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ACTS

The early Church

Persecution became the lot of Jesus’s followers. But by 380 cg, despite strong
opposition, Christianity became the official religion of the vast Roman Empire.
As it became the establishment, rather than a tiny, scattered band of dissidents
within Judaism, Christianity continued to define and organize itself.

From persecution to empire

The earliest years of what became the mainstream of Christianity are described
in the New Testament books that follow the gospel accounts of the life of Jesus.
“The Acts of the Apostles” was presumably written by the same person who
wrote the Gospel of Luke, for the style is the same, both books are addressed to
the same person named Theophilus, and Acts refers back to the Gospel of Luke
as an earlier part of a single history of the rise of Christianity. Acts is followed
by letters to some of the early groups of Christians, most of them apparently
written by Paul, a major organizer and apostle (missionary), in about 50 to
60 cE.

Like the gospel accounts, the stories in these biblical books are examined
by many contemporary scholars as possibly romanticized, idealized documents,
used to convert, to increase faith, to teach principles, and to establish Christian
theology, rather than to accurately record historical facts.

According to Acts, an event called Pentecost galvanized the early Christians
into action. At a meeting of the disciples, something that sounded like a great wind
came down from the sky, and what looked like tongues of fire swirled around
to touch each one’s head. The narrative states that they all began speaking in dif-
ferent languages, so that all who listened could understand in their own language.
Some mocked them, saying they were drunk, but Peter declared that they had been
filled with the Spirit of God, as the Old Testament prophet Joel had prophesied
would happen in the last days before the onset of the kingdom of God. He testified
that the Jesus whom the people had crucified had been raised up by God, who had
made him “both Lord and Christ.”* Reportedly, 3,000 people were so convinced
that they were baptized that day.

One of the persecutors of Christians was Saul. He was a Pharisee tentmaker
who lived during the time of Jesus but never met him. Instead, after Jesus died,
he helped to throw many of his followers into prison and sentence them to
death. Acts relates that on the way to Damascus in search of more heretics, he
saw a light brighter than the sun and heard the voice of Jesus asking why Saul
was persecuting him. This resistance was useless, said the yision of Jesus, who
then appointed him to do the opposite—to go to both Jews and Gentiles:

to open their eyes, that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power
of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those
who are sanctified by faith in me.*

This meeting with the risen Christ, and through him, God, was an utterly trans-
formational experience for Saul. He wrote about his previous life:
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I count everything sheer loss, because all is so far outweighed by the gain of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I did in fact lose everything. I count
it so much garbage, for the sake of gaining Christ and finding myself incorporate

ong in him, with no righteousness of my own, no legal rectitude, but the righteousness |
yire. which comes from faith in Christ, given by God in response to faith. All I care for
2nts is to know Christ.”

Saul was baptized and immediately began promoting the Christian message ‘1
under his new name, Paul. His indefatigable work in traveling around the il
Mediterranean was of great importance in shaping and expanding the early
bed Christian Church. He was shipwrecked, stoned, imprisoned, and beaten, and
' probably died as a martyr in Rome, but nothing short of death deterred him from

sus. . . it
vho his new mission. |
d to Paul tried to convince Jews that Jesus’s birth, death, and Resurrection had  Paul’s letters to i
uke been predicted by the Old Testament prophets. This was the Messiah they had  the new Christian i
ved been waiting for, and now, risen from death, he presided as the cosmic Christ, ~ churches, p. 230 ‘i

offering God’s forgiveness and grace to those who repented and trusted in God 1
ntly . . -

rather than in themselves. Some Jews were converted to this belief, and the
) to . " . .

Jewish authorities repeatedly accused Paul of leading people away from Jewish FINS

law and tradition. There was not only one Jewish tradition, however. The A
ned . . . . Sl
nts Pharisees, for instance, did not see God as belonging only to Israel, but rather as I
tiaI; the parent watching over and taking care of every individual. They addressed ‘} L

God by new names, such as Abinu she-Bashamayim (“Our Father Who art
ians . . . ‘
sind followers to pray to God (Matthew 6:9). However, a major difference remained ‘
und between Jews and Christians over the central importance given to Jesus. It is

dif- possible that Jesus himself may not have claimed that he was the Messiah, and

in Heaven”), the same form of address by which Jesus reportedly taught his li
that it was Paul who developed this claim. To this day, Jews tend to feel that to i |
i
I
I

age. 3 . Hl
egen put heavy emphasis on the person of Jesus takes attention away from Jesus’s { i
sied message and from God. e
In Paul’s time, those Jews who emphasized that Jews had been especially I
fied . . 1 .
had chosen by God were offended by interpretations of Jesus’s life and teachings that |
ced saw Christianity as a universal mission of salvation for all peoples. These inter- I 1
pretations made the new sect, Christianity, seem irreconciliable with exclusive il
Ker versions of Judaism, and the gap between the two became deep and bitter. The il
ied New Testament writings reflect the criticisms of the early Christians against the A ‘j
. t(; large Jewish majority who did not accept Jesus as their Messiah. These polemics e
h have been echoed through the centuries as anti-semitism. Only in Jerusalem
saul did Jewish leaders have the authority to persecute Christians as dissidents.
vho Opposition in Israel led to their spreading out to carry the gospel elsewhere, thus

helping to expand their mission, but Christian animosity toward Jews lingered,
to resurface in virulent forms from time to time. |

Paul also tried to sway Gentiles: worshipers of the old gods whose religion |
was in decline, supporters of the emperor as deity, ecstatic initiates of mystery
cults, and followers of dualistic Greco-Roman philosophers who regarded matter
as evil and tried to emancipate the soul from its corrupting influence. He taught
ins- them that God did not reside in any idol but yet was not far from them, “For in
him we live and move and have our being.”*® Hellenistic Jewish philosophers
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Places visited by the
apostle Paul during his
far-reaching missionary
Jjourneys, 4660 CE.

such as Philo (c. 20 Bce—c. 50 cg) had tried to bridge Jewish religion and Greek
thought in intellectual circles; Christian missionaries took this approach to the
masses. For Gentiles embracing Christianity, Paul and others argued that the
Jewish tradition of circumcision should not be required of them (as for example
in Romans 2:29). As Paul interpreted the gospel, salvation came by repentant
faith in the grace of Christ, rather than by observance of a traditional law. In
Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome, he argues that even Abraham was justified,
or accepted by God in spite of sin, because of his great faith in God rather than
by his circumcision. Greco-Romans had idealized the male human body, with
great athletic spectacles performed by nude men, so the necessity of altering the
human form would have been a barrier to their acceptance of Paul’s teachings.
Shifting away from circumcision as a traditional requirement was a significant
example of the enculturation of Christianity as it evolved in various contexts and
began to distinguish itself from Judaism.

Christianity spread rapidly and soon became largely non-Jewish in membership.
By 200 cg, it had spread throughout the Roman Empire and into Mesopotamia,
despite fierce opposition. Many Christians were subjected to imprisonment,
torture, and confiscation of property, because they rejected polytheistic beliefs,
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idols, and emperor worship in the Roman Empire. They were suspected of being
revolutionaries, with their talk of a Messiah, and of strange cultic behaviors,
such as their secret rituals of symbolically drinking Jesus’s blood and eating
his flesh. Persecution did not deter the most ardent of Christians; it united them
intimately to the passion and death of Christ. In addition to martyrdom, many
early Christians embraced a life of ascetic self-denial by fasting, wearing coarse
clothes, renouncing sexuality, spending hours in prayer and contemplation, and
serving others. They sought to be living sacrifices, giving up the pleasures of the
material world for the sake of loving and serving God.

With the rise of Constantine to imperial rule early in the fourth century cg,
opposition turned to the official embracing of Christianity. Constantine said that
God showed him a vision of a cross to be used as a standard in battle. After he
used it and won in 330 cg, he instituted tolerance of Christianity alongside the
state cult, of which he was the chief priest. Just before his death, Constantine was
baptized as a Christian.

By the end of the fourth century cg, people of other religions were stripped of
all rights, and ordered into Christian churches to be baptized. Some paid outward
service to Christianity but remained inwardly faithful to their old traditions. As
Christianity became the favored religion, many converted for secular reasons.

By the end of the fifth century cg, Christianity was the faith claimed by the
majority of people in the vast former Roman Empire. It also spread beyond the
empire, from Ireland in the west to India and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in the east.

Evolving organization and theology

During its phenomenal growth from persecuted sect to state religion throughout
much of the ancient world, Christianity was developing organizationally and
theologically. By the end of the first century cg, it had a bureaucracy that carried
on the rites of the Church and attempted to define mainstream Christianity.
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The Nag Hammadi
manuscripts found in
Egypt were buried about
400 ct. They contain
copies and translations
of early Christian texts
condemned as heretical
by the Church.
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One form that was judged to be outside the mainstream was Gnostic
Christianity, which appeared as a movement in the second century cg.
Gnosticism means mystical perception of knowledge. The Nag Hammadi library
found in Egypt presents Jesus as a great Gnostic teacher. His words are inter-
preted as the secret teachings given only to initiates. “He who is near to me is
near to the fire,” he says in the Gospel of Thomas.” The Gnostics held that only
spiritually mature individuals could apprehend Jesus’s real teaching: that the
Kingdom of Heaven is a present reality experienced through personal realization
of the Light.

When the New Testament canon of twenty-seven officially sanctioned texts
was set and translated into Latin in the fourth century, the Gnostic gospels were
not included. Instead, the Church treated possession of Gnostic texts as a crime
against Church law because the Christian faith community felt that Jesus had
not taught an elitist view of salvation and had not discriminated against the
material aspect of creation.

What became mainstream Christianity is based not only on the life and teach-
ings of Jesus, as set forth in the gospels selected for the New Testament, but also
on the ways that they have been interpreted over the centuries. One of the first
and most important interpreters was Paul. His central contribution—which was
as influential as the four gospels in shaping Christianity—was his interpretation
of Jesus’s death and Resurrection.

Paul spoke of agape—altruistic, self-giving love—as the center of Christian
concern. He placed it above spiritual wisdom, asceticism, faith, and supernatural
“gifts of the Spirit,” such as the ability to heal, prophesy, or spontaneously speak
in unknown tongues. Love was applied not only to one’s neighbors but also to
one’s relationship with the divine. It was love plus gnosis—knowledge of God,
permeated with love—that became the basis of contemplative Christianity, as it
was shaped by the “Fathers” of the first centuries.

Let all that you do be done in love. 1 Corinthians 16:14

The cross, with or without an image of Jesus crucified on it, became a central
symbol of Christianity. It marked the path of suffering service, rather than polit-
ical domination, as the way of conquering evil and experiencing union with
a compassionate God. To participate in Jesus’s sacrifice, people could repent
of their sins, be baptized, and be reborn to new life in Christ. In the early fifth
century ce the bishop Augustine, one of the most influential theologians in the
history of western Christianity, described this spiritual rebirth thus:

Where I was angry within myself in my chamber, where I was inwardly pricked,
where I had sacrificed, slaying my old man and commencing the purpose of a new
life, putting my trust in Thee—there hadst Thou begun to grow sweet unto me and
“hadst put gladness in my heart.”

Rowan Williams, the twenty-first-century theologian and Archbishop of
Canterbury, leader of the Anglican Church, explains this repentance and spiritual
resurrection as:
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the refusal to accept that lostness is the final human truth. Like a growing thing
beneath the earth, we protest at the darkness and push blindly up in search of
light, truth, home—the place, the relation where we are not lost, where we can
live from deep roots in assurance. “Because I live, you will live also.™

The expectation of the coming of God’s kingdom and final judgment of who
would go to heaven and who to hell, so fervent in the earliest Christianity, began
to wane as time went by and the anticipated events did not happen. The notion
of the Kingdom of God began to shift to the indefinite future, with emphasis
placed on a preliminary judgment at one’s death. There was nevertheless the
continuing expectation that Christ would return in glory to judge the living and
the dead and bring to fulfillment the “new creation.” This belief in the “Second
Coming” of Christ is still an article of faith today for some Christians; others
regard it as symbolic of a pointing to the certainty of God’s coming rule of love
and peace.

Reflecting on the life of Jesus and their experience of the risen Christ,
Christians believed that the transcendent and invisible God had become imma-
nent and visible in Jesus. This led to the early development of the doctrine of the
Holy Trinity, which speaks of three
equal “persons” within one divine
being: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The
Father is the one who sends the Son
to become incarnate in Jesus with the
mission to reveal God’s love to the
world. The Son or Word manifests God
in the world in many ways, but the
incarnation in Jesus is a culmination
of that revelation. The Holy Spirit, or
Holy Ghost, who Jesus promises will be
sent after his death, is the power and
presence of God, actively guiding and
sustaining the faithful.

Although Jesus had spoken in para-
bles with several levels of meaning, the
evolving Church found it necessary
to articulate some of its beliefs more
openly and systematically. A number
of creeds, or professions of faith, were
composed for use in religious instruc-
tion and baptism, to define who Jesus
was and his relationship to God, and
to provide clear stands in the face of
various controversies. The Emperor
Constantine was particularly concerned
to bring doctrinal unity among the
Christian churches which he had
legalized and whose beliefs he was pro-
moting throughout his widespread
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The Holy Trinity is a
distinctively Christian
view of God. God is
One as a communal
plurality, an endless
circle sharing the

love intrinsic to the
Godhead, inviting all
to be healed and saved
by this love.
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empire. One major controversy concerned the teachings of Arius, a leader of the
congregation in Alexandria. The issue was the relationship between God and
Jesus. The Christians worshiped Jesus, but at the same time came from monothe-
istic Jewish tradition, in which God alone is worshiped. Was Jesus therefore some-
how the same as God? To Arius, the “Son of God” is a metaphor; it does not mean
that Jesus has the same status as God, for Jesus was a human being. Opponents of
this belief argued that Jesus is properly worshiped as the incarnation of God.
Constantine convened a general council of the elders of all area churches in
Nicaea in 325 CE to settle this critical issue. After decades of controversy, Arius’s
beliefs were ultimately rejected in the framing of the Nicene Creed, traditionally
dated to another council held in Constantinople in 381 cE (and thus sometimes
referred to as the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed). It is still the basic profession
of faith for many Christian denominations in both East and West, including all
Orthodox churches, and has been proposed as a basis for unifying all Christians:

We believe in one God, the Father, the almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of
all that is, seen and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 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. For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven;
by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and was
made man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death
and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have
1o end. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from
the Father (and from the Son). With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and
glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. We believe in one holy, catholic,
and apostolic Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.

We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.

As we will see later, the small phrase “and from the Son” was added to the creed
by the Western part of the Church in the early Middle Ages and became a major
point of disagreement between the Western Church and the Eastern Christian
churches, which did not add it.

Christology—the attempt to define the nature of Jesus and his relationship
to God—received further official clarification during the Council of Chalcedon
in 451. This council issued a statement that allows considerable leeway in
Christological interpretations by declaring that Jesus is of “two natures’—
perfectly divine and also perfectly human. The Council of Chalcedon defined
Jesus as: @

perfect in divinity and humanity, truly God and truly human, consisting of a
rational soul and a body, being of one substance with the Father in relation to his
divinity, and being of one substance with us in relation to his humanity, and is like
us in all things apart from sin (Hebrews 4:15). He was begotten of the Father
before time in relation to his divinity, and in these recent days was born from the
Virgin Mary, the Theotokos [Mother of God], for us and for our salvation.




TR

the
and
he-
ne-
ean
s of

s in
us’s
ally
nes
ion
rall
ns:

eed
jor
ian
hip
lon

in

1ed

Early monasticism

Alongside the development of doctrine and the consolidation of church structure,
another trend was developing. Some Christians were turning away from the world
to live in solitary communion with God, as ascetics. There had been a certain
amount of asceticism in Paul’s writings. He himself was celibate, as he believed
that avoiding family entanglements helped one to concentrate on the Lord.

By the fourth century cg, Christian monks—and apparently also some
remarkable ascetic women referred to as ammas (mothers)—were living simply
in caves in the Egyptian desert with little regard for the things of the world. They
had no central organization but tended to learn from the examples of other
ascetics. Avoiding emphasis on the supernatural powers that often accompany
the ascetic life, they told stories demonstrating the virtues they valued, such as
humility, submission, and the sharing of food. For example, an earnest young
man was said to have visited one of the desert fathers and asked how he was
faring. The old man sighed and said, “Very badly, my child.” Asked why, he said,
“T have been here forty years doing nothing other than cursing my own self each
day, inasmuch as in the prayers I offer, I say to God, ‘Accursed are those who
deviate from Your commandments.””** The young seeker was moved by such
humility and made it his model.

The desert fathers and mothers were left to their own devices at first. In
Christian humility, they avoided judging or trying to teach each other and
attempted to be, at best, harmless. But by the fifth century cE, the monastic
life shifted from solitary, unguided practice, to formal spiritual supervision.
Group monasteries and structures for encouraging obedience to God through an
abbot or abbess were set up, and rules devised to help monks persevere in their
calling. The Rule of St. Benedict became a model for all later monastic orders in
the West, with its emphasis on poverty, chastity, and obedience to the abbot, and
its insistence that each monastery be economically self-sufficient through the
labor of the monastics. The Benedictines have been famous over the centuries
for their practice of hospitality to pilgrims and travelers, and are today active
participants in interreligious monastic dialogue.

The carefree man, who has tested the sweetness of having no personal possessions,
feels that even the cassock which he wears and the jug of water in his cell are a
useless burden, because these things, too, sometimes distract his mind.

A Desert Father”

The Eastern Orthodox Church

Christianity’s history has been marked by internal feuds and divisions. One of
the deepest schisms occurred in 1054, when the Roman Catholic Church, whose
followers were largely in the West, and the Eastern Orthodox Church split apart.
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