
[image: image]

DaVID moLoneY

[image: image]
www.hodder.co.uk



Unless indicated otherwise, Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company

Copyright © David Moloney 2008

The right of David Moloney to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Epub ISBN: 9781444717389
 Book ISBN: 9780340979228

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
www.hodderfaith.com

www.hodder.co.uk


[image: image] ConTenTS [image: image]

‘Godliness with contentment is great gain.’
1 Timothy 6:6
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‘That’s what you need.’
Roy Castle
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‘“Curiouser and Curiouser!” cried Alice.’
Lewis Carroll

I ‘became’ a Christian – in that I got down on my knees and asked Jesus to come into my life, using the words that several Christian friends had told me I should – shortly before my eighteenth birthday in a hotel next to Chartres Cathedral in France, at the beginning of a family holiday. It had taken me a long time to find the courage to pray that prayer, mainly because I wasn’t really sure why I should. My friends had given me plenty of reasons: I would be saved, and go to heaven; I would be filled with the Holy Spirit, and ‘never be bored again’; everything in the Bible was literal truth, and I had a duty to respond; Jesus, through some complicated system of atonement, had died so that I might be forgiven for my sins. But, while I could see the logic in these arguments, they were never quite enough to convince me to commit myself to this hard-and-fast belief system. They were a little too abstract and intellectual and I’ve always been a heart person, not a head person.

But something happened to me in Chartres. It was something to do with the cathedral. I remember the impression it made on me before we even reached the city – it dominates the flat surrounding countryside like a huge ocean liner, and captured my attention from several miles away. Once we had arrived and booked into our hotel, we toured the cathedral and I was captivated by the dark, beautiful, Gothic immenseness of this fantastic building: its heavy, solid walls with dominating flying buttresses, its intimidating west façade with dramatic rose window and its two, soaring, non-symmetrical spires, all covered with intricate sculptures and gargoyles. I was thrilled by the sheer scale, the workmanship, the detail, the imagination, the adventure of the place. This incredible building was created by men, and for what purpose? In honour of something magnificent – a monument to God. Now this was something worth believing in.

Oh, and I really, really fancied a girl in the local church back home.

I never got the girl, but I did spend a lot of time with the local church – a lively charismatic house church – over the next year. The people there were all very committed, warm, Bible-believing Christians and they made me feel part of a close-knit church family. Then I went to university, and started a career, and the world opened up for me – I met Christians from other traditions and made very close friendships with people of no particular faith at all. My worldview changed and I became less comfortable with the very conservative, certain teaching of the church at home. I grew disaffected with the modern-day Church – it seemed to me that it was concerned only with being relevant, culturally and intellectually acceptable to the rest of the world. I lost sight of what it was that attracted me to faith in the first place – something deep, stirring and mysterious, something creative and human but reaching out to something magnificent and untouchable.

But my first years as a Christian had given me a sense of faith and a confidence to talk to God which I think will always remain with me, and it also redirected the path of my life deeper inside the universe and culture of Christianity. Gradually, I think I’m starting to rediscover some of those touchstones in our world that connect us with God and reaffirm our faith – what my favourite Christian author Philip Yancey calls ‘rumours of another world’. It’s where I now make my living – publishing Christian books – and it is a universe of which I have tried to capture the essence in this compendium.

Christianity is two thousand years old. It has over two billion living adherents – almost a third of the population of the world – and new believers of all traditions and denominations are born into the faith every day. It is infinitely diverse. It is rich, historic, eccentric. It has produced art, pronouncements and acts of wisdom and beauty. It has also produced immense horrors and embarrassments. It is human – that is what humans do, unfortunately. But I believe the humanity of the Church – the failures that accompany the successes, and the humour that accompanies the grit – is what makes it most attractive, and believable. It’s when we try to pretend that we are something we’re not that the rest of the world gets suspicious and irritated.

The Hodder Compendium of Christian Curiosities attempts to show what is great and what is not so great about Christianity. Whatever your beliefs, if you have a curious mind there should be something in here to interest you.

David Moloney



[image: image] NumBer CRuncHInG [image: image]

Christianity is by some distance the world’s largest religion, in terms of practising adherents, as the following figures published in 2007 show. Whatever your thoughts on religion, and Christianity in particular, its significance in the world we live in today cannot be ignored.



	AFRICA

	 




	Christians

	432,553,000




	Roman Catholic

	151,951,000




	Protestant

	121,917,000




	Independent

	93,100,000




	Muslims

	368,116,300




	Ethnic Religions

	112,254,000




	Hindus

	2,749,000




	Baha’is

	2,103,000







	ASIA

	 




	Muslims

	927,077,000




	Hindus

	865,072,000




	Chinese Universists

	385,284,000




	Buddhists

	376,365,000




	Christians

	354,444,000




	Independent

	186,844,000




	Roman Catholic

	126,256,000




	Protestant

	58,788,000







	EUROPE

	 




	Christians

	556,284,600




	Roman Catholic

	278,870,000




	Orthodox

	158,220,000




	Protestant

	70,995,000




	Muslims

	33,260,800




	Jews

	2,017,000




	Buddhists

	1,645,000




	Hindus

	1,478,000







	LATIN AMERICA

	 




	Christians

	526,632,700




	Roman Catholic

	489,356,000




	Protestant

	56,613,000




	Independent

	45,031,000




	Spiritists

	13,033,000




	Ethnic Religions

	3,501,000




	Muslims

	1,758,000




	Jews

	1,237,000







	NORTH AMERICA

	 




	Christians

	276,490,800




	Independent

	80,643,000




	Roman Catholic

	80,620,000




	Protestant

	66,035,000




	Jews

	6,169,000




	Muslims

	5,334,600




	Buddhists

	3,142,000




	Hindus

	1,490,000







	OCEANIA

	 




	Christians

	26,778,300




	Roman Catholic

	8,676,000




	Protestant

	7,841,000




	Anglican

	4,953,000




	Buddhists

	506,000




	Hindus

	424,000




	Muslims

	417,000




	Ethnic Religions

	318,000







	WORLD

	 




	Christians

	2,173,183,400




	Roman Catholic

	1,135,729,000




	Independent

	432,223,000




	Protestant

	382,179,000




	Muslims

	1,335,964,100




	Hindus

	871,982,000




	Chinese Universists

	386,666,900




	Buddhists

	382,542,000




	Jews

	263,840,000





Note: These figures are as listed in the 2007 Encyclopedia Britannica Book of the Year, which differentiates between Protestant and Anglican denominations. Independent refers to members of churches which regard themselves independent from historic church traditions. Chinese Universism includes followers of all Chinese folk religions. For each major continent or land mass, I have listed the five largest religions and, under Christianity in each section, the three largest denominations.
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‘Go and make disciples of all nations,’ commanded Jesus before he ascended to heaven. These fascinating statistics from Wycliffe International, the Bible translation agency, reveal the size of the challenge of making the gospel available to all.

2,251 languages do not have a translation of the Bible;
that’s just under 33 per cent of the 6,912 languages
spoken in the world today.

438 language communities have access to the complete
Bible in the language they know best.

193,000,000 people speak the languages
without a translation of the Bible; that’s 3 per cent
of the population of the world.

Almost 80 per cent of these languages are spoken
in three areas of the world: Central Africa and Nigeria
(over 500 languages), mainland and Southeast Asia
(over 500 languages) and Indonesia and the Pacific
Islands (750 languages).

1,953 translation programmes are currently
underway for languages without adequate Bible
translations. Wycliffe Bible translators aim to have
started a programme in every single language that
needs one by the year 2025.

Note: statistics apply to 2007.
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God has many attributes and the Bible is packed with descriptions that help us understand him better.

TEACHER

‘You call me “Teacher” and “Lord”,
and rightly so, for that is what I am.’
John 13:14

SHEPHERD

‘The LORD is my shepherd, I shall
not be in want.’
Psalm 23:1

ROCK

‘The LORD is my rock, my fortress
and my deliverer; my God is my
rock, in whom I take refuge.’
Psalm 18:2

HUSBAND

‘For your Maker is your husband
– the LORD Almighty is his name.’
Isaiah 54:5

WARRIOR

‘The LORD is a warrior; the
LORD is his name.’
Exodus 15:3

THE EYE OF THE STORM

‘Our God comes and will not be
silent; a fire devours before him,
and around him a tempest rages.’
Psalm 50:3

JUDGE

‘O LORD Almighty, you who
judge righteously and test
the heart and mind.’
Jeremiah 11:20

HEALER

‘I will bring health and
healing … I will heal my people
and will let them enjoy abundant
peace and security.’
Jeremiah 33:6

KING

‘Now to the King eternal,
immortal, invisible, the only
God, be honour and glory for
ever and ever.’
1 Timothy 1:17

FATHER

‘A father to the fatherless, a defender of
widows, is God in his holy dwelling.’
Psalm 68:5
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Descriptions of food play a very important role throughout the Bible. Meals feature at some of the most significant points in the Old and New Testament narratives, generally with symbolic meaning. They also give us a fascinating insight into the diets, life and culture of Bible times. Here are ten curious feasts.

GOD FEEDS MAN

We start the list with possibly the greatest feast ever laid on for man. ‘I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food,’ God told Adam. ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.’ Sadly the temptation to eat what they shouldn’t – a feeling we all know well now – overcame Adam and Eve.

[image: image]

MAN FEEDS GOD

How would you feed three uninvited guests, especially when it turns out they are God himself and two angels? Abraham pulled out all the stops: he called for water so his honoured visitors could wash their feet under the shade of a tree, before feasting on freshly baked bread of the finest flour, curds and milk and the meat of a choice, tender calf.

[image: image]

JACOB’S STEW

They say that food is the way to a man’s heart and this was true for Jacob, who won his father Isaac’s inheritance and deathbed blessing from his older brother Esau over the course of two meals. Jacob’s red lentil stew was so enticing that Esau traded his birthright for a bowl. In later years, Jacob disguised himself as his hairier brother and brought his blind, dying father his favourite dish of goat meat, claiming for himself the blessing of rule over nations.

[image: image]

HEAVENLY FOOD

There was unrest borne of hunger among the Israelites on their long journey to the Promised Land. Things had been rough as slaves in Egypt, but at least they always had food to eat – meat and fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But God sent them a different kind of feast – hundreds of quail, blown inland by a powerful wind, and the miraculous appearance of manna, a white, wafer-like bread that tasted of honey.

[image: image]

FEAST FOR A KING

Another example of Old Testament hospitality. When David and his officials, on the run from his rebellious son Absalom, arrived at the city of Mahanaim they were given shelter, bedding and food including wheat and barley, flour and roasted grain, beans and lentils, honey and curds, sheep and cheese.

[image: image]

THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS

The widow of Zarephath believed she had only enough flour and oil to make one final meal for herself and her son. When she made a bread cake for the prophet Elijah instead, God blessed her with a jar of flour that never emptied and a jug of oil that never ran dry.

[image: image]

THE WILD MAN OF THE DESERT

John the Baptist wore clothes of rough camel hair. He operated out in the desert, baptising and firebrand preaching against the religious leaders of the day. And he ate locusts and wild honey. Some studies have suggested it is unlikely he survived in the desert on these alone – while locusts or grasshoppers and uncultivated honey would provide a rich source of protein and calories, there would be precious few carbohydrates and virtually no vitamin C, creating a severe risk that John would contract scurvy.
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FEEDING OF THE FIVE THOUSAND

One of Jesus’ best-known miracles, he commanded his disciples to take five loaves of bread and two fish from which they managed to feed and satisfy around five thousand people, and fill twelve baskets full of remains afterwards.

[image: image]

THE LAST SUPPER

At the start of the Festival of Unleavened Bread, Jesus sat down with his twelve disciples for the Passover meal. The meal marked the beginning of the Jewish people’s commemoration of the liberation of the Israelites from slavery, but Jesus gave this particular meal a whole new meaning for those who accepted him as the Messiah when he took the bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples to eat, telling them it was his body, then passed around a cup of wine, telling them it was his blood and marked the new covenant which his death would establish between people and God.

[image: image]

A PIECE OF FISH

When Jesus reappeared to his disciples after his resurrection, he compounded their astonishment by asking for something to eat. They gave him a piece of broiled fish which he ate as they watched, demonstrating that he was more than some spiritual apparition but as real and physically present as any of them. Some translations of the Bible say they gave him some honeycomb as well as the fish.
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In Christian terms, relics are either the material remains of a saint after his or her death, or sacred objects that have been in contact with the saint’s body. There have always been branches of the Church that have held relics in high veneration, although the belief that there is supernatural power in inanimate objects is vulnerable to abuse and the Middle Ages saw thousands of fake relics imported to Europe from the Holy Land.

The Roman Catholic Church has a classification system for the inherent importance and power of relics:

1ST - CLASS RELICS

Items directly associated with the events of Christ’s life, or the physical remains of a saint. Examples include the Turin Shroud, or the bones of Elisha.

2ND - CLASS RELICS

An item owned, worn or used by a saint. For example, the handkerchiefs that Paul touched while in Ephesus, or the chains of Peter.

3RD - CLASS RELICS

Anything that has touched a first- or second-class relic, resulting in the transference of some of its sacred power. Third-class relics are most often pieces of cloth, and a healthy (or not so healthy, depending on your point of view) trade of such fragments, attached to the back of medals and pendants, continues today on the internet.
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