look like all agree that it will be 
something greater. And while this is certainly a debate the greater debate that 
rages about Heaven involves who is going to get there. 

How do you get into Heaven? 

Those who debate Heaven and admission therein have two basic positions – 
the first are those who say everyone makes it and the second are those who say 
some do not. And, of course, for those who assert that some do not make it 
there is a further debate about the criteria for admission. First, as to those who 
argue that everyone makes it, our old friend Origen is the most famous. He 
argued, “Death does not finally decide the fate of the soul, which may turn into 



a demon or angel. This ascent and descent goes on uninterruptedly until the 
final ‘Apocatastasis’ (q.v.) when all creatures, even the devil, will be saved.” 5 
Origen is not alone in this belief, as it has been picked up by many other 
writers (although none with the intellectual heft of Origen). As one might 
imagine it has experienced something of a renaissance in our day and age 
because it allows for a less “judgmental” God. This belief, in the sense that it 
does not allow for an individual to have any say in the matter (you are saved 
whether you want to be or not), is somewhat akin to the Calvinist view of 
predestination (although hell is distinct possibility within this system). As Calvin 
defines it “By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which he 
determined with himself whatever he wished to happen with regard to every 
man. All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal 
life, others to eternal damnation; and, accordingly, as each has been created for 
one or other of these ends, we say that he has been predestinated to life or to 
death.” 6 So you are in or out, but ultimately it is not your decision to make. 

1	  Alister	  E.	  McGrath,	  Christian	  Theology:	  An	  Introduction,	  (Malden,	  MA:	  Blackwell	  
Publishing,	  2001),	  573.	  
	  2	  Ibid.	  	  
3	  Alister	  E.	  McGrath,	  The	  Christian	  Theology	  Reader,	  (Malden,	  MA:	  Blackwell	  
Publishing,	  2007),	  652.	  	  
4 C.S. Lewis, The Last Battle, (New York: Collier Books, 1970), 180. 

When you leave the “no choice” area of getting into Heaven, you then find 
other views. One of the most famous images comes from Michelangelo’s Last 
Judgment that is part of the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. It presents the 
decision between Heaven or hell as a moment in time with Jesus passing out 
the judgment. This is the traditional Western view – there is a moment in 
which God will decide if you are in or you are out based on some combination 
of your faith and your works (depending on your denomination). Others like 
those in the Orthodox tradition tend to think of things in a more fluid state, 
you are either moving towards God or away from God. Bishop Tom Wright 
summed up this view by saying “Hell is what happens when human beings say, 
the God in whose image they were made, we don’t want to worship you. We 
don’t want our human life to be shaped by you. We don’t want, who we are as 
humans to be transformed by the love of Jesus dying and rising for us.” 7 
Therefore Heaven is for those who are seeking God and seeking to be like 
God. 



Conclusion 

Until the last it will be impossible for us to do little more than speculate about 
Heaven, but until such times we should leave with the words of St. Paul from 
his first Letter to the Corinthians in which he says, “We will not all die, but we 
will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. 
For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we 
will be changed. For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this 
mortal body must put on immortality. When this perishable body puts on 
imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then the saying that 
is written will be fulfilled: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O 
death is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. What is your image of Heaven? 
 

2. Where do you think Heaven is located? 
 
3. Do you think Heaven will be physical in nature? 
 
4. Paul suggests that we will be changed before we go to Heaven. What do you 

think he means by this? What about us might need to be changed? 
 
5. Is it comforting to think of Heaven as like earth but only “more so”? 
 
6. Do you think it is necessary in order for us to freely love God that we are 

also able to reject him? 
 
7. Why do you think someone would choose to reject God? 
 
8. Do you believe in a literal judgment in which all of your positive and 

negative points are weighed against each other? 
 
9. What do you think we do all day when we are in Heaven? 

5 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1201. 6 The Institutes, 
http://www.reformed.org/books/institutes/books/book3/bk3ch21.html 7 

Ruminations,http://lylemook.com/2011/07/05/n-t-wright-on-hell/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Icons and the iconoclast controversy 
For something that is generally not discussed a whole lot 
icons have a rather turbulent and exciting history. An Icon, 
generally speaking, is an image usually of Jesus, a saint or 
the Blessed Virgin Mary. However, the definition of an 
icon can be expanded to include any sort of image used 
for religious purposes. So when we start talking about their 
history there is often a blurring between any Christian art 
and what we traditionally think of when we hear the word 

icon. Putting that aside, what we think of as icons are not paintings in the 
traditional sense as they are not meant to be an end in and of themselves. One 
is not to look at an icon and think about it as an object but more as a portal 
through which to see the reality that it represents. Although not a perfect 
analogy, it is something like watching a sporting event on television. The goal is 
to see what is actually happening in that place where the real event is 
happening. You are in a sense using your television to see the reality of the 
scene that is being played out some distance from where you actually are. Icons 
are meant to be something that you look through to see the true reality; they 
are stand ins, not the thing itself. This is of course a very necessary distinction 
to make because icons are not just of saints; they often involve all the persons 
of the Trinity (especially Jesus). Which means that there is a representation of 
them on the icon and from a certain angle it appears to be violating what is 
found in Exodus 20:4-5 which states, “You shall not make for yourself an idol, 
whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth 
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to 
them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, 
punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth 
generation of those who reject me.” This is an argument that to some extent 
has not been settled even today, although tempers have cooled somewhat from 
earlier days. 

There is no record of the first icon ever created, but we do know that they 
were around from very early on in the Christian Church. For example, the 
Spanish Council of Elvira held sometime in the early fourth century “recorded 
its shocked disapproval of some churches with paintings on its walls.” 1 
Similarly we hear in 327 from the historian Eusebius that the Emperor 



Constantine’s sister wrote him to ask about acquiring a picture of Christ. 
“Eusebius wrote her a very stern reply. He was well aware that that one could 
find pictures of Christ and the apostles. They were for sale in the bazaars of 
Palestine and he had himself seen them. But Eusebius did not think the 
painters and shopkeepers selling these mementoes to pilgrims were Christians 
at all.” 2 How widespread the opinions of those like Eusebius were we simply 
do not know, but the use of icons would continue to grow. In the 400’s Pope 
Sixtus III built the church of St. Mary Major in Rome which included large 
mosaics which depicted among other things “the Annunciation, the 
Presentation of Christ in the Temple, the Magi offering gifts and visiting 
Herod, [and] Herod ordering the massacre of the Innocents.” However, as 
time went on those who opposed the use of icons gained more power and 
soon the issue would come to a head in what became known as the 
Iconoclastic Controversy that would span from around 725 until 842. 

The word iconoclast comes from the Greek iconoklastos, which literally means 
image breaker. While hostility towards icons had been building for various 
reasons, it would be the Byzantine Emperor Leo III who would really get 
things rolling when in 726 when he issued a decree forbidding icons and 
ordering their destruction. “Very soon serious disturbances throughout the 
Empire followed. The patriarch (of Constantinople) Germanus, who appealed 
to the Pope, was deposed in 730, and a systematic persecution unleashed, 
especially against the monks. At the same time St. John of Damascus wrote his 
famous apologies against the iconoclasts and Pope Gregory III held two synods 
at Rome condemning Leo’s supporters.” 3 In John of Damascus’ apology he 
made the following argument against those who invoked Exodus in order to 
ban icons: “You see that He forbids image-making on account of idolatry, and 
that it is impossible to make an image of the immeasurable, uncircumscribed, 
invisible God. You have not seen the likeness of Him, the Scripture says, and 
this was St Paul's testimony as he stood in the midst of the Areopagus: ‘Being, 
therefore, the offspring of God, we must not suppose the divinity to be like 
unto gold, or silver, or stone, the graving of art, and device of man’” (Acts 
17.29).4 Or put another way it means that the ban on images from Exodus had 
to do with believing the divinity was in the object itself. 

1 HenryChadwick,TheEarlyChurch,(London:PenguinBooks,1993),280. 2 Ibid. 3	  F.L. Cross 
and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition 
Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 820. 



Well this did not settle things. The Byzantine Emperor Leo III would die and 
was followed by his son Constantine V. To try and settle matters he called the 
Synod of Hieria in 753. It was probably doomed from the beginning as the 
Patriarchs of Antioch, Jerusalem and Alexandria as well as the Pope did not 
come. That did not stop those who attended the Synod from making grand 
and sweeping pronouncements concerning the wickedness of icons, declaring 
that icons of the Blessed Virgin Mary and of any saint were akin to idols that 
must be destroyed. To try and get the people on board with the Synod’s 
declarations they persecuted those who did not agree and for good measure 
Constantine V attacked monasticism. With the death of Constantine and the 
ascension of his son Leo IV, things looked like they might settle down. He 
stopped the persecutions and when he died his wife the Empress Irene (who 
was regent for her young son Constantine) reversed the decisions of Leo II and 
Constantine V. In 787 the Second Council of Nicaea began. The Council 
refuted all of the work of the iconoclasts saying, “As the sacred and life-giving 
cross is everywhere set up as a symbol, so also should the images of Jesus 
Christ, the Virgin Mary, the holy angels, as well as those of the saints and other 
pious and holy men be embodied in the manufacture of sacred vessels, 
tapestries, vestments, etc., and exhibited on the walls of churches, in the 
homes, and in all conspicuous places, by the roadside and everywhere, to be 
revered by all who might see them.” This would keep things quiet for a while 
until in 814 Leo V (known as the Armenian) started removing icons from 
churches. After he was assassinated in 820 he was succeeded by Michael II, 
who while keeping with Leo V’s policies, somewhat lessoned their intensity 
(iconoclasm with a human face). This niceness would end in 829 when upon 
the death of Michael II his son Theophilus would ramp things up once again. 
This persecution would not end until 842 when Theophilus died. His wife did 
not share her husband’s views, because working as regent for her son, she had 
the monk Methodius to be elected patriarch who celebrated with a great feast 
in honor of icons. And for the most part this ended the great iconoclast 
controversy. 

Of course, icons are with us still today. Some churches during the reformation 
(particularly Anabaptist and Calvinist) tried to get rid not only of just images, 
but any sort of ornamentation at all. However through all of this, icons have 
remained as has opposition to them (i.e. some of the Bible Churches which do 
not have crosses or any other images). 



Questions 

1. Do you think there is any danger with icons such as moving from 
worshiping what the icon represents to worshiping the icon itself? 

 
2. Have you ever thought that there should not be pictures of Jesus? 
 
3. Since in many ways God is beyond our capacity to understand, are we in 

some ways limiting God by making a picture of him? 
 
4. Do you think that art can be an appropriate response to God’s love? 
 
5. Why do you think the issue of icons has caused so much controversy? 
 
6. To try and settle things Constantine V held a synod but it seemed to only 

include people that agreed with him and therefore settled nothing. How do 
you think you reach agreements when there appears little room for 
compromise?  

 
7. If there had been cameras at the time Jesus was bodily on earth and 

someone had snapped a picture of him, do you think the picture would be 
controversial? 

 
8. Do you think persecutions ever change anyone’s mind? 
 
9. Why do you think that the word iconoclast has grown to mean not only 

someone who destroys images but anyone who attacks traditional beliefs or 
institutions? 

 
4 

Apologia Against Those Who Decry Holy Images, http://www.fordham.ed 
u/halsall/basis/johndamascus-images.asp 

 

	  
	  
	  
	  



Jerusalem 

As with anything that is as old as the city of 
Jerusalem telling its story is not terribly easy. The 
earliest mentions that we know of come from 
ancient Egyptian records in the 19th and 18th 
centuries BC. In the Tell el Amarna Tablets that 

date from the14th century BC, we hear of the town of Urusalim, which at that 
time was subject to Egypt. However, there is archeological evidence suggesting 
that there were inhabitants as far back as 3000BC. In Biblical accounts we first 
hear about the city of Jerusalem in the book of Joshua. In Joshua 10:1 we read, 
“When King Adoni-zedek of Jerusalem heard how Joshua had taken Ai, and 
had utterly destroyed it, he became greatly frightened.” The city would not be 
part of Israel however until around 1000 BC when it was captured by David 
when “The king and his men marched to Jerusalem against the Jebusites, the 
inhabitants of the land, who said to David, ‘You will not come in here, even 
the blind and the lame will turn you back’—thinking, ‘David cannot come in 
here.’ Nevertheless, David took the stronghold of Zion, which is now the city 
of David” (2 Samuel 5: 6-7). The reasons for wanting to take the city of 
Jerusalem were fairly evident as it controls the north south route in this hilly 
part of the country. The stronghold of Zion that is mentioned here was the 
name given to it by the Jebusites. David would refortify the city and make it the 
capital of his United Monarchy. Since the city had not been under the rule of 
the northern or southern tribes it made a good capital since neither could say 
that favoritism was being shown. 

Where the city would move from simply being important strategically to being 
an important city in it own right would come under the rule of David’s son 
Solomon. Of course, the most famous thing that Solomon would do is build 
the temple (probably around the mid part of the 10th century BC). In 1 Kings 
6 we hear this description, “In the four hundred and eightieth year after the 
Israelites came out of the land of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solomon’s reign 
over Israel, in the month of Ziv, which is the second month, he began to build 
the house of the LORD. The house that King Solomon built for the LORD 
was sixty cubits long, twenty cubits wide, and thirty cubits high. The vestibule in 
front of the nave of the house was twenty cubits wide, across the width of the 
house. Its depth was ten cubits in front of the house. For the house he made 
windows with recessed frames. He also built a structure against the wall of the 



house, running around the walls of the house, both the nave and the inner 
sanctuary; and he made side chambers all round. The lowest story was five 
cubits wide, the middle one was six cubits wide, and the third was seven cubits 
wide; for round the outside of the house he made offsets on the wall in order 
that the supporting beams should not be inserted into the walls of the house. 
The house was built with stone finished at the quarry, so that neither hammer 
nor axe nor any tool of iron was heard in the temple while it was being built.” 
A cubit is a little less than a half of meter. The city’s fortifications would be 
strengthened around 700 BC and king Hezekiah would take precautionary 
measures for defense including cutting the Siloam Tunnel which is mentioned 
in 2 Kings 20:20. The tunnel that still exists to this day was cut through solid 
rock at a distance of about 1700 feet. It brings water from the Gihon Spring to 
the Pool of Siloam and was designed to provide water to the city during a siege. 

Attacks would come and the most brutal of these were from King 
Nebuchadnezzar in 597 BC and again in 586 BC. He captured the city and 
exiled many of its inhabitants to Babylon (i.e. the Babylonian Captivity). The 
temple would also be destroyed during this time. The sacking of Jerusalem and 
the destruction of the Temple would inspire the Book of Lamentations. In it 
we hear, “How lonely sits the city that once was full of people! How like a 
widow she has become, she that was great among the nations! She that was a 
princess among the provinces has become a vassal. She weeps bitterly in the 
night, with tears on her cheeks; among all her lovers she has no one to comfort 
her; all her friends have dealt treacherously with her, they have become her 
enemies. Judah has gone into exile with suffering and hard servitude; she lives 
now among the nations, and finds no resting-place; her pursuers have all 
overtaken her in the midst of her distress.” In 538 BC the Persian King Cyrus 
the Great would give the Jews in exile permission to return to Jerusalem. And, 
of course, one of the first orders of business was to rebuild the Temple. 
Although it would take some prodding from the likes of the Prophet Haggai 
who says “Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses, while 
this house lies in ruins? Thus says the LORD of hosts: Consider how you have 
fared. Go up to the hills and bring wood and build the house, so that I may 
take pleasure in it and be honored, says the LORD.” The biblical books of 
Ezra and Nehemiah largely tell the story of the rebuilding of the second temple  

 



(although not in the amount of detail that the Bible dedicates to the first 
temple). In the period after the construction of the second Temple Jerusalem 
would be ruled by the Persians, Greeks, Ptolemies and the Seleucids. 

In the year 169 a real nasty piece of work by the name of Antiochus 
Epiphanes, who was king of Syria attacked Jerusalem and despoiled the 
temple. He forbade Jewish customs and instituted pagan cults. This rule would 
lead to the Maccabbean revolt that drove Antiochus Epiphanes from the city in 
164BC and “there followed a revival of Jewish national glory under a short 
dynasty of priest kings.” 1 The city was expanded to the north and west. 
However, in 63 BC the city was conquered by Pompey and ruled by Rome 
either directly or indirectly through surrogates. The temple would be 
extensively renovated under Herod the Great. In 66 AD a revolt would break 
out which lasted for four years. In 70 AD the Romans would take the city 
destroying most of it including the Temple and either killing or forcibly 
removing the population. While a few remnants were left there was not much 
to speak of as a city. In 135 AD the emperor Hadrian reestablished Jerusalem 
as a Gentile city and named it Aelia Capitolina. For the most part Jews were 
prevented from entering the city.  

When Constantine became emperor in the early part of the fourth century AD 
his mother St. Helene would seek out many of the Christian holy places. 
Buildings like the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (the place where Christ was 
crucified) were built. The city would move from Roman to Byzantine, with an 
interlude of Persian rule until 634 when Arab armies conquered it. And in 691 
the Muslim Dome of the Rock was constructed on the temple mount. In 1099 
during the first crusade Jerusalem was again conquered and turned into the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem which it remained save a brief interlude under Saladin 
until 1291 when it was re-conquered by Muslim forces. In 1517 it was 
conquered by Ottoman Turks who would keep control of the city until the 
British Army defeated them in the Battle of Jerusalem in 1917. With the 
nation of Israel coming into existence in 1948 Jerusalem would be fought over 
and the city would be divided with the old walled city lying on the Jordanian 
side. It would not be until 1967 when Israel would secure Jerusalem. Today 
Jerusalem has a population of almost 800,000 with over 60% of it being Jewish. 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think Jerusalem has an importance greater than most cities? 
 
2. Jerusalem was originally seen as strategically important for David but 

became spiritually important under Solomon with the building of the 
Temple. Currently three religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) have 
holy sites in Jerusalem and have claimed it at various times. Do you think 
one group has the best claim on Jerusalem? 

 
3. Why do you think the Bible goes into such detail when it describes the 

building of the first temple? 
 
4. Why do you think Jerusalem was so often attacked? 
 
5. Many people have read the book of Lamentations across the years as a way 

to help them cope with great tragedy. How do you account for the 
universality of a book written about a specific event? 

6. Many people when they visit places like Jerusalem speak of it as a 
pilgrimage. Do you think that physical locations can be more or less holy? 

 
7. If you have never been to Jerusalem do you have any desire to go? If you 

have been there what are your impressions of the city? 
 
 
8. The Romans and others have tried to remove the Jewish nature of the city 

yet it keeps coming back. Why do you think this is? 
 
9. How do you think Jerusalem manages to keep surviving? 

 
1	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 874. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



St. Paul of Tarsus 

Outside of Jesus the character that exerts the strongest 
influence on the New Testament is Paul of Tarsus. Of 
the 27 books in the New Testament 13 have an 
association with St. Paul (although some dispute that he 
authored all of them). He was born somewhere around 
6 AD in Tarsus of Cilicia (in modern day south-central 
Turkey). We know very little about his early life and 
what we do know we glean from bits and pieces of his 

writing. He was from the tribe of Benjamin and he was brought up as a 
Pharisee. His background was not atypical of Jews of the Diaspora. He was a 
Roman citizen and he was able to speak and write Greek. We know that he 
had very early exposure to Christianity after the Crucifixion and resurrection. 
In the seventh chapter of Acts we hear that when Stephen (the first Christian 
martyr) was hauled out of the city to be stoned that they “laid their coats at the 
feet of a young man named Saul.” Saul was of course the name of Paul before 
he became Paul. We also hear from his own words that he persecuted the 
early Church. Examples include: “For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be 
called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.” (1 Corinthians 
15:9) and “You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was 
violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it” (Galatians 
1:13). His conversion on the road to Damascus is one of the most famous 
conversions in history in which “a light from heaven flashed around him. He 
fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you 
persecute me?’ He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The reply came, ‘I am Jesus, 
whom you are persecuting.” After his conversion Paul became one of the 
greatest missionaries in Christian history. Based on what Paul writes in 
Galatians we can date this conversion to around 33 AD which makes it not too 
long after the crucifixion. After this experience, Paul summarizes his life in 
Galatians saying, “I did not confer with any human being, nor did I go up to 
Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, but I went away at 
once into Arabia, and afterwards I returned to Damascus. Then after three 
years I did go up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with him for fifteen 
days; but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother... 
Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking 
Titus along with me. I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before 



them (though only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the 
gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure that I was not 
running, or had not run, in vain.” And this last part hits on for what Paul is 
remembered and that is his work among the Gentiles. Paul from the tribe of 
Benjamin and a Pharisee to boot was one of the first who realized that in 
Christ, God was making his message available to all the earth. God was no 
longer only going to use his chosen people but make it available for all. In his 
writings he tries to show how God is doing a new thing while at the same time 
demonstrating how it fits in with God’s eternal plan that first was revealed to 
the Jews. 

Paul’s Travels 

Paul’s travels are generally broken down into three different journeys that are 
cleverly known as the 1st, 2nd and 3rd missionary journeys. His first journey 
probably began around 46 AD and was directed toward Galatia (although he 
would visit other cities like Selucia and Cyprus). This is an area that would be 
in central modern day Turkey. This journey would last until around 49 AD 
when he would return to Jerusalem to participate in the Council of Jerusalem, 
which dealt mainly with Gentile converts to Christianity and how closely they 
needed to follow Jewish customs and laws. Around 50 AD he set off toward 
Greece. On this journey he would pass through many of the cities that we later 
associate with Paul through his letters such as Philippi, Corinth (where he 
stayed for one and a half years), Thessalonica and Ephesus. This journey 
would end around 52 AD when he returned to Antioch. He would set out on 
his third missionary journey in 53 AD and return to many of the places in Asia 
and Greece that he had previously visited including Galatia and Ephesus where 
he would stay for two years. This journey would end in 58 AD with him 
returning to Jerusalem. In about 60 AD he would be arrested in Jerusalem. In 
Acts it is written, “When the seven days were almost completed, the Jews from 
Asia, who had seen him in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd. They seized 
him, shouting, ‘Fellow-Israelites, help! This is the man who is teaching 
everyone everywhere against our people, our law, and this place; more than 
that, he has actually brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy 
place.’” Paul is bound but then he asks the centurion who he is standing near, 
“Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who is uncondemned?” This sets up 
a long string of events that eventually leads to Paul being sent to Rome. He left 
from Caesarea and through a storm and a shipwreck ended up on Malta for a 



while before continuing to Rome where he would be under house arrest from 
60 to 62 AD (from here he would write many of his letters). What happened 
after this is not known with certainty. Some say that he went to Spain in 
accordance with the desire he expressed in Romans 15:23-24. “I desire, as I 
have for many years, to come to you when I go to Spain.” He along with St. 
Peter is often said to have founded the church in Rome. According to the early 
church historian Eusebius, Paul was beheaded in Rome during the reign of 
Nero. The Papal Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls in Rome is said to be 
where Paul was executed and buried. 

Thoughts and Themes of Paul 
Paul’s writings are the oldest Christian writings that we have, with the oldest of 
those being Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians written around 50 or 51 AD. 
His letters are generally addressed to a specific congregation who are having 
specific problems and as such Paul has no great central work of theology. 
Much of what we think of as Paul’s theology must be extrapolated and as a 
result different people have a lot of different opinions about what are the main 
ideas contained in Paul’s writings. Of course, central to his thought is the idea 
that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah, the one for whom Israel has hoped, and 
that through his life we are united in him. The opening to Romans exemplifies 
this where we hear, “Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set 
apart for the gospel of God, which he promised beforehand through his 
prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son, who was 
descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of 
God with power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the 
dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we have received grace and 
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for the 
sake of his name, including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus 
Christ.” Paul hits on many other themes such as Baptism (Romans 6:4, 
Ephesians 4:5 and Colossians 2:12), the Resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:12, 
Philippians 3:10-11 and Romans 6:5) and Christology (Philippians 2:5-11 and 
Colossians 1:15-20). Paul also did much thinking on the subject of the Old and 
New Covenants in which he asks whether the Jews were still eligible for 
salvation (particularly in Romans 9 – 11). Some of his writings are on a much 
more personal level extolling those that he is writing to love one another or to 
avoid sexual immorality or to be generous. According to Bishop Tom Wright,  
 



“Paul’s legacy has been to keep the church on its toes: precisely because he 
presents so many challenges, he refuses to allow us to settle back and feel we 
have understood it all. And the very places we don’t understand are, again and 
again, the ones we need most urgently if we are not to miss the boat.” 1 

 
1 N.T.Wright,Paul(Minneapolis:FortressPress,2009),20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think Paul was initially so opposed to Christianity? 
 
2. Paul’s conversion is obviously one of the most well-known and dramatic in 

Christian history. Are you familiar with any other conversions that were so 
dramatic? 

 
3. It seems that Paul did not do any missionary work for some time after his 

conversion. Do you think it is important to take time between conversion 
and telling others? 

 
4. Paul in many senses was the “most” Jewish of the early apostles yet he is 

remembered largely for his work among the Gentiles. Why do you think 
God would use someone like this for that kind of work? 

5. Why do you think Paul wrote his letters and why do you think they were 
preserved? 

 
6. Many have tried to make Jesus less Jewish, yet Paul embraces him as the 

fulfillment of Judaism. Why do you think this is important? 
 
7. What do you think would have happened to Christianity if there were no 

Paul? 
 
8. Paul says that “if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain 

and your faith is in vain.” What do you think he means by this? 
 
9. What challenges do you think Paul presents to us today? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The SPCK and THE SPG 
These two acronyms stand for The Society for the 
Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) and The 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in foreign 
parts (SPG). They were organizations founded by the 
Rev. Thomas Bray in 1698 and 1701 respectively. 
Both of these organizations were founded as 
missionary societies to do largely what their names 
indicate; to increase knowledge and to spread the 

Gospel. Much of the impetus for their organization was the colonies that the 
British had and their lack of access to materials and persons to spread 
Christianity. 

Thomas Bray 

Bray was born in 1656 in Chirbury, Shropshire near the Welsh/English 
border. He was educated at All Souls College, Oxford. In 1690 he became the 
Rector of Sheldon (near the Birmingham airport, although not at that time). 
His life would change when an appeal came to the Bishop of London, Henry 
Compton, asking for help in organizing a church in the colony of Maryland. As 
a result of this appeal, the Bishop selected Bray to be his commissary (the 
person responsible for organizing the Church of England in Maryland). 
However, it would take some time before he was able to depart for the 
colonies because of legal complications. He would finally set sail for Maryland 
in 1699, but would only stay for about two and a half months before he 
concluded that he could be of more use back in Britain. What he saw in the 
colonies deeply troubled him. The clergy as well as the lay people were in great 
need of education. He also believed that no clergy should be given charge of a 
parish unless they received a good report from the ship on which they came 
over. He was not only concerned with the education of the clergy, but also with 
their laziness, telling a group in Annapolis before he returned to England that 
no one should be a clergyman unless “he did constantly read prayers twice a 
day and catechize and preach on Sundays, which, notwithstanding the common 
excuses, I know can be done by a minister of any zeal for religion.” When 
back in England he tried to get a bishop consecrated for the colonies, but it was 
to no avail. He returned to parish life in 1706 at St. Botolph Without Aldgate 
in London. He would stay there until his death at the age of 72. His other 



major endeavor besides his concern for the colonies was the deplorable state 
of English prisons. To draw attention to this he hosted Sunday “Beef and 
Beer” dinners in prisons and advanced many proposals for reform. 1 

The Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) 
While Bray was waiting to set sail for the Colonies he along with four layman 
founded the society “to promote and encourage the erection of charity schools 
in all parts of England and Wales; to disperse, both at home and abroad, 
Bibles and tracts of religion; and in general to advance the honor of God and 
the good of mankind by promoting Christian knowledge both at home and in 
other parts of the world by the best methods that should offer.” 2 And they did 
just this by setting up a press which still exists to this day and is the third oldest 
in England behind Oxford and Cambridge. Their primary motivation for so 
doing was to “counteract the growth of vice and immorality,” which they 
ascribed to “gross ignorance of the principles of the Christian religion.” 3 Their 
main weapon to counteract these problems was through the encouragement of 
education and the distribution of Christian literature. “Throughout the 
eighteenth century SPCK was by far the largest producer of Christian literature 
in Britain. The range of its output was considerable - from pamphlets aimed at 
specific groups such as farmers, prisoners, soldiers, seamen, servants and slave-
owners, exhorting them to improve their way of life, to more general works on 
subjects such as baptism, confirmation, Holy Communion, the Prayer Book 
and private devotion.” 4 The press is still with us today turning out new titles 
from Bishop Tom Wright, John Polkinghorne and Alister McGrath to name a 
few, as well as publishing deceased writers such as Archbishop of Canterbury 
Michael Ramsey and Thomas Merton. 

1 LesserFeastsandFasts2006,(NewYork:ChurchPublishing,2006),168. 2	  F.L. Cross and E.A. 
Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1538. 3 

“SPCKHistory”,http://www.spck.org.uk/about-spck/history/ 
 

The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) 
This society was formed in 1701 by Bray and some associates. The main 
intention of the society as put forth by its founders was to “"ensure that 
sufficient maintenance be provided for an orthodox clergy to live amongst the 



colonists and that such other provision be made as may be necessary for the 
propagation of the gospel in those parts..." 5 The group was something that 
came into being largely because Britain was beginning to have colonies which 
were made up of two kinds of people: First, there were those who had moved 
from England (or another Christian land). Second, there were the natives of 
the particular land. The society therefore felt that there needed to be both 
ministry provided for those that were already Christian, but also that there 
needed to be evangelization of the non Christian natives. Its mission would 
grow along with the British Empire. Whereas, in its early days most of its work 
was conducted in the American Colonies, Canada and the West Indies, by the 
time the 19th Century came around the work shifted to places like India, 
Africa, Australia and the Far East. In 1863 the SPG first strayed outside of the 
British Empire by working in China and Japan. Many of the places where the 
SPG worked eventually became independent provinces within the Anglican 
Communion. In 1965 the SPG would join with the UMCA (Universities 
Mission to Central Africa) to form the USPG (United Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel). In November of 2012 it became known as Us. 
According to Canon Linda Ali “Our new name, US, is directly derived from 
USPG, so it speaks to our heritage, but it also speaks about inclusivity. There is 
no “them”; we are all “us”. Our work – in partnership with the churches of the 
Anglican Communion – is for the benefit of the whole community. No-one is 
excluded.’” The society continues to this day in places like Bangladesh, Brazil, 
Pakistan and Tanzania. 

Legacy 

It is probably hard to overstate the importance of these two organizations, 
especially when you consider just how many Christians there are in the nations 
where the SPG was particularly active. These two organizations through both 
the sending of people and of knowledge have in many ways shifted the face of 
Christianity from one that was largely a European phenomenon to truly a 
worldwide religion. 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. One of the main reasons for the SPCK and SPG was the growth of the 
British Empire. How do you feel about Christianity being spread as the 
result of such secular interests? 
 

2. What do you think motivates people like Thomas Bray to spread the 
Gospel among people he hardly knew?  

 
3. Do you think that lazy clergymen are still a problem today? 
 
4. What sort of Christian knowledge needs to be propagated? 
 
5. How important is education in the training of clergy? 
 
6. Now days we do not think of Anglicans as being particularly missionary. 

What do you think has changed?  
 
7. In recent times some of the areas that were once the destination of 

missionaries have become some of the most vibrant churches in 
Christendom. Why do you think this has happened? 

 
8. Do you think the church today does a very good job at propagating 

Christian knowledge?  
 

9. What do you see as needs in the current church?  
 

 4 Ibid.  

5 “Records of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts - Collection 
155”, http://www2.wheaton.edu/bgc/archives/GUIDES/155.htm 

 

 

 

 



The Thirty Years War 
Unlike the 100 years war that lasted 116 
years the 30 years war really did last 30 
years. It began in Bohemia (Western 
Czech Republic), was fought mainly in 
Germany and ended with the treaty of 
Westphalia in 1648. That is the easy part 

about the war. Once you leave the basics, things get very muddled because it 
was fought for both political and religious reasons. Sometimes it was Protestant 
against Roman Catholic, but sometimes it was not. It involved countries that 
did not share borders with Germany like Spain and Sweden. The reasons that 
it was fought at all are not real clear-cut and like baggage in an overhead bin 
tended to shift as time wore on. In many ways, the 30 Years War was the 
prolonged dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire. Its long-term effects were 
enormous and much of what has happened since was the result of the upheaval 
that happened during the war. 

The Principle Players 

As the Thirty Years War lasted thirty years a lot of people became involved. 
As a result, it is often difficult to keep them all straight so what follows is a very 
brief summary of those involved:  

The Habsburgs were the major player. They controlled through various guises 
what are modern day Austria, The Czech Republic, Spain, Portugal, Southern 
Italy, Holland and a few other places. The Emperor was Catholic but many in 
his kingdom were Protestant. 

The Holy Roman Empire was comprised of many different lands within 
Germany ruled by various prices. The larges was Bavaria ruled by Maximilian.  

Poland was largely Catholic and fought here and there during the conflict.  

Denmark under the rule of Christian IV was Protestant and fought here and 
there when opportunities presented themselves. 



Sweden was ruled by Gustavus Adolphus (before he was killed) and invaded 
from the north winning many victories.  

France was mainly Catholic, but was aligned with Protestant Sweden for much 
of the conflict. 

Beginnings 

If you had to pick an exact starting point for this war it would probably be May 
23, 1618 when two councilors of the Catholic king-elect of Bohemia and their 
secretary were thrown out the window of Hradc ̌any Castel in Prague by 
Protestant landowners. And although the window was almost 70 feet off the 
ground, the two remarkably survived the fall (because they landed in a pile of 
horse manure). The Protestants were concerned because the king-elect 
Ferdinand II was seeking to impose Roman Catholic absolutism upon their 
lands. This event came to be known as the defenestration of Prague (from the 
Latin de meaning out of and fenestra meaning window). From here, the first 
phase of the war broke out which lasted from roughly 1618 until 1623. From 
the window tossing there grew a full-fledged Protestant rebellion in Bohemia as 
well as in parts of Austria. The Protestants fought and won some victories, even 
laying siege to Vienna in 1619, but were subsequently chased off by Spanish 
troops financed by the Pope. The tide would soon turn to the Catholics side 
and on November 8th, 1620 the Protestant forces were routed at the Battle of 
White Mountain outside of Prague. And while this part of the rebellion in 
various guises would continue for a few more years it was pretty much 
completed by around 1623. 

Middle 

In 1625 the Danish King Christian IV saw an opportunity and decided to 
invade the north of Germany to pick up some extra land because he had 
earlier lost some to Sweden, although he claimed his motives were simply to 
protect the Protestant cause. This did not go terribly well and Christian would 
make peace in 1629. The Catholics pressed their victory by demanding that 
lands that had been secularized since 1552 be returned to the Church. It was 
because of this and other threats to freedom, especially among the Protestants, 
that the war did not end in 1629. On July 5, 1630 the King of Sweden Gustav 



II Adolf (Gustavus Adolphus) landed an army at Straslund (modern day 
northeast Germany). Most Germans did not want to join up with the Swedes 
but because of the continued harsh treatment by the Catholic forces under the 
Emperor they begrudgingly went along. Things went very well for Gustav with 
his forces overrunning most of Germany and Bohemia. Although King Gustav 
would die at the battle of Lützen on November 16, 1632, they would keep 
control of the area until 1634 when Spanish and Imperial forces defeated them 
at the Battle of Nördlingen. It was at this point you could say that the war 
ceased to be Protestant versus Roman Catholic. To illustrate this change, on 
May 30, 1635 the Peace of Prague was signed between the Hapsburg Emperor 
and the Elector of Saxony who was the foremost of Lutheran princes in 
Europe. They wanted the Swedes out and if this meant an allegiance with the 
Roman Catholic side, so be it. The French, ever opportunistic, also saw no 
point in making this about religion. They subsidized the Swedes and signed an 
alliance with the Dutch and sent an army into the Alps to break the links 
between the Austria Habsburgs and the Spanish. And on May 19, 1635 they 
declared war on Spain. The Treaty of Hamburg signed on March 15, 1641 
cemented the alliance between France and Sweden. This alliance proved quite 
fruitful with the French attacking Bavaria and the Swedes going after the 
Habsburg Emperor. The Swedes also got into a war with Denmark at this time 
as well. 

Peace 

Peace Negotiations began in Westphalia in 1643 and would go on more or less 
continuously until 1648. The main issues that needed to be hammered out had 
to do with property and religious freedom, which for better or worse were 
really the issues that existed from the beginning. It was decided that church 
lands that had been won by the Catholic Habsburgs would revert to Protestant 
hands, or as the treaty put it, all lands that had changed hands after January 1, 
1624. As for religious freedom it was decided that matters of religion could not 
be decided by a simple majority but rather by “amicable composition.” The 
Peace of Westphalia was signed between May and October of 1648 in the 
towns of Münster and Osnabrück. 

 



Chief Effects 

Historians are divided on what came out of this war, if anything. Writers like 
C.V. Wedgewood are skeptical saying, “The war solved no problem. Its 
effects, both immediate and indirect, were either negative or disastrous.” 
Others like Jean- Jacques Rousseau writing in 1761 stated that the settlement 
“takes from conquerors the means and the will to conquer.” Germany would 
emerge as a collection of small countries ruled by princes and would not be 
united until 1871 under the leadership of Otto von Bismarck. In terms of 
religion, though, we must conclude that a major shift occurred. Just as during 
the conflict we saw it move from being about Catholics verses Protestants to 
state against state regardless of religion, this theme would continue. One could 
argue that it either began the demise of religion in Europe or that it rightly 
separated the link between church and state, thereby cementing the 
Reformation. For in the time since Martin Luther began the Reformation until 
the Treaty of Westphalia many wars were being fought either to impose 
Protestantism or Catholicism in a given land. However, afterwards things 
generally moved in the direction of religious toleration. As a result this major 
destabilizing force in Europe was for the most part eliminated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. If we worship the Prince of Peace why do you think we sometime fight each 
other over how exactly we are to worship this Prince of Peace? 
 

2. What do you think of having an official religion in a country? 
 
3. The Catholics thought the Protestants were wrong and the Protestants 

thought the Catholics were wrong. Do you think it is possible to solve 
differences, or is toleration the best approach? 

 
4. Do you think that all of those involved in the fighting in the early stages did 

so out of loyalty to a theological position or for other reasons? 
 
5. The Danish King Christian IV claimed he was only there to help the 

Protestants when he entered the war in 1625, but that probably was not the 
case. Do you think it is worse when people dress up self-serving motivations 
in religious guise?  

 
6. As the war went on the Protestant/Catholic divide began to give way with 

things like alliances between Catholic France and Protestant Sweden. What 
do you think was the reason for the change? 

 
7. Do you think God should ever be invoked as a reason for war? 
 
8. One of the outcomes of the Thirty Years War was that a simple majority 

could not settle matters of religion. Do you think this is a good way to 
handle things? Where do we see examples of this today? 

 
9. Do you think that the break between Church and State was a good thing? 

 

 

 

 



The Great Schism 

With The Great Schism you actually get two schisms for 
the price of one. The name can mean both the breach that 
occurred between the Eastern and Western parts of the 
Church in 1054 or it can refer to the period between 1378 

and 1417 when there was more than the usual one pope. So with that in mind 
we will look with greater detail into these two different schisms and their 
impact on the Christian Church. 

While the actual schism is dated to the year 1054, the events that led up to it 
took a very long time to develop. The first thing to understand is that Jesus 
never said to Peter to go and found the church in Rome and make it the 
preeminent place within Christendom. The belief that the Bishop of Rome 
was the shepherd over all of Christianity would take some time to develop. Of 
course in the first three centuries of the Christian Church there was not a 
tremendous amount of attention on Christian hierarchy on a grand scale, 
largely because the Church was being persecuted. There were some 
discussions of important places like we hear from Irenaeus of Lyon (c.130-c. 
200) who said of the Church in Rome, “For it is a matter of necessity that every 
Church should agree with this Church, on account of its preeminent authority, 
that is, the faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the tradition has been preserved 
continuously by those who exist everywhere.” Like Irenaeus’ sentiment 
concerning Rome, the idea of certain cities having a sort of preeminent 
authority began to develop. Initially the preeminent cities were Rome, 
Alexandria and Antioch. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 made a decision 
concerning the Pentarchy that established the five major cities of Christianity at 
the time (Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem). 
However as times went on this would change. When Constantinople became 
the capital of the Roman Empire, its importance in Christianity of course 
increased. Also as Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem started to be overrun by 
Islam they would lose some of their importance. As a result by the latter part of 
the first millennium Rome and Constantinople were left as the two most 
important cities in Christendom with the Bishop of Rome (the Pope) and The 
Metropolitan of Constantinople being its two most important people. As time 
went on two very different understandings of things began to develop. In the 
West, the Bishop of Rome began to assert greater and greater power for his 

Schism	  #1	  1054	  
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position. Pope Leo I (the Great) in the fifth century asserted that Rome was 
supreme based on both scriptural and divine authority. The reasoning was 
more or less based on the belief that the first Bishop of Rome was Peter who 
was the rock on which Jesus was going to build his church meaning that 
everyone who followed Peter was also a rock. With this manner of thinking the 
Roman Church began acting more and more like it was the central authority of 
the Church and that every other place was duty bound to follow it. This did not 
make sense to those in the East who felt that the church was a combination of 
parts and that authority came from Councils. Various issues would come up 
surrounding this, most famous of which was the filioque, in which the Western 
Church added “and the son” to the Nicene Creed at the Council of Toledo 
(Spain not Ohio) in 589. The Western Church argues that this was perfectly 
legitimate for them to do since they were the “Church” while the East saw this 
action as hubristic and illegitimate. While there appears to not be much 
evidence for it the commonly held belief is that in 1054 the Metropolitan of 
Constantinople excommunicated the Pope and the Pope excommunicated the 
Metropolitan, it is around this time that a more formal split occurred. While 
this specific action may not have happened, mutual antagonism was quite 
prevalent. For example, one of the most blatant acts of antagonism was in April 
of 1204 when Crusaders from the west entered still Christian Constantinople 
and sacked it. The crusaders stole many works of art and destroyed the Library 
of Constantinople. Many see this action as the fatal sealing of the spilt. 
Whether that is true or not the Eastern and Western Church remain split to 
this day. And while relationships have warmed somewhat recently there are no 
signs of impending reunification. 

 
 
This one involved the Popes (and yes the plural is done 
on purpose). Between 1378 and 1417 there was more 
than one pope at a given time (sometimes up to three), 
each with their own College of Cardinals and 
administrative office. The problem has its roots in the 
year 1305 when the Frenchmen Clement V was elected 

Pope and decided not to move to Rome. At the time things were pretty 
unsettled in and around Rome and France was exerting greater influence on 
the papal court. Clement V chose Avignon as the new Papal headquarters, as it 
was more centrally located in Europe. Seven Popes would serve during this 
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time in Avignon (all of them French coincidently). The Papal Offices would 
return to Rome in 1378 when the Archbishop of Bari (southeastern Italy) was 
elected Pope, taking the name Urban VI. He immediately made the Cardinals 
mad who, during their time in Avignon, had grown more powerful (and he 
may have been insane to boot if one believes the rumors). As a result of this 
antagonism, they decided that they would elect their own pope from within 
their ranks. So they selected Clement VII who took up residence in Avignon. 
As one might imagine this did not do a whole lot for the papacy. The two 
popes issued various attacks on one another and their respective followers. 
Loyalty to these popes broke down largely upon national lines, with the French 
and Scots going with Avignon and most everything East of France going with 
Rome (Spain and Portugal were at war during the time and could not quite 
make up their minds). There were numerous proposals to end this problem. 
The University of Paris suggested that both popes step down or have a decision 
made by an independent counsel. The two popes however refused to step 
down and so the latter idea began to catch on. Eventually Cardinals from both 
papacies arranged a council in Pisa where they met in 1409 and elected 
Alexander V as pope. Which was fine except for the fact that the other two 
popes kept their jobs, meaning that instead of two popes you now had three. 
So a few years later another council was called and this time they promised to 
fix things. The Council met in Constance in 1414 and the first thing they did 
was depose John XXIII who was Pope number 3 from Pisa and had followed 
Alexander V. Then they got the Roman Pope, Gregory XII to resign. And 
finally they dismissed the claims of the Pope in Avignon, Benedict XIII. They 
then elected Martin V as pope in 1417. This more or less ended things except 
for the fact that Benedict XIII of Avignon did not really stop claiming to be 
Pope. And for a while there were some who agreed with him (Sicily, Castile, 
Scotland and Aragon). They would eventually give up on him and go with the 
Roman Pope, but Benedict XIII never gave up on himself. He shut himself up 
in a castle not far from Valencia and kept on claiming he was the rightful pope 
up until his death in 1423. There were a few more popes elected from this line 
by the few followers remaining giving way to Benedict XIV and Clement VIII. 
But by this time no one cared a whole lot and so they just kind of faded away. 

Outside of the obvious problems with having more than one person claiming 
to be pope it also created some problems in subsequent generations when  

 



tracing who was really pope during the time of the great schism. Generally it is  
said that the Roman popes were the legitimate ones, but there is some debate 
about that. The other issue that arises is that of Papal authority; for if a council 
can make a pope step down who is really the leader of the church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. How do you view authority in the Church? Outside of God who should be 
in charge?  
 

2. How do you think decisions should be made in the Church?  
 

3. What topics in the Church are open for discussion and which are not? 
  

4. In early Christianity certain cities were more important than others. Do you 
still see this happening today?  

5. Do you think that authority can be passed down through an office or 
position?  

6. When the Council of Pisa tried to fix the problem of two popes they ended 
up adding another. Have you ever seen supposed solutions to problems that 
just made things worse? 

7. Why do you think it took so long to settle the two pope question? 

8. Part of the struggle with the two popes had to do with regional power. Is  
    there a way for the Church to avoid getting caught up in politics? 
 
9. Do you think God looks upon actions like the two Great Schisms with 
    disappointment or bewildered amusement? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



St. Thomas Aquinas 
Although he was nicknamed the dumb ox by his peers at the 
University of Paris, Aquinas is remembered as one of the 
great intellectuals in the history of Christianity. Some say the 
nickname came from his rather lumbering characteristics 
while others say it was because he could be slow to get things 
(although once he got it, he got it like no one ever had 
before). He was born in Roccasecca, a city about half way 
between Rome and Naples around the year 1225. He was 

the youngest son of Landolfo d’ Aquino who was the head of a large 
aristocratic family. “At the age of 5 he was given to the Benedictine Abbey at 
Monte Cassino, in the expectation that he would eventually become abbot.” 1 
In 1239 when a military conflict between Frederick II and Pope Gregory IX 
resulted in the occupation of the abbey, Thomas went to the University at 
Naples. While he was there he became interested in the new Dominican 
Order and desired to join it rather than becoming a Benedictine Monk. His 
family was very opposed to this idea. The Dominicans, in an effort to get him 
away from his family’s influence, arranged for him to go to Paris. But on his 
way there his family arranged for him to be kidnapped and he was then 
confined in his family’s castle for nearly two years. One of the more colorful 
stories to emerge from his time there was when his brothers hired a prostitute 
to seduce him in an effort to show him that other paths not involving celibacy 
might be more enjoyable. It did not work as Thomas allegedly chased away the 
prostitute with a burning stick. The family eventually gave up on trying to 
dissuade him from becoming a Dominican and he began his studies at the 
University of Paris. In 1248 he would move to Cologne to study for three years 
and then returned to Paris where he would lecture on Isaiah and Jeremiah and 
the Sentences of Peter Lombard. Here he also wrote De Ente et Esentia and 
Contra Impugnantes Dei Cultus (a sort of defense of the Mendicant orders). In 
1256 he would become a Master of Theology and served for three years as a 
Regent Master at the University. During this time he wrote Summa contra 
Gentiles, which was a guide for “Dominican missionaries in their dealings with 
non-Christians.” 2 He returned to Italy in 1259 where he worked in various 
Dominican houses as well as produced many works at the request of Pope 
Urban IV. In 1265 he was sent to Rome and it was there that he began work  

 



on a book designed for friars who were not going to be attending University. 
The book became known as Summa Theologica and it would be hard to 
overstate its influence in the history of the Christian Church. 

This book would actually not be completed in Thomas’ lifetime, but what we 
have is divided into three sections that roughly correspond to theology, ethics 
and Christ. The final sections were supposed to deal with the Sacraments and 
the Last Things, but were left unfinished. Each section of the book is laid out 
in a series of topics. Each topic is dealt with in a format that begins with a series 
of objections (the number varies based on the topic being treated). After that 
he responds with a statement that begins, “On the contrary” followed by one 
that begins, “I answer that,”. It then concludes with a series of responses to the 
objections (one for each objection). His thinking owes a tremendous amount 
to Aristotle believing that “knowledge presupposes a likeness between the 
knower and the thing known, and because human nature is both corporeal and 
intellectual he held that knowledge necessarily begins with sense perception.” 3 

What this means in reality is that when he made arguments they started with 
facts of the natural world. So for example in the Summa Theologica where he 
argues for the existence of God we read the following: 

When the existence of a cause is demonstrated from an effect, this effect takes 
the place of the definition of the cause in proof of the cause's existence. This is 
especially the case in regard to God, because, in order to prove the existence of 
anything, it is necessary to accept as a middle term the meaning of the word, 
and not its essence, for the question of its essence follows on the question of its 
existence. Now the names given to God are derived from His effects; 
consequently, in demonstrating the existence of God from His effects, we may 
take for the middle term the meaning of the word "God". 4 

1 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1625. 2 Ibid.,1626. 3 Ibid. 

4 “SummaTheologica”,http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1002.htm 

 
What he essentially says in this argument is that when we look around we see 
effects and in order to have an effect you must have a cause and this cause he 
asserts is God. In his arguments you start with what you can see and observe 
and you work your way back. This method is employed throughout the book 



on various topics. This is not the only argument that Aquinas makes for the 
existence of God. Other arguments include the idea that because our existence 
needs to be explained means something must have put it here. For we are 
unnecessary and the only thing that can create an unnecessary being is a 
necessary one and that necessary one is God. In another he uses the traces of 
intelligent design that are seen in creation. And if there is design there must 
therefore be a designer. 

The topics in the Summa Theologica cover a vast amount of ground. For 
example, when writing about virtues he says the following, “Virtue implies not 
only perfection of power, the principle of action; but also the due disposition 
of its subject. The reason for this is because a thing operates according as it is 
in act: so that a thing needs to be well disposed if it has to produce a good 
work.” 5 He also writes concerning specific virtues like that of prudence. He 
says, “The prudent man considers things afar off, in so far as they tend to be a 
help or a hindrance to that which has to be done at the present time.” 6 
Sometimes reading the Summa Theologica is not the easiest thing to do, but it 
is a work that sets out to cover all topics thoroughly. 

“On December 6, 1273, Aquinas declared that he could write no longer. ‘All 
that I have written seems like straw to me’, he said.” 7 And he never did write 
again. What exactly happened that stopped him from writing we do not know. 
Some have speculated that he suffered from a breakdown brought on by 
overwork. Whatever it was he would work no more and would die on March 
7, 1274. In looking at his legacy, British theologian Alister McGrath asserts that 
Aquinas’ key contributions made to theology are the “Five Ways” which are 
arguments for the existence of God and the principle of analogy which sets out 
to show how we can know God through creation and the relationship between 
faith and reason. 8 By the time of The Council of Trent “The Roman Catholic 
Church had accepted the substance of his teaching as an authentic expression 
of doctrine. In 1567 Pius V declared him Doctor of the Church and ordered 
the first complete printed edition of his works.” 9 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. The Church at the time of Aquinas was often the place that wealthy families 
placed their younger children (because they could not inherit the estate). 
Can you think of advantages and disadvantages of this system? 
 

2. The Dominicans were founded around 1220 by St. Dominic with an 
emphasis on corporate poverty and preaching. At the time Aquinas they 
were still a relatively new order without the reputation of the Benedictines. 
Do you think people see orders and denominations in terms of hierarchy? 

 
3. How important do you think it is to incorporate works of scholars into 

church theology? 
 
4. Much of the manner of thinking employed by Aquinas came from the 

pagan Greeks. What do you think is the proper use of non Christian 
influences in Christianity? 

 
5. Aquinas set about to prove God. Do you think this is possible?  
6. Do you think proving God can lead to conversions? What do you think 

makes people convert? 
 
7. Aquinas argues that in order for something to be a virtue it requires the 

combination of the action and the disposition of the person performing the 
action. Do you find this a satisfying view of virtue? 

 
8. Much of what Aquinas wrote was of vast complexity yet he said it was but 

straw. Do you think that he knew something of God, which made his works 
seem wholly inadequate? 

 
9. How much of God do you think we are capable of describing? 

5 “SummaTheologica”,http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2071.htm 6 

“SummaTheologica”,http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3047.htm 7	  Alister E. McGrath, 
Christian Theology: An Introduction (Malden, MA, Blackwell Publishing, 2001), 47. 8 

Ibid. 9	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 
3rd Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1627. 



Moses and the Exodus 
We do not know when Moses was born. 
Scholars debate this topic and most guesses put 
it at somewhere between 1200 and 1600 BC. 
His birth story is one of the most familiar stories 
in the Bible. In the time that he was born the 

Hebrew people were under great oppression because the king of Egypt feared 
their number and power. As a result of this he treated them very harshly, 
including the killing of all male children that were born. We do not know the 
names of his parents all that we are told is that they were from the house of 
Levi. When Moses was born his mother hid him for three months and “When 
she could hide him no longer she got a papyrus basket for him, and plastered it 
with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in it and placed it among the reeds 
on the bank of the river” (Exodus 2:3). The child was then found by the 
daughter of Pharaoh, who adopted him and gave him the name of Moses 
because she drew him out of the water (Moses means drawn). When Moses 
was older he witnessed an Egyptian beating a Hebrew and as a result he killed 
the Egyptian. When Pharaoh heard of it he sought to kill Moses, so he fled 
and settled in the land of Midian (no one knows where it really is but theories 
place it as potentially on the northwest Arabian Peninsula or modern day 
Sudan). One day while sitting down by a well, the seven daughters of the priest 
of Midian (Jethro) came to draw water but were driven away by some 
shepherds. Moses intervened and helped to water the flock. When Jethro 
hears of this he is very happy and as a result “gave Moses his daughter 
Zipporah in marriage” (Exodus 2:21). So they marry, have a son named 
Gershom and Moses busies himself by taking care of his father-in-law’s flocks. 

One day when Moses is out tending the flock he ends up on Mount Horeb 
and “There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a 
bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then 
Moses said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush 
is not burned up.” (Exodus 3:2-3). God then explains to Moses that he has 
seen the misery of his people in Egypt and will deliver them to a land flowing 
with milk and honey. Moses asks God if the Israelites ask who sent him he 
should respond by saying that “I am” sent him. Moses then asks what to do if 
they do not believe him to which God tells him he can throw down his staff 
and it will turn into a snake. Moses then turns to his last objection, which is the 



fact that he has some sort of speech impediment. At this God gets annoyed but 
tells him that his brother Aaron will take care of all the fancy speaking’. Moses 
then decides he can do it and tells Jethro his plans. Jethro tells him to go in 
peace. On his way back to Egypt he meets up with his brother Aaron. 

When they get to Egypt they go to Pharaoh and tell him to let their people go, 
but Pharaoh refuses and instead sets about making life worse the Israelites, by 
doing things like denying them straw for the bricks they are required to make. 
Moses and Aaron then go back to Pharaoh and throw down a staff that turns 
into a snake, but Pharaoh is not impressed because his sorcerers pull off the 
same trick (even though Aarons snake swallows up all of the other snakes). So 
they bring in the heavy artillery, the ten plagues are as follows: (1. Water 
turned to blood, 2. Frogs, 3. Gnats, 4. Flies, 5. Livestock diseased, 6. Boils, 7. 
Thunder and Hail, 8. Locusts, 9. Darkness, 10. Killing of the firstborn). But 
throughout the first nine plagues Pharaoh’s heart is hardened and he will not 
let the people go. Then when it comes time for the tenth plague the Israelites 
are told to slaughter a lamb and put its blood on the doorposts so that the Lord 
will pass over their houses and not kill the first born (Thus the celebration of 
Passover). Finally when this happens Pharaoh decides that it is not worth it and 
calls Moses and Aaron and says “Rise up, go away from my people, both you 
and the Israelites! Go, worship the LORD, as you said. Take your flocks and 
your herds, as you said, and be gone. And bring a blessing on me too!” 
(Exodus 12:32). So the Israelites rushed out, so fast in fact that they took their 
bread dough before it had been leavened. Pharaoh of course famously has a 
change of heart and sets out to pursue the Israelites who are by that time near 
the Red Sea. When the Israelites see them in pursuit the whining begins (and 
does not end for forty years). They tell Moses “Was it because there were no 
graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness.” (Exodus 
14:11). Moses stretches out his hand over the sea and the waters part. The 
Israelites begin crossing pursued by the Egyptians. God slows the Egyptians 
down for a while until all the Israelites make it safely across and then Moses 
stretches out his hand again, the waters close and the Egyptians drown. 

Well of course from this point you would think that all problems were solved, 
they were out of Egypt, their pursuers were dead and now all they had to do 
was get to the Promised Land, a distance of less than 300 miles (about as far as 
Dallas is from San Antonio). However about as soon as they started heading to 
the Promised Land they started complaining – the water tasted bad, the bread 



which reigned down from heaven was not tasty enough and so on. But even 
through all of this they kept journeying and going in the right general direction. 
They did stop for Moses to bring down the Ten Commandments, build the 
Ark of the Covenant, a tabernacle and some vestments for the priests, but 
generally they kept moving. However once when Moses was up on the 
mountain the people decided that this God was not doing a good enough job 
so they decided to build a new one more to their liking, so they made a 
Golden Calf. When Moses comes down and finds what has gone on he calls 
Aaron who offers one of the worst excuses found in scripture when he says that 
all that he did was throw some gold into a fire and surprise “out came this calf” 
(Exodus 32:24). Well Moses is not pleased and smashes the Ten 
Commandments, but eventually he smoothens things over and makes new 
ones. 

And of course the whining and complaining resumed but then God tells Moses 
to send spies into the Promised Land. The spies return saying “We came to 
the land to which you sent us; it flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit. 
Yet the people who live in the land are strong, and the towns are fortified and 
very large; we came to the land to which you sent us; it flows with milk and 
honey, and this is its fruit. Yet the people who live in the land are strong, and 
the towns are fortified and very large” (Numbers 13: 27-28). This of course 
displeases the people and as a result it displeases God and so he starts not 
allowing people to enter the Promised Land. God first tells Moses and Aaron 
“Because you did not trust in me, to show my holiness before the eyes of the 
Israelites, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land that I have 
given them” (Numbers 20:12). And then he tells the rest of them, “Surely none 
of the people who came up out of Egypt, from twenty years old and upwards, 
shall see the land that I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, 
because they have not unreservedly followed me—none except Caleb son of 
Jephunneh the Kenizzite and Joshua son of Nun, for they have unreservedly 
followed the LORD” (Numbers 32: 11- 12). Moses does however get to see 
the Promised Land from on top of Mount Pisgah. He would die shortly 
thereafter on Mt. Nebo in Moab (located in modern day Jordan about 12 
miles east of the Dead Sea). 

 

 



The Exodus was completed finally by Joshua “When the soles of the feet of 
the priests who bear the ark of the LORD, the Lord of all the earth, rest in the  
waters of the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan flowing from above shall be cut 
off; they shall stand in a single heap” (Joshua 3: 13). And so they crossed over 
the Jordan on dry land and entered into the Promised Land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Today we use dating to keep track of time, yet in times past dates did not 
seem terribly important, why do you think this is? 
 

2. When people feel threatened they often act irrationally. Why do you think 
Pharaoh acted so severely? 

 
3. What do you think God saw in Moses? 
 
4. What do you think it says about God that the bush burned yet was not 

consumed? 
 
5. What does it mean that God is “I am”? 
 
6. Why do you think Pharaoh held on through all the plagues until the death 

of the firstborn? 
 
7. Why do you think the Israelites whined so much? 
 
8. Do you see any lessons to be learned from the Israelites making a golden 

calf? Do you see any modern day equivalents? 
 
9. Do you think it was fair that Moses did not get to go into the Promised 

Land? 

 

 

 

 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



Celtic Christianity 
The Christianity that is known as Celtic is somewhat hard to 
clarify because those that are considered to fall under this 
classification never referred to themselves by this name. So 
like many things it is a grouping that came at a later date and 
therefore is more of a loose association based on certain 
characteristics. In the most general terms what is called Celtic 

Christianity is a reference to the churches that existed in the Celtic language 
areas (Cumbria, Wales, Cornwall, Brittany, Ireland and Scotland) up to 
around the time of the Synod of Whitby (664), although it would last longer in 
Wales, Scotland and Ireland. And since there was no centralization of power 
in these Churches it is somewhat difficult to say what exactly the Celtic 
Churches believed or did. Adding to this difficulty is the fact that many people 
have used Celtic Christianity to promote certain agendas. This first of these 
occurred at the time of the Reformation when the Church of England was 
separating from the Roman Catholic Church. Archbishop of Cantrebury 
Mathew Parker in 1572 argued in his book De Antiquitate Britannicae 
Ecclsiae, “that the early British Church differed from Roman Catholicism in 
key points and thus offered an alternative model for Patristic Christianity, in 
which the newly established Anglican tradition could see its own ancient roots.’1 
In more modern times Celtic Christianity has been co- opted by groups like 
environmentalists and those who practice the so called New Age religions. This 
is not to say that there is not some truth in what those who look to Celtic 
Christianity have done it is just to say that they may emphasize certain aspects 
to the exclusion of others. So what follows is not an exhaustive inventory of 
Celtic Christianity but is instead a few of the more famous people and works 
that we look to when we think of the Christianity that existed in Celtic lands in 
the first millennium. 

Writings 

While the ideas that arise in much of Celtic writing may not be completely 
unique to those societies there are things that mark their writings as particularly 
Celtic. “The Christianity that developed in Celtic countries during the early 
Middle Ages is characterized by a strongly incarnational theology, with an 
emphasis in diverse ways on physicality and materiality that supports both 
asceticism and sacramentality. Particularly in vernacular sources, nature 



appears as a theme to an unusual degree, and enjoys its own 
autonomy...Human creativity is drawn to the center of the Christian life in Irish 
art and Welsh poetry, both of which stress the role of the imagination.” 2 An 
example of the nature themes in Celtic Christianity comes from the Irish poem 
The Scribe in the Woods: 

A hedge of trees overlooks me  
A blackbird's lay sings to me  
It is an announcement I won't conceal! 
Above my lined book the bird's chanting sings to me. 

A clear voiced cuckoo sings to me (godly speech!)  
In a grey cloak from bramble fortresses  
The Lord is indeed good to me  
Well do I write beneath a forest of woodland? 

An example of human creativity comes from this anonymous Irish prayer: 

My speech—may it praise you without flaw: May my heart love you, King of heaven and 
earth. 
My speech—may it praise you without flaw: Make it easy for me, pure Lord, to do you all 
service and to adore you.  
My speech—may it praise you without flaw: Father of all affection, hear my poems and my 
speech. 

Besides poetry the Celts wrote biography (like those of Patrick and Brigit), 
monastic texts, works of theology, Liturgy devotional texts and sermons. 

1 OliverDavies,trans.,CelticSpirituality(NewYork:PaulistPress,1999).7-8. 2 Ibid.,11. 

 
People 

Of course the most famous of all Celtic Christians is St. Patrick who lived 
during the 5th century. He was raised in a Christian home, but at the age of 16 
was kidnapped by Irish pirates and would spend 6 years in Ireland working as 
a herdsman. During his captivity he turned more and more to God and 
eventually heard instructions from God that he was to escape. He made his 
way some 200 miles to a port and persuaded some sailors to take him back to 
Britain. He returned to his family but felt the call to Christian ministry. He 
would eventually be sent from Britain to Ireland as the bishop in Ireland. He 
would spend the rest of his life there evangelizing, ordaining clergy as well as 



instituting monks and nuns. Near the end of his life he would write a work 
called Confession. In this work he writes “Thus I give untiring thanks to God 
who kept me faithful in the day of my temptation, so that today I may 
confidently offer my soul as a living sacrifice for Christ my Lord.” 3 

The second most famous of the Celtic Christians is St. Brigit, although her life 
is shrouded in much more controversy. Not because she did anything bad, but 
because some argue that she never actually existed and represents instead the 
pagan goddess Brig. While this is a debate there exist many stories and legends 
about St. Brigit like this one taken from The Irish Life of Brigit. “It was then 
that she healed the dumb paralytic boy at the hose of Mac Odrain. It 
happened that Brigit and the dumb boy were left alone. When some poor 
people came and asked for a drink. Brigit looked for the key of the kitchen 
and could not find it. Not knowing of the boy’s affliction, she addressed him 
with these words, ‘Where is the key?’ And by this, the dumb paralytic boy 
spoke and ministered.” 4 

The last person we are going to look at in the Celtic Christian tradition is St 
Columba. He was born in Ireland around 521. He was trained in the Irish 
monasteries. In 561 after the Battle of Cul-Drebene (a battle for which he may 
have been partly responsible) he left Ireland and sailed for Britain. He would 
found a monastery on the island of Iona, which according to legend was the 
first place he got to from which Ireland was no longer visible on the horizon. 
The Venerable Bede tells the story slightly differently saying “Columba arrived 
in Britain in the ninth year of the reign of the powerful Pictish king, Bride son 
of Meilochon; he converted that people to the Faith of Christ by his preaching 
and example, and received from them the island of Iona on which to found a 
monastery. Iona is a small island, with an area of about five hides according to 
English reckoning, and his successors hold it to this day. Columba would be 
instrumental in spreading Christianity converting the Pictish king (the Picts 
were tribes in north and eastern Scotland) and founding many churches in 
Scotland. Columba died on Iona and was buried at the age of seventy-seven, 
some thirty-two years after he had come into Britain to preach.” 5 

One of the interesting things that Celtic Christianity shows is how Christianity 
moves and takes on characteristics of wherever it may be while at the same 
time remaining the same. Christianity first came to the British Isles sometime 
in the second century and according to the Venerable Bede it was when a 



British King named Lucius in the year 156 wrote Pope Eleutherus in Rome 
requesting instruction in the Christian faith. But from there it spread to Ireland 
through Patrick and then to Scotland. When the Synod of Whitby was held in 
664 it was agreed that the Roman Catholic Church would be the ascendant 
Church in the British Isles. Some argue that this ended the Celtic Church. 
Others blame those like St. Margaret because she strengthened the Church 
along more Roman lines. However in some sense the uniqueness of the 
Christianity found in the Celtic lands can still be seen and appreciated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Have you heard of the Celtic Church before and if so what was your 
impression? 

2. Do you think the church works better when it is highly centralized or less 
centralized? 

3. Do you think it is a good argument for the Anglican Church to say that a 
Church existed in England before it was Roman Catholic? 

4. The Celtic Church tended to like nature. How do we ensure that we are 
worshiping the creator rather than the creation?  

5. Do you find that creation can bring you closer to God? 

6. Do you think that we should use our creativity in the service of God? What 
kind of things might this entail? 

7. What do you think makes a successful evangelist? 

8. What do you think of the somewhat circuitous route that Christianity took 
through the Britain and Ireland? 

9. Do you think there is anything we can learn from the Celtic Church? 

3 Confessions,http://www.ccel.org/ccel/patrick/confession.txt 4 

OliverDavies,trans.,CelticSpirituality(NewYork:PaulistPress,1999).151. 5 Bede, 
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, trans. Leo Sherley-Price (London: Penguin 
Books, 1990), 148. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 



St. Anthony of Padua 
While Anthony is associated with the Italian city of 
Padua (located just west of Venice) he was actually born 
in the Portuguese city of Lisbon somewhere between 
1188 and 1195. His given name was Fernando Martins 
de Bulhões. Although not a tremendous amount is 
known about his early life, it is believed that he was 
born to a noble family and as a result had a privileged 
upbringing. He was educated in the local cathedral 
school and at the age of 15 joined the Augustinian 

Abbey of St. Vincent, which was located on the outskirts of Lisbon. He stayed 
there for about two years before moving on to the Abbey of the Holy Cross in 
Coimbra (a town a little over a hundred miles northeast of Lisbon). He was 
disappointed with the general feel of the place especially what he saw as a lack 
of fervor. And it would be this disappointment combined with seeing the relics 
of five Franciscans who were murdered by Muslims in Morocco that the path 
of his life would be altered. These remains were the first martyrs of the new 
Franciscan order and upon seeing the commitment that led to such sacrifice he 
longed to have the deep and abiding faith of those Franciscans. 

He obtained a release from the Augustinians and in 1220 received his 
Franciscan habit in the chapel of San Antonio at Olivares (named after St. 
Anthony the Great who was one of the Desert Fathers). He would take the 
name of Anthony in honor of this great saint. Later that same year he would 
sail to Morocco in imitation of the Franciscan martyrs, but illness forced him to 
return to Portugal. Upon his return his ship was caught in a violent storm and 
somehow ended up in Sicily. He convalesced in Sicily and when his health was 
good enough he made his way to Assisi (the center of the Franciscan 
movement). From there he would end up in the Hermitage of San Paolo, 
which is not far from Venice, or Padua for that matter. 

Up to this point in his life Anthony had generally been little noticed. He had 
been sent to San Paolo largely so he could celebrate mass for the lay brethrens 
who were there. However, all of this would change when he, along with a 
number of other Franciscans and Dominicans, went to an ordination service. 
When they got there it was found that no one had been appointed to preach 
and so they set about finding someone. It seems that everyone stared down at 



their sandals when the superior enquired about someone to do the preaching, 
so they chose Anthony and told him to speak whatever the Spirit of God put in 
his mouth. Anthony got up to speak and when he spoke it was with such 
eloquence and learning that it launched what could be considered his public 
career. With the approval of St. Francis (who was still alive at the time) 
Anthony became a lector in theology. He would teach at Bologna, Montpellier 
as well as Toulouse. And while he appears to have done well as a professor 
(even though nothing survives of his instruction) it would be his work as an 
orator that would draw so many to him, for he was able with eloquence and 
clarity express the ideals of the Franciscan Order. In fact, in 1230 he would be 
released from his obligations so that he could devote himself fully to preaching. 

His preaching would attract as well as convert many. There are many miracles, 
which are ascribed to him including bilocation (being two places at once), 
miraculously keeping the rain off of a large group of people as well as a 
maidservant who was bringing in some vegetables and rendering food that had 
been poisoned by some Italian heretics innocuous by making the sign of the 
cross. 

When we look at his preaching we see just how steeped in scripture it is. Much 
of it is devoted to condemning the vices of usury and avarice. Sentences move 
along and his words intermingle with those of scripture. For example, on 
Pentecost he said the following “And there appeared to them parted tongues as 
it were of fire, and it sat upon every one of them; because it was by tongues 
(namely those of the serpent, Eve and Adam) that death entered into the 
world. The tongue of the serpent was poison to Eve, the tongue of Eve 
poisoned Adam, and Adam’s tongue tried to turn the blame back on God. 
The tongue is a cold organ, surrounded by moisture; thus: It is an unquiet 

evil, full of deadly poison than which there is nothing colder. Therefore the 
Holy Spirit appeared in tongues of fire, to apply tongues to tongues, fire to 
deadly poison.” 1 Or on the feast of St. Philip and St. James he says, “The 
heavenly Jerusalem is called ‘pure gold’, because of the brightness of the 
glorified bodies; which will be like clear glass, because in clear glass whatever is 
inside appears clearly outside, and so in that vision of peace all the secrets of 
the heart will be open to all, and therefore they will burn towards one another 
with a furnace of unquenchable and inexpressible charity. At the moment we  

 



do not truly love one another as we should, because we hide ourselves in 
darkness and separate ourselves from one another in the secrets of the heart; 
and so charity has grown cold and iniquity has abounded.” 2 

St. Anthony would die on June 13, 1231. Since his death he has always been 
one of the more popular saints. Pope Gregory IX canonized him less than a 
year later. He is the patron saint of a number of things including: Brazil, 
Portugal, mail, shipwrecks, travelers, the poor and seekers of lost articles. His 
link to lost articles comes from a story where a novice supposedly took a 
Psalter that St. Anthony was using. Upon seeing that it had disappeared 
Anthony prayed very fervently that it would be found. As a result of his prayer 
the novice was said to have seen a rather scary apparition and became so 
frightened that he rushed to return the Psalter to St. Anthony. He is so 
associated with finding lost things that there is even a jingle about which says, 
“St. Anthony please look around; something is lost and must be found.” His 
association with the poor is partly from St. Anthony’s bread which is the name 
given to the alms that are given to the poor in order to receive his intercession. 
One of the stories that is used to support this practice dates to the time not 
long after St. Anthony’s death when a basilica was being built in his honor. A 
child drowned nearby and his mother promised that if the child was restored 
she would give the amount of corn equal to the child’s weight to the poor. The 
boy’s life was restored and the mother subsequently gave the corn. He is 
buried in the basilica that bears his name in Padua, which still receives more 
than five million pilgrims a year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Anthony was not able to find what he was looking for among the 
Augustinians. What do you think he saw in the Franciscans that made him 
so eager to join? 

2. Anthony was deeply moved by seeing the martyred remains of some 
Franciscans. What role do you think martyrdom plays in the Christian 
Church? 

3. We always associate Anthony with Italy, yet he was Portuguese. In looking 
at his story it seems a number of strange circumstances put him in Padua. 
Would you see this as all part of God’s plan? 

4. Anthony made his name preaching, yet for many years he either did not 
preach or no one took much notice of it. Have you ever seen a gift that was 
discovered later in life? 

5. Some of the miracle stories about Anthony sound a little far-fetched to our 
modern ears. What do you think is the truth of these stories? 

6. It often seems with great preachers that they can flow between their own 
words and those of scripture almost seamlessly. What do you think is the 
best attribute of a great preacher? 

7. Before the age of television and 24 hour entertainment do you think people 
paid more attention to sermons?  

8. How do you feel about asking a saint to intercede for you? 

9. Why do you think St. Anthony remains so popular? 

1 The Sermons of St. Anthony, 
http://www.basilica.org/pages/ebooks/St.%20Anthony%20of%20Padua- 
The%20Sermons%20of%20Saint%20Anthony.pdf 2 Ibid. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 



Thomas Merton 
If you were to pick the reason why Thomas Merton is so 
remembered and beloved it would have to be because of 
his writings. He was born on January 31,1915 in Prades, 
Pyrénées- Orientales (a town in Southern France near the 
Spanish border). His parents were not French but rather 

his mother was an American and his father a New Zealander. His parents were 
both artists and were working there. However, as 1915 was not a terribly good 
time to be in France in August of that year they came to the United States. 
Three years later his mother would give birth to another child, John Paul. 
With the end of World War I the family considered returning to France, but 
sadly his mother Ruth was diagnosed with stomach cancer and would die on 
October 21, 1921. From this point his upbringing would become less 
conventional, being the son of a single parent who was also an artist. He would 
spend time with his father in Bermuda, but soon returned to live with his 
mother’s family on Long Island (where his brother was already living). After 
two years he then returned to France with his father. Here he would be 
enrolled in a boarding school where he would stay for about two years. From 
there his father brought him to England where he was enrolled in a 
preparatory school and then boarding school. His father also grew 
progressively more ill (he had a brain tumor) and would die on January 16, 
1931. In October of 1933 he enrolled at Clare College, Cambridge. His time 
there would not be happy and was marked by much licentiousness – he drank 
excessively and allegedly fathered a child. He would leave Cambridge after 
completing his exams in May of 1934 and would return to the United States. 

He moved in with his mother’s family and enrolled at Columbia University (he 
would take the train in from Long Island every day). It was at Columbia that 
his life would begin to change. He matured and began to grow interested in 
Roman Catholicism. In his autobiography The Seven Story Mountain, he 
writes about what made him decide to become a Roman Catholic. “I took up 
the book about Gerard Manly Hopkins. The chapter told of Hopkins at 
Balliol, at Oxford. He was thinking of becoming a Catholic. He was writing 
letters to Cardinal Newman (not yet a cardinal) about becoming a Catholic. All 
of a sudden something began to stir within me, something began to push me, 
to prompt me. It was a movement that spoke like a voice. ‘What are you 
waiting for?’ it said. ‘Why are you sitting here? Why do you still hesitate? You 



know what you ought to do? Why don’t you do it?’” 1 On November 16, 1938 
Merton was baptized at Corpus Christi Church in New York City (not far from 
Columbia University) and he received Holy Communion. On May 25, 1939 
he would receive Confirmation at the same place. From this point it would not 
be long before he started to feel that he was to become a priest. In August of 
1940 he tried to join the Franciscans, but was ultimately told that it was not to 
be. The rejection probably had something to do with his time in Cambridge. In 
August of 1940 he began teaching at St. Bonaventure University in western 
New York State. 

In April of 1940 he went on retreat during Holy Week to the Trappist Abbey 
of Gethsemini south of Louisville, Kentucky. It would be a life changing 
experience. He wrote about his first mass that he experienced there saying, 
“How did I live through that next hour? It is a mystery to me. The silence, the 
solemnity, the dignity of these Masses and of the church, and the overpowering 
atmosphere of prayers so fervent that they were almost tangible choked me 
with love and reverence that robbed me of my power to breath. I could only 
get air in gasps.” 2 Upon leaving there at the end of a week he wrote, “Back in 
the world, I felt like a man that had come down from the rare atmosphere of a 
very high mountain...How I longed to be back there now; everything here, in 
the world outside, was insipid and slightly insane. There was only one place I 
knew of where there was any true order.” 3 In March of 1942 Merton was 
accepted as a novice monk at the monastery at Gethsemini. Writing about this 
moment Merton says, “So Brother Matthew locked the gate behind me and I 
was enclosed in the four walls of my new freedom.” 4 The walls however would 
not be able to completely shut out the world as his brother John Paul would 
die when his plane crashed into the English Channel. Merton would write a 
poem about this which concludes: “For in the wreckage of your April Christ 
lies slain, And Christ weeps in the ruins of my spring: The money of Whose 
tears shall fall Into your weak and friendless hand And buy you back to your 
own land: The silence of Whose tears shall fall. Like bells upon your alien 
tomb, Hear them and come: they call you home.” 5 

One would think that upon entering a monastery that was not really known for 
talking that this might be the last we heard of Merton, but his superior 
encouraged him to write. He published some works of poetry and then in 1948 
his autobiography titled The Seven Story Mountain came out. It was an 
immediate success and motivated many a returning World War Two veteran 



to think about entering a monastery. Fulton Sheen referred to this work as a 
twentieth century form of St. Augustine’s Confessions. The book actually ends 
when Merton enters the monastery. His literary output would continue. He 
wrote The Ascent to Truth, which looks at the mystical works of St. John of 
the Cross. In No Man is an Island he provides meditation on the spiritual life 
similar to what he did in Seeds of Contemplation (a book about contemplation 
and how it leads to awareness of reality). In The Sign of Jonas he sort of picks 
up where The Seven Story Mountain left off talking about the life of a monk. 

By the 1960’s Merton would either become caught up in the times or influence 
them depending on your perspective. He was very much involved in the 
zeitgeist. He supported the Civil Rights movement, opposed the Vietnam War 
and Nuclear Weapons as well as championed interfaith dialogue. He felt that 
nuclear weapons posed the most serious crisis in Christian history and wished 
that the Catholic Church would oppose nuclear weapons with the same 
enthusiasm that they opposed birth control. His desire for interfaith dialogue 
led him to meet the Dali Lama on three separate occasions as well as other 
Tibetan masters. In December of 1968 he travelled to Bangkok, Thailand to 
attend a conference between Catholic and non-Christian monks. While 
stepping out of the bath he reached out to adjust an electric fan and accidently 
touched an exposed wire and was electrocuted. 

In assessing Merton’s legacy Robert Royal writing in First Things states, 
“Merton is beyond doubt one of the great spiritual masters of our century. His 
personal turmoil and the misjudgments in his social thought notwithstanding, 
he is a forceful reminder that what may appear the most rarefied of 
contemplative speculations have powerful and concrete implications for the 
world. God dealt Thomas Merton a difficult hand. His greatness as a man lies 
not only in that he was able, more or less, to keep several different persons 
together in difficult times under the banner of ‘Thomas Merton,’ but that he 
provides an enduring witness to all of us much less gifted seekers who have to 
shore up our own fragmentary lives in quest for the ‘hidden wholeness.’” 6 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Much of Merton’s early life was pretty directionless. What do you think 
made him change and pursue a structured religious life? 

2. Merton gained inspiration from Gerard Manly Hopkins (a Jesuit priest and 
poet). Have you ever been inspired by someone who came before you in 
their faith? 

3. Merton heard the words “What are you waiting for?” Have you ever been 
prodded on by God to do something?  

4. While his first forays into the priesthood were not fruitful, Merton would 
persist and eventually succeed. How do we know when God is telling us no 
and when it is something else? 

5. Before he reached the age of 30, Merton had lost his entire family. How do 
you think such an event would influence his life and his relationship to 
God? 

6. Merton describes entering the monastery as being “enclosed in the four 
walls of my new freedom.” How do you think he felt free and how do you 
perceive the idea of freedom? 

7. Why do you think Merton wrote so much about himself? Do you find 
hearing about other people’s experiences helpful? 

8. The controversial part of Merton’s life involved his protests against the 
Vietnam War and Nuclear Weapons. Do you think clergy have a role to 
play in politics and if so what is that role? 

9. Do you think there is value in inter-faith dialogue? 

1 Thomas Merton, The Seven Story Mountain (Orlando, Harcourt Brace & Company, 
1976), 215.  

2 Ibid.,323., 3 Ibid.,332-333., 4 Ibid.,372. 

5 Ibid.,404. 6 Robert Royal. “The Several Storied Thomas Merton.” First Things, (February, 
1997), http://www.firstthings.com/article/2007/12/003-the-several-storied-thomas-merton-16 

	  



St. Boniface 
The spread of Christianity would be easy to chart if it had 
gone out from Jerusalem in concentric circles like the 
ripples from a rock thrown into a still lake. However that 
is not exactly how things worked. Certainly the areas in 
close proximity to Jerusalem did become Christian, but 

as you get further away things get a little more muddled. One of the great 
figures of this muddled time was St. Boniface. He is known as the Apostle of 
Germany, which would make one suspect that he was German, but one would 
be wrong because he was actually from England. Somehow in the spread of 
Christianity it occasionally went north before it came back south. 

Boniface was born sometime around 675 in Wessex (more or less the 
southwestern tip of England), which at that time was its own kingdom. His 
birth name was Wynfrith. The very little that we know of his early days suggest 
that he was educated at the monastery at Exeter. Early sources suggest that he 
was from a wealthy family and that his father objected to him entering the 
religious life. Whatever the case, he was well educated, furthering his studies at 
the monastery at Nursling (near Southampton). He became a Benedictine and 
was put in charge of the monastic school. At the age of 30 he was ordained a 
priest. He was considered a man of great learning and wrote a Latin Grammar 
and was known for his preaching. Despite this, he desired to go and convert 
the heathen and in 716 set about to go to Frisia (a coastal region on the 
southeastern corner of the North Sea stretching from roughly the Netherlands 
to the Danish border). This initial foray into the missionary field did not go 
very well as political disturbances forced him to return to England. This would 
not slow him down. In an effort to ensure the success of his missionary efforts, 
he traveled to Rome in 718 and in 719 Pope Gregory II gave him the authority 
to preach to the heathen in Germany (i.e. the east side of the Rhine). It is also 
believed that it was during this time in Rome that his name was changed to 
Boniface. This name was supposedly in honor of St Boniface of Tarsus (a 
fourth century martyr). 

He left Rome and travelled towards Bavaria and then to Thuringia (central 
Germany). In the account written of his life by Willibald we read, “In 
Thuringia the holy man followed the mandate given him by the Apostolic See. 
He spoke to the senators of each tribe and the princes of the whole people 



with words of spiritual exhortation, recalling them to the true way of knowledge 
and the light of understanding that for the greater part they had lost through 
the perversity of their teachers. By preaching the Gospel and turning their 
minds away from evil toward a life of virtue and the observance of canonical 
decrees he reproved, admonished, and instructed to the best of his ability the 
priests and the elders, some of whom devoted themselves to the true worship 
of Almighty God.” 1 With his success in Germany, he was called back to Rome 
in 722 and ordained a Bishop (although he was not given a see). One of the 
most famous stories to emerge about Boniface came during his return to 
Germany after becoming a bishop. While he had won many converts there 
were those who stuck with the old pagan religions that were indigenous to the 
region. There was an enormous oak tree that was called the Oak of Jupiter and 
it had special significance for the pagans in the area. Boniface took it upon 
himself to rid the place of this annoying tree. Willibald’s account describes it as 
follows: “Taking his courage in his hands (for a great crowd of pagans stood by 
watching and bitterly cursing in their hearts the enemy of the gods), he cut the 
first notch. But when he had made a superficial cut. Suddenly, the oak's vast 
bulk, shaken by a mighty blast of wind from above crashed to the ground 
shivering its topmost branches into fragments in its fall. As if by the express will 
of God (for the brethren present had done nothing to cause it) the oak burst 
asunder into four parts, each part having a trunk of equal length. At the sight of 
this extraordinary spectacle the heathens who had been cursing ceased to revile 
and began, on the contrary, to believe and bless the Lord” 2 Because of this 
story images of St. Boniface often show him with an ax in his hand. It is said 
that he then used the wood from the felled oak to build a chapel dedicated to 
St. Peter. 

1 Willibald: The Life of St. Boniface, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/willibald-
boniface.asp 2 Ibid. 

 
He would continue to work in Thuringia where he founded a number of 
monasteries including those of Fritzlar (located north of Frankfurt and one of 
the key monasteries in the Christainzation of Germany), Tauberbischofsheim 
(literally Bishop’s home on the river Tauber), Ohrdruf (now famous as the 
birthplace of the kewpie doll), Ochsenfurt and Kitzingen. Probably in the year 
732, Pope Gregory III made Boniface Archbishop with jurisdiction over 
Germany. Since this was a new position and since the situation was still fluid 



with not all of German being yet Christian, Boniface was required to start 
making the necessary preparations to create an ecclesiastical organization. In 
practical terms, this meant appointing new bishops and of course continuing to 
work at thy conversion of the tribes within his jurisdiction. Beginning in 742, 
he convened a series of councils to make reforms within the Frankish church. 
Some of the decisions to come out of these councils included the idea that 
clergy and bishops were not to take part in any wars and that laypeople were 
not to marry close relatives. It is important to remember in all of this was that 
Boniface received support from many of the important leaders of the area 
including Charles Martel (also known as Charles the Hammer and was 
grandfather of Charlemagne). 

In May of 748, Boniface finally got a place to call home when Pope Zachary 
made him Archbishop of Mainz. This new archdiocese comprised the 
dioceses of Tongem, Cologne, Worms, Speyer, Utrecht, as well as the 
dioceses erected by Boniface himself: Buraburg, Eichstätt, Erfurt, and 
Würzburg. It appears that it also included Augsburg, Coire, and Constance. 
However, after a few years of this more docile life Boniface became restless 
and resigned as Archbishop so that he could return to the mission field. In 754 
he assembled a group for confirmation at Dokkum (in north central Holland). 
“But events turned out otherwise than expected. When the appointed day 
arrived and the morning light was breaking through the clouds after sunrise, 
enemies came instead of friends, new executioners in place of new worshipers 
of the faith. A vast number of foes armed with spears and shields rushed into 
the camp brandishing their weapons.” 3 There he would die and his body was 
taken to Fulda (about 40 miles northeast of Frankfurt). His grave would 
become a major place for pilgrimage during the middle ages. In 1980 when 
Pope John Paul II visited Fulda, he said this, “The holy Boniface, bishop and 
martyr, signifies the beginning of the gospel and the church in your country.” 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think Christianity spread in a slightly uneven manner? 

2. It appears that Boniface had a good job. What do you think made him want 
to become a missionary? 

3. Boniface was turned back during his first foray into German country. What 
do you think motivated him to go back? 

4. It appears that Boniface saw much evil in the spiritual beliefs of the natives. 
How do you think Boniface was able to persuade them to become Christian 
and reject their previous beliefs? 

5. Boniface took something pagan (Jupiter’s Oak) and turned it into 
something Christian (a chapel dedicated to St. Peter). How do you think we 
can go about “Christianizing” non-Christian things? 

6. Nowadays many argue that the idea of the church building is growing 
obsolete. Yet when Boniface evangelized one of the first things he did was 
set up buildings (i.e. monasteries, chapels, etc.). How important do you 
think buildings are in Christianity? 

7. If you were spreading Christianity in a non-Christian land, what do you 
think would be the most important things to do to make it permanent? 

8. In those days evangelizing often meant converting the king and then with his 
protection you could work on the rest of the people. Do you think this 
relationship could prove problematic? 

9. The desire that Boniface had to return to the mission field ultimately cost 
him his life. Why do you think even though he had reached the pinnacle in 
the church world the mission field was still where Boniface wanted to be? 

 
3 Ibid. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



St. Mary 
When we discuss the Virgin Mary there are really two 
different things to discuss, There is what we learn of 
her from the Bible and then there are other beliefs 
and practices which are not recorded there. It is 
interesting that she has really become one of the key 
figures in the split between the Protestant faiths and 

the Roman Catholic Church. And when we talk about these controversies it 
has mainly to do with the things that are not recorded in scripture. For 
purposes of this essay I would like to break it into two parts – biblical 
understandings and understandings which developed outside of the Bible. 
These are not perfect distinctions I realize because there is some intermingling 
between the two, but it’s the best I can do. 

Biblical 
The two Gospels that spend the most time with Mary are Matthew and Luke. 
However, Luke is the one who fills in most of the details. We hear in both 
accounts that Mary was a virgin who was found to be pregnant before she and 
Joseph had been married. In Luke’s account, Mary is told of this by the angel 
Gabriel who says to her, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you... ‘Do 
not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will 
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will 
be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of 
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Joseph, of course, 
marries her and in a stable in Bethlehem Jesus is born. This greeting 
incidentally is what is heard at the beginning of the Hail Mary, albeit with a 
different translation (Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with you.) Also in 
Luke’s account, we have the Song of Mary, also known as the Magnificat, 
which begins, “My soul doth magnify the Lord and spirit hath rejoiced in God 
my savior.” 

After the birth of Jesus, Mary begins to fade somewhat into the background. 
There are other stories of her, but the focus shifts to Jesus (for obvious 
reasons). For example, when Jesus goes up to Jerusalem with his family for the 
feast of Passover and lingers behind we hear this from Mary after they find 



Jesus preaching in the temple, “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, 
your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.” In John’s 
Gospel, Mary is present for Jesus’ first miracle at the wedding feast of Cana. 
When the wine runs out Mary approaches Jesus and says, “They have no 
wine.” And then when Jesus agrees to do something about it she tells the 
servants to “do whatever he tells you.” There is also a scene in scripture that 
suggests that Mary may not have understood everything Jesus was doing. This 
comes in Mark’s Gospel when she and his brothers come for him and Jesus 
replies, “Who are my mother and my brothers?... Here are my mother and 
my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and 
mother.” At the end of John’s Gospel in one of the saddest scenes in scripture 
as Jesus is on the cross we read, “When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple 
whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, here is 
your son. ’Then he said to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’ And from that 
hour the disciple took her into his own home.” The last mention of Mary by 
name comes in the first chapter of Acts where we hear, “All these were 
constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, 
including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.” 

Outside of the Bible 

This is something of an insufficient distinction because much of what is 
asserted about Mary in later times is argued from scripture. For example, those 
like Justin Martyr and Irenaeus of Lyon argue that Mary is a like Eve in the 
sense that she is part of new creation, except that she was obedient whereas 
Eve was disobedient. Again there is no specific mention in the Bible of Mary 
being a new Eve, but the arguments are Biblical. Thoughts and devotion to 
Mary would grow over time. One of the key things to happen occurred at the 
council of Ephesus. Here in 431 it was affirmed that Mary was the Theotokus 
(God Bearer), which means that she literally carried God in her womb. In the 
6th century, largely under the guidance of Gregory of Tours, the Assumption 
of Mary began to spread. This doctrine says that Mary did not die but was 
assumed into heaven. However, it would not be until 1950 before this doctrine 
was officially defined by the Roman Catholic Church when Pope Pius XII 
declared, “by the authority of our Lord Jesus Christ, of the Blessed Apostles 
Peter and Paul, and by our own authority, we pronounce, declare, and define it 
to be a divinely revealed dogma: that the Immaculate Mother of God, the ever 
Virgin Mary, having completed the course of her earthly life, was assumed 



body and soul into heavenly glory.” 1 The other major doctrine surrounding 
Mary had to do with her conception. This doctrine seeks to explain how Mary 
could be pure enough to carry the son of God. It would be debated throughout 
the Middle Ages with no official position forthcoming. For the Roman 
Catholic Church, this question was settled at the First Vatican Council in 1854 
when Pius IX proclaimed, “The most Blessed Virgin Mary was, from the first 
moment of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege of almighty God 
and by virtue of the merits of Jesus Christ, Savior of the human race, preserved 
immune from all stain of original sin,” 2 which basically says that Mary was 
conceived without the taint of original sin and that she remained a virgin to her 
death. 

The other major development outside of doctrinal issues has to do with 
devotions to Mary. These date back to at least the late third or early fourth 
century. In the hymn known as the Sub Tuum Praesidium we hear, “Beneath 
your compassion, We take refuge, O Mother of God: Do not despise our 
petitions in time of trouble: but rescue us from dangers, only pure, only 
blessed one.” Other expressions of this devotion came from liturgies like “The 
Little Office of Our Lady” which was patterned on the Divine Office (the daily 
public prayer of the Roman Catholic Church). This liturgy probably originated 
sometime in the 10th century and still continues to this day. The Angelus is a 
short devotion that is done three times daily in honor of the incarnation. It 
consists of three “Hail Mary’s”, versicles and a collect as a memorial to the 
incarnation. There are also a number of days for her on the Roman Catholic 
Church calendar (although other denominations participate in some of these) 
including The Assumption (August 15), The Immaculate Conception 
(December 8), The Nativity (September 8), The Annunciation (March 25), 
The Presentation of Christ (February 2), and The Visitation (July 2). The other 
place that Mary shows up a lot outside of the Bible are in visions. The earliest 
recorded is from the third century by a guy named Gregory Thaumaturgus. 
Some of the more famous ones in modern times are those of Lourdes and 
Fatima. In both of these cases the recipients of the visions were children. 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Why do you think that of all people the Virgin Mary would elicit 
controversy? 

2. What do you think God saw in Mary? 

3. Some of the Biblical stories of Mary show some tension between her and 
Jesus. What do you think is the cause of this? 

4. What do you think Mary knew of Jesus and his mission of salvation? 

5. What do you think of the argument that Mary is the new Eve? 

6. Many of the doctrines of Mary in the Roman Catholic Church were decided 
at a much later date. Do you think that this matters as to their validity? 

7. The Immaculate Conception seeks to answer the question of how could 
corruptible man carry an incorruptible God. Do you think it does a good 
job or should it be left a mystery? 

8. Do you think Mary should hold an exalted place among the saints? 

9. What is your opinion of visions? 

1 Apostolic Constitution of Pope Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus, Defining the Dogma of 
the Assumption: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xii/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-
xii_apc_19501101_munificentissimus- deus_en.html 2 Catechism of the Catholic Church 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1994), 124. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



The Oxford Movement 
As one can tell by the name this was a movement that 
came from Oxford, England (Oriel College, Oxford if 
you want to be more specific). It is traditionally said to 
have begun on July 14, 1833 when John Keble 
preached a sermon entitled National Apostasy at St. 

Mary’s in Oxford. The sermon dealt with a proposal in the British Parliament 
having to do with reducing the number of bishoprics in the Church of Ireland 
(which was Anglican). Today the movement is largely associated with Anglo-
Catholicism, which to most people simply means that you are an Anglican who 
uses incense and has some really nice vestments. However, simply knowing 
these facts we actually know very little about the Oxford Movement and we 
might miss what it was that those early reformers were really all about. Like 
most great movements, a number of factors came together to cause it. 

To start to get to its origins one needs to look at least as far back as Henry VIII 
and the English Reformation. Unlike reformers on the continent, many of 
those who supported the Reformation in England, did so with an eye to the 
historical Church in the British Isles. Which means that they saw in it an 
organic and unique British Christianity that flowed from early times, and was 
not dependent upon Roman Catholicism for its existence or essence. 
Following this line of thinking, those in the Oxford Movement (who we will 
discuss in detail in a moment) felt that the Church of England had lost some of 
its historical connection with the past and that in the times following the 
Reformation the baby had been thrown out with the bathwater. So in many 
ways they saw their movement as a rediscovering of what had been lost across 
the years in the Church of England. This also helps explain why John Keble 
was so upset that parliament was discussing the future of the church, because if 
the Church of England was something that predated parliament, then 
parliament really had no authority over it. There are other explanations that 
are offered for the genesis of the Oxford Movement, most famously those who 
see it as a Romantic reaction to the Church (Romantic in the sense of 
romanticism, not Pepe le Pew). 

That being said the real intellectual heft of the movement came through what 
were known as tracts (essays of varying lengths addressing a particular topic). In 
all, 90 of these tracts would be published covering topics ranging from the 



necessity of public prayer to the mysticism attributed to early Church Fathers. 
Naturally, the tracts would cover the topic of church and state. In tract 2 we 
hear, “Are we content to be accounted the mere creation of the State, as 
schoolmasters and teachers may be, or soldiers, or magistrates, or other public 
offices? Did the State make us? Can it unmake us? Can it send out 
missionaries? Can it arrange dioceses? Surely all these things are spiritual 
functions; and Laymen may as well set about preaching, and consecrating the 
Lord’s Supper, as assume these.” 1 

One of the major thoughts to emerge from these tracts was the idea of the Via 
Media (the middle way). The basic idea was that Anglicanism existed between 
the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church, not because it was unable to 
make up its mind, but rather because that is where the true church was to be 
found. In tract number 38 we read, “The glory of the English Church is, that it 
has taken the VIA MEDIA, as it has been called. It lies between the (so-called) 
Reformers and Romanists.” 2 

Other tracts concerned themselves with changing the Liturgy (they were 
generally against it), Apostolic succession (they liked it saying, “the Apostles 
appointed successors to their ministerial office, and the latter in turn appointed 
others, and so on to the present day;-and further, that the Apostles and their 
Successors have in every age committed portions of their power and authority 
to others, who thus become their delegates, and in a measure their 
representatives, and are called Priests and Deacons.”) 3, and the Eucharist 
which they saw as sacramental and not merely memorialist saying, “it is most 
evident, that the Bread and Wine, (which according to St. Paul are the 
Elements of the holy Eucharist), are neither changed as to their substance, nor 
vanished, nor reduced to nothing, but are solemnly consecrated by the words 
of CHRIST, that by them His blessed Body and Blood may be communicated 
to us.” 4 

In looking back on the impact of these tracts, W.H. Hutchings would write, “It 
was while we were thus floating without authority to guide us, that the Oxford 
tracts appeared. It is impossible to exaggerate the immediate effect. In reading 
them as they came put, one felt a sense of interest and earnestness in religious 
doctrines one had not known before. Doctrines new to one were vividly taught, 
and those with which one was vividly familiar, but had held in a somewhat 
perfunctory way, started into fresh life. The Church, its Priesthood and 



Sacraments, acquired a reality unfelt before.” 5 We see the influence of The 
Oxford movement in much of the day-to-day practices of the Episcopal 
Church with things like weekly Eucharist, the use of vestments and frontals as 
well as the use of incense. 

Major People in the Oxford Movement 

John Keble: As previously mentioned it was his Assize Sermon that is largely 
credited with launching the whole Oxford Movement. He was born in 1792 
the son of an Anglican Vicar. He was known for his poetry, especially that 
which is found in his collection known as The Christian Year. In 1831 he 
would become professor of poetry at Oxford. He is responsible for a number 
of the tracts, including 4, 13, 40, 52, 54, 57, 60 and 89. Although he was a 
brilliant man, by all accounts much of his lasting legacy comes from his work as 
a parish priest in Hursley, near Winchester. It is said of him, “His Beauty of 
character impressed all who came in contact with him, and his advice on 
spiritual matters, always given with great diffidence, was widely sought after.” 6 

John Henry Newman: Born in 1801 he would begin his studies at Trinity 
College in Oxford in 1817 and became a Fellow of Oriel in 1822. He was 
ordained a deacon in 1824 and vicar of St Mary’s Oxford in 1828. His 
sermons here were collected and published as Parochial and Plain Sermons 
and became tremendously influential. He composed a number of tracts 
including possibly the most controversial, number 90 which advocated viewing 
the thirty-nine articles as largely in-sync with the decisions of the of Trent (the 
Roman Catholic response to the Reformation). This would lead to his growing 
isolation, which ultimately ended with his reception into the Roman Catholic 
Church in 1845. He would live until 1890, and in 1991 the Roman Catholic 
Church declared him venerable. 

Edward Bouverie Pusey: He was born in 1800 and became a Fellow of Oriel 
College in 1823. His studies would center largely on Hebrew, Aramaic and 
other Semitic languages. He would publish four tracts (numbers 18 and 67-69). 
One project that Pusey and many others in the Oxford Movement worked on 
was translating the early church fathers (Pusey contributed the first book to this 
project; a translation of St. Augustine’s Confessions). He would also help 
establish a number of what would be considered more Roman Catholic  



institutions like the first order of Anglican nuns. He was also a major defender 
of the doctrine of real presence. He would die in 1882. After his death his 
friends would endow an institution at Oxford that came to be known as Pusey 
House. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Today we tend to think of academia as not terribly Christian (if not openly 
hostile), yet this major reform movement that sought about improving the 
Church of England began at Oxford. What do you think has changed in 
academia that it no longer does much with Christianity? 

2. Do you think that the church occasionally needs to be reformed from the 
inside? 

3. What do you think of the argument that the Church of England predated 
Roman Catholicism in the British Isles?  

4. Do you think people would actually read tracts if they were published 
today? 

5. Does the Via Media offer a good explanation for the Anglican Church? 

6. How important do you think doctrine is to the Church? Are you happy we 
have people who worry about it? 

7. Although Keble was an accomplished academic he is remembered mostly 
for his beauty of character. Can you think of any better tribute? 

8. Those in the Oxford Movement were very interested in the writings of the 
Church Father’s. Do you think we can still gain something by reading early 
Christians? 

9. Do you think we are in need of another “movement” to revitalize the 
Church? 

1 GeorgeHerring,WhatwastheOxfordMovement(NewYork,Continuum:2002)104. 2 Ibid.,34. 

. 3  Tract 7 The Episcopal Church Apostolical, http://anglicanhistory.org/tracts/tract7.html  

. 4  Tract 27 History of Popish Transubstantiation, 
http://anglicanhistory.org/tracts/tract27.html  

5 Ibid, 03-104. 6	  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 921. 

 



 

Jan Hus 
Born in Husinec (a town in southern Bohemia about 70 
miles southwest of Prague) around 1370, Jan Hus, along 
with John Wycliffe, were probably the most important 
reformers to emerge before the Reformation. His family 
was poor, but in 1390 he enrolled at Charles University in 
Prague. In 1394 he graduated with a master’s degree and 
began teaching at the university. In 1400 he would be 
ordained a priest and would become dean of the 

philosophy faculty in 1401. Hus’s life would become significant as a reformer 
both by his own thoughts but also by three major events that were occurring at 
the time. First off, in England the reformer John Wycliffe had set about years 
earlier to attack certain beliefs of the Roman Catholic Church, most notably 
the doctrine of transubstantiation (the bread and wine literally turn into the 
body and blood of Christ). Secondly, at that time Charles University was 
struggling to shed the yoke of foreign influence (mainly by the Germans) and 
as a result was more open to new and different ideas. Thirdly, the Great 
Schism was still going on in which there were anywhere from two to three 
popes. As a result there was a lot of fluidity as to individual’s authority and the 
ability to pope shop. 

Wycliffe’s writings would make it to Prague in 1401 and were read by Hus, 
who was impressed by them although he did not wholeheartedly embrace all of 
their ramifications. One of the ideas that he did find appealing had to do with 
the reform of Roman Catholic clergy. For at the time the clerical estate owned 
about half of the land in Bohemia. This was bad enough but they also taxed 
people heavily. This situation not only caught the attention of Hus, but it also 
provided elements for wide spread support of a reform movement. Generally 
speaking, for reform movements to really take root in the church or at least 
command widespread support there needs to be at least one temporal issue in 
addition to the theological ones. While Hus was mulling over the ideas of 
reform and the ramifications of Wycliffe’s ideas, Hus would be given a major 
forum for his ideas as the head of the Bethlehem Chapel in Prague. This 
Chapel had been established by students of Jan Milíc ̌ of Krome ̌r ̌í�, who had 
started a national reform movement. This chapel did two things. First it set to 
keep up the ideas of national reform but it was also a place where sermons 



were preached in Czech (instead of Latin). This may seem rather innocuous to 
us today but at that time using vernacular language was a major no no. In fact 
one of the major issues that Wycliffe ran into was the fact that he had 
translated the Bible into English. 

He advocated for what would be perceived nowadays as rather minor reforms 
like the morality of the clergy, a new issue came up having to do with the 
University. The Czechs had a rather minor influence on the university having 
only one vote compared to the German’s three. This obviously did not sit very 
well with Czech reformers who found many of their ideas stymied. For 
example, “In 1403 a German university master, Johann Hübner, drew up a list 
of 45 articles, presumably selected from Wycliffe’s writings, and had them 
condemned as heretical.” 1 He could obviously do this because the Germans 
had the votes. This situation eventually enraged the Bohemian King Wenceslas 
so much that he “he subverted the university constitution by granting the Czech 
masters three votes each and the Germans only one; the result was a mass 
emigration of the Germans from Prague to several German universities. In the 
fall of 1409 Hus was elected rector of the now Czech-dominated University.” 2 
As a result of this departure, those who left, including those who would found 
the university at Leipzig, had less than charitable feelings for the Czechs and 
their reforms. Hus would of course continue with his ideas for reform, 
preaching it from Bethlehem Chapel. 

Into all of this came the strange politics of the great schism. In 1409 there were 
two Popes. The first was Benedict XIII who resided in Avignon, France and 
Gregory XII who resided in Rome. As a result the Council of Pisa was called 
with the idea of deposing these two popes and electing a new one. It did just 
that. However the two preexisting popes decided not to step down. When this 
happened Archbishop Zbyne ̌k (the Archbishop of Prague) and the higher 
clergy remained faithful to Pope Gregory XII and Hus and other reformers 
took up with the newest pope Alexander V. Eventually the Archbishop would 
acknowledge Alexander as the legitimate Pope. However, once doing this 
Archbishop Zbyne ̌k got to work in ridding himself of Hus. He convinced this 
pope (pope number three if you are counting) to prohibit preaching in private 
chapels and to condemn Wycliffe’s teachings. Hus refused to follow these 
pronouncements and continued about his preaching and condemning. The 
Archbishop would die suddenly in 1411, which gave Hus some breathing 
room for a while. However, a new issue would come up when Alexander V 



died and was replaced by John XXIII. He decided it would be a good idea to 
wage a war against Pope Gregory XII but he lacked money. So he did what any 
normal pope would do in that day and age to get some money, he started 
selling indulgences. This was not terribly popular in Bohemia and Hus strongly 
objected to it. However, since King Wenceslas had given permission to John 
XXIII he was not too happy that Hus was publically opposing it. As a result 
Hus lost the protection of the king, and those who opposed him now were able 
to bring back the charges that were originally brought by Archbishop Zbyněk. 
”He was declared under major excommunication for refusing to appear and an 
interdict was pronounced over Prague or any other place where Hus might 
reside, thereby denying certain sacraments of the church to communicants in 
the interdicted area. In order to spare the city the consequences, Hus 
voluntarily left Prague in October 1412. He found refuge mostly in southern 
Bohemia in the castles of his friends, and during the next two years he engaged 
in feverish literary activity.” 3 

Hus eventually would be forced to go to the Council of Constance (which had 
been called to sort out the multiple pope matter). He arrived in November of 
1414, and he was tried by the council on the charge of being a Wycliffite 
heretic. He was allowed to defend himself, but ultimately the council was 
looking for him to recant, which he would not do. As a result he was sentenced 
to death and on July 6, 1415 he was burned at the stake. 

This would not be the end of Hus’s legacy. Huss would become a national 
hero and Charles University would declare him a martyr. In 1419 the first 
Defenestration of Prague took place when Hussites threw seven councilors out 
the window of Prague’s New Town Hall (the second defenestration would take 
place at the beginning of the Thirty Years War). These so-called Hussite wars 
would continue until 1434, the result of which was many reforms were 
instituted like vernacular liturgy and utraquism (that the sacraments should be 
administered in both kinds). Today the churches that call themselves Moravian 
or Bohemian Brethren consider themselves direct descendants of Hus and his 
reforms. 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Did you know that there was a reformation before “The Reformation”? 

2. Do you think the church should own property outside of what they need for 
churches, monasteries etc.? 

3. Hus obviously lived in a time where he got some help with the 
dissemination of his ideas. How much do you think the times are 
responsible for a person’s notoriety? 

4. Can you think of a good reason not to have sermons preached in the 
vernacular? 

5. Do you think things should be condemned as heretical? 

6. Hus lost his protection from King Wenceslas when he publically disagreed 
with him. Do you think it is important for clergy to oppose leaders if they 
feel they are doing something wrong? 

7. Do you think being burned at the stake enhanced Hus’s legacy? 

8. Refusing to recant cost Hus his life. Do you think dying for your ideals is a 
noble witness? 

9. Today the Czech Republic is one of the least Christian countries in Europe 
with only 19% of the population expressing a belief in God. What do you 
think has happened? 

 
1 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/277400/Jan-Hus  

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 

 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



St. Athanasius 
With many people who are remembered across the ages it is 
because of one reason. However with St. Athanasius there are 
actually two reasons (three if you count introducing 
monasticism to the Western Church) for why we remember 
him and those have to do with the courage in which he lived 
his life and the writings that he produced in his lifetime. He 

was born probably around the year 296 in Alexandria, Egypt. He has been 
described as being “Egyptian by birth and Greek by education” 1 He was from 
a well off family and was educated in the Catechetical School in Alexandria 
which is the oldest such school (legend says that it was founded by St. Mark). 

There would be two major events that threatened orthodox Christianity that 
occurred in his life that greatly influenced him; one came from the outside and 
the other from inside. The first came from the Roman Empire, of which 
Alexandria was a part. The emperor Diocletian persecuted those who refused 
to submit to Rome’s pantheon of gods. It would of course not only be 
Christians who were persecuted, but they definitely fell into the group that did 
not conform to Diocletian’s views on worship. “The Church of Alexandria 
already so rich in martyrs, became richer yet: and among them were many 
whom Athanasius knew, men and women from whom he had learned the 
Catholic faith and a loving intimacy with Holy Scripture, children with whom, 
probably, he had worked and played.” 2 This persecution would not end until 
313 with the edict of Milan. The second event that would play a major role in 
the life of St. Athanasius was from inside the church and was a heresy known 
as Arianism. This heresy is named after its originator, a man by the name of 
Arius who was a priest in Alexandria. He lived between the years 270 and 336 
and seemed to have been concerned that Christianity was being rejected by 
educated Greeks on account of its emphasis on the Incarnation (God 
becoming man). To rectify this he proposed that Jesus was of a different 
substance than God the father and that while Jesus had existed for a long time 
there was a time when he did not exist. Jesus, in Arian thinking was foremost 
among created beings, but he was still created. 

Athanasius would become a deacon and secretary to the Bishop of Alexandria 
(who was named Alexander just to make things confusing) early in his life. It 
would be in this role that he would attend the Council of Nicaea in 325 and 



would become Bishop in 328. He would spend the early days of his 
episcopacy visiting around his diocese and making contact with many of those 
living in the desert. This desert group would later come to be known as the 
Desert Fathers (and mothers). But things would soon turn bad for him. For 
after having spent the first years of his life seeing the adherents of Christianity 
attacked by the Roman Empire, now Athanasius would begin to be attacked by 
those who professed to be Christian. His principle antagonists were the 
Arianizing party. His staunch opposition to them and to their ideas led to him 
being brought up on charges at the Council of Tyre in 335. Here it was 
concluded that he should be exiled (it appears one of the charges was that he 
was interfering with the supplies of grain coming from Egypt). He was sent to 
Trier where he would stay until 337 when Constantine I died. He was then 
able to return to his sea at Alexandria. However, in 339 Constantine II decided 
that it would be a good idea to make him leave Alexandria again, which he did 
in 339 eventually ending up in Rome. In 346 he was allowed to return which 
would last this time until 356 when he again was forced to flee his see. He 
would spend most of this exile hiding near the city of Alexandria. When Julian 
became emperor in 361, he again returned to Alexandria only to be exiled 
again in 362 (by Julian). When Julian died in 363 he was then again able to 
return, where he would more or less stay until his death in May of 373. 

As stated earlier those who were Arians did not like the views of Athanasius 
and set about to make a Jesus who was like the father, but not the same. 
Athanasius never gave in and fought for this position his whole life. In a bit of 
trivia, the difference between these two positions comes down to one Greek 
letter, an iota. If you say Jesus is of like substance with the Father, the Greek 
word is homoiousia while the word for same substance is homoousia. And 
eight years after the death of Athanasius, at the Council of Constantinople (the 
second council of the church), it was decided that the position held by 
Athanasius was the correct one. The creed that emerged (often called the 
Nicene Creed but should more correctly be called the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed) affirmed that Jesus was of one substance 
(homoousia) with the father. So for all of Athanasius’ exiles his witness and 
steadfastness won the day. 

1 St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Press, 1993), 17. 2 

Ibid.,18. 

 



The other area for which we remember St. Athanasius is his writing. The work 
which is the most widely read is On the Incarnation which C.S. Lewis referred 
to as “a masterpiece...for only a master mind could have written so deeply on a 
subject with such classical simplicity.” In this work, he answers and discusses 
many questions that arise because of the nature of the Incarnation. For 
example, in one section he poses the question of whether or not Jesus was still 
king of creation while he was bodily on this earth answering “The Word 
[Jesus] was not hedged in by His body, nor did His presence in the body 
prevent His being present elsewhere as well. When He moved His body He 
did not cease also to direct the universe by His Mind and might. No, The 
marvelous truth is, that being the Word, so far from being Himself contained 
by anything, He actually contained all things himself.” 3 He also argues against 
non-believers both Jewish and Gentile as well as talking about the big picture of 
God becoming man saying, “The Lord did not came to make a display. He 
came to heal and to teach suffering men. For one who wanted to make a 
display the thing would have been just to appear and dazzle the beholders. But 
for Him Who came to heal and to teach the way was not merely to dwell here, 
but to put himself at the disposal of those who needed him.” 4 

Athanasius is remembered as one who would not back down. He is often 
remembered by the phrase Athanasius contra mundum (Athanasius against the 
world) because that must have been what it felt like for him. In summing up his 
life, the Great Saint Gregory of Nazianzus said, “He was sublime in action, 
lowly in mind; inaccessible in virtue, most accessible in intercourse; gentle, free 
from anger, sympathetic, sweet in words, sweeter in disposition; angelic in 
appearance, more angelic in mind; calm in rebuke, persuasive in praise, 
without spoiling the good effect in either excess, but rebuking with the 
tenderness of a father.” 5 

 

 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. Often those who held fast in dramatic times are well remembered, but had 
to pay a steep price in their lives. What do you think it is in some people 
that makes them remain uncompromising in the face of overwhelming 
obstacles? 

2. While Athanasius fought largely an intellectual battle this did not prevent it 
from spilling over into the physical (i.e. his exiles). Why do ideas often end 
up having physical consequences? 

3. Do you think Christianity has more to fear from those inside or those 
outside the Church? 

4. Do you think in seeing what other people did for their faith led Athanasius 
to more strongly defend his own faith? 

5. Have you ever seen people change their beliefs to make them fit in better 
with the times? Why do you think people compromise their beliefs? 

6. How do you think Athanasius kept up his faith through all of his exiles? 

7. Have you ever heard the expression “makes not an iota of difference”? 
Now that you know the story of Athanasius do you think that an iota might 
matter? 

8. In his book On the Incarnation, Athanasius set out to answer the reason 
that it happened, how it all happened and why those who object to it are 
wrong. Do you think such explorations are a worthwhile endeavor? 

9. Have you ever felt that it was you who were contra mundum? Did the world 
change? Did you change? Did neither change? 

3 Ibid.,45. 4 Ibid.,78. 5 Ibid.,23. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



Nag Hammadi Papyri (i.e. The Gospels of Thomas 
and Philip as well as some other random stuff) 

In the most basic sense the Nag Hammadi Papyri are a collection of papyrus 
codices (books) that were found near Nag Hammadi (about sixty miles south 
of Luxor on the Nile River). These codices are dated from the period between 
the 3rd and 5th centuries. Contained in this collection are more than 40 texts, 
most of which most were previously unknown. These works are written in 
Coptic (predominantly in the Sahidic dialect if you are curious) that had been 
translated from Greek. They were discovered by a group of farmers in 1945 
who were digging fertilizer. These codices were contained in an earthenware jar 
that was over a meter high. Similar to the Dead Sea Scrolls, those who 
discovered them were unaware of what they actually had and it would take a 
number of years for them to get into the hands of scholars who could identify 
them. The drama involved in their identification, included sales on the black 
market, the smuggling out of Egypt of some of the texts, as well as there being 
offered for sale in the United States. The site where they were discovered was 
not full excavated until the mid 1970’s. Today the codices reside in the Coptic 
Museum in Cairo. 

So while all of that is pretty straightforward (or at least uncontroversial) what is 
not is what is contained in the texts themselves. The texts are mainly Gnostic, 
which is a Greek term meaning knowledge. The main things to think about 
when defining Gnosticism is that it was a movement that largely interpreted 
Jesus in dualistic terms. What this means is that Jesus is the good god (or at 
least a representative of the good god) who shows us how to get away from the 
bad god and his bad creation. If you want to think about it in pop culture 
terms, Jesus is the light side of the force as opposed to the dark side. The 
second thing to know about Gnosticism is that it was widely condemned by the 
early church fathers like Irenaeus and Tertullian. However, for those who did 
not live in the early days of Christianity, it would not be until the discovery of 
these texts that there was original source Gnosticism. Previously, most of what 
was known came from extrapolating the writings of those who condemned it. 
So with this discovery at Nag Hammadi we had for the first time in a very long 
time Gnosticism from the horse’s mouth (or some other part of the horse 
depending on your views of the Gnostics). And with the discovery of the Nag 
Hammadi papyri there have been two different schools of thought to emerge 



about their nature. The first of these is from the more orthodox school of 
thinking, which simply says, now we know what exactly it was that those early 
church fathers were condemning. The second takes a more conspiratorial tone 
and argues that these were the texts that the Church Fathers did not want us to 
see. And that what we know as Christianity today, is not necessarily true 
Christianity, but is rather the one that won. I do not intend to settle that debate 
here, but rather to simply show what was contained in these texts. 

The text that garners most of the attention is the Gospel of Thomas. It is 
nothing like a Gospel in the traditional sense, but mainly contains a series of 
sayings and parables of Jesus. The introduction states, “These are the secret 
words which the living Jesus spoke, and Didymus Judas Thomas wrote them 
down.” The Thomas referred to in this quote is the apostle Thomas, but it is 
highly unlikely that it was he who authored the text. The text dates from 
probably around 150 AD in its original Greek version, whereas the Coptic 
version found at Nag Hammadi probably dates to around 350 AD. Some of 
the things found in this book are fairly similar to what is in the four canonical 
Gospels. Sayings like “Behold, the sower went forth, he filled his hand, he cast. 
Some fell upon the road; the birds came and gathered them. Others fell on the 
rock, and sent no root down to the earth nor did they sprout any ear up to 
heaven. And others fell on the thorns; they choked the seed, and the worm ate 
them. And others fell on the good earth, and brought forth good fruit unto 
heaven, some sixty -fold and some an hundred and twenty -fold.” 1 Or “A city 
that is built on a high mountain and fortified cannot fall, nor can it remain 
hidden.” Some have definite gnostic overtones like “He who shall find the 
interpretation of the words shall not taste of death,” for Gnosticism was big on 
“secret” knowledge. And some are kind of disturbing like “Simon Peter said to 
them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not worthy of the life. 
Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order that she 
also may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes 
herself male shall enter into the kingdom of heaven.” 

 
1 Gospel of Thomas, http://www.goodnewsinc.net/othbooks/thomas.html 

The book that got everyone the most titillated was the so-called Gospel of 
Philip. It was by no means written by Philip or probably anyone connected 
with him. It is only so called because he is the only apostle in it who is 
mentioned by name. The part that got everyone so excited was the line which 



said, “And the companion of the [...] Mary Magdalene. [...] loved her more 
than all the disciples, and used to kiss her often on her mouth.” 2 It also makes 
some other odd claims like this one about Joseph, “Joseph the carpenter 
planted a garden because he needed wood for his trade. It was he who made 
the cross from the trees that he planted. His own offspring hung on that which 
he planted. His offspring was Jesus, and the planting was the cross." Overall it 
“shows marked Jewish influence, but also traces of Greek philosophy.” 3 

2 Gospel of Philip, http://gnosis.org/naghamm/gop.html  
3 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd Edition Revised, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 1283. 

   

When the collection is taken as a whole, there really is a wide discrepancy in 
what is there. Some are more or less what we would consider Christian, like 
the Gospel of Truth and On the Resurrection and are “not notably 
unorthodox.” 4 For example, we hear this in the Gospel of Truth. “He abases 
himself even unto death, though he is clothed in eternal life. Having divested 
himself of these perishable rags, he clothed himself in incorruptibility, which 
no one could possibly take from him.” 5 Others are very strange like 
Apocryphon of John, which contains “bizarre and fanciful theology” 6 saying 
things like “"But Yaltabaoth had a multitude of faces, more than all of them, so 
that he could put a face before all of them, according to his desire, when he is 
in the midst of seraphs. He shared his fire with them; therefore he became 
lord over them. Because of the power of the glory he possessed of his mother's 
light, he called himself God.” 7 And finally there are ones like the Apocalypse 
of Adam that “show no distinctively Christian features and may possibly be 
non-Christian.” 8 It talks about Adam, Eve and Seth and some others who show 
up in Genesis saying things like “Then the God who created us, created a son 
from himself and Eve, your mother. I knew sweet desire for your mother, for 
[...] in the thought of my [...] I knew a sweet desire for your mother. Then the 
vigor of our eternal knowledge was destroyed in us, and weakness pursued us. 
Therefore the days of our life became few. For I knew that I had come under 
the authority of death.” 9 

 

 

 



Questions 

1. How important do you think it is for us to study these the texts which were 
discovered at Nag Hammadi? 

2. How much credence do you give to conspiracy theories in general? 

3. If Gnosticism is true how does that change how we live as Christians? 

4. Do you see things like this today with texts that have Christian trappings yet 
deviate from what has generally been accepted as Christian teaching? 

5. Some religions have “secret” knowledge that is only passed on to certain 
believers. What do you think about religions that discriminate in their 
distribution of knowledge? 

6. Some have sought to make the Gospel of Thomas co-equal with Matthew, 
Mark, Luke and John. Do you think there is a case for this? 

7. Nowadays many seem very interested in making Jesus and Mary Magdalene 
an item. Do you think this says more about Jesus or about modern people? 

8. Do you think every generation has a tendency to reinterpret Jesus and make 
him more in tune with the spirit of the age? 

9. Do you see any new ideas in any of the above quotations that you find 
attractive? 

4 Ibid.,1136.  

5 The Gospel of Truth, http://gnosis.org/naghamm/got.html  

6 F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1283. 

7  The Apocryphon of John, http://gnosis.org/naghamm/apocjn.html  

8  F.L. Cross and E.A. Livingstone, Eds, Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd 
Edition Revised, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1283. 

9 The Apocalypse of Adam, http://gnosis.org/naghamm/adam.html 

	  


