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INTRODUCTION


After Jesus





In the mid–1990s I was having dinner with a friend. Although she studies religion professionally, she claims no personal faith. Somehow the conversation turned to my Christian commitment, part of my life that has perplexed her.


“I don’t understand how you still can be a Christian,” she stated.


“I know, it isn’t the easiest thing to be these days,” I lamented, feeling a little foolish. “But I just can’t get away from Jesus. I actually love Jesus and his teachings.”


“Jesus?” she questioned. “I don’t have any trouble with Jesus. It’s all the stuff that happened after Jesus that makes me mad.”


For more than a decade now her comment has remained with me, mostly because I have heard many others say similar things. Jesus fascinates millions, but Christianity, the religion that began with Jesus, leaves countless people cold. What happened after Jesus—oppression, heresy trials, schisms, inquisitions, witch hunts, pogroms, and religious wars—witnesses to much human ambition and cruelty. The things people do in Jesus’s name often contradict his teachings. From Constantine to Christendom to the Christian Right, “after Jesus” can be remarkably depressing for thoughtful and sensitive souls. This dismal historical record surely was not what Jesus intended as he preached a merciful kingdom based on the transformative power of God’s love.


Although I tried to deflect her criticism that night, I share my friend’s concerns. She was asking moral and theological questions of history. Where is God in the midst of this? Shouldn’t a faith be judged on the actions of its followers? Does God act in human history? She had concluded, as many people do, that if God is in the Christian story, then God must be indifferent or evil. If God is not in the story, then why bother? For spiritual searchers and secular people alike, the Christian God is not worth the trouble of the questions that history raises.


Christians, of course, have engaged with these questions, hoping to win over doubters and justify their faith. Not wanting to reject God on the basis of these criticisms, liberal Christians claim that human history is not God’s fault. People in the past failed to live up to Jesus’s ideals; therefore history is essentially a litany of Christian mistakes. So they reject tradition in favor of the hope of doing better in the future. Other, more conservative, Christians see God everywhere. From their perspective, God controls history, with a divine finger moving every actor and action. Natural and human evils are then God’s judgments on sin. History serves as a moral lesson for individuals to submit to the saving work of Jesus or face the consequences in this life and beyond.



I accept none of these conclusions regarding the history of Christianity. Since I was eighteen, during my first year in college, the history of Christianity has fascinated me. Amid the chronicle of popes, schisms, and doctrinal fights, I discovered stories of interesting people whose lives were transformed through faith—people like John Newton (1725–1807), the author of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” a slave trader who repented and became a minister, or Monica (331–387), the faithful Roman mother who prayed without ceasing that her brilliant but pagan son, Augustine, might convert to Christianity. I loved the stories of the unexpected mercy of God in their lives; they were people who were to be admired and whose experiences held insights for living faithfully today. Encountering them led me to the academic study of church history in seminary and graduate school. For a decade I worked as a college professor, introducing undergraduates to two thousand years of Christian history in fourteen weeks or less—a challenging pedagogical task if ever there was one.


Delving into the story of what happened after Jesus involved more, however, than intellectual curiosity. The Christian past raises meaningful contemporary issues. In the classroom I discovered that this crucible of questions resonated with my students and brought history to life. Exploring the past, we understood our actions anew; we discovered unexpected spiritual possibilities for our lives. As Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams says, “History will not tell us then what to do, but will at least start us on the road to action of a different and more self-aware kind, action that is moral in a way it can’t be if we have no points of reference beyond what we have come to take for granted.”1 I found this to be true.



Embarking on a spiritual journey through history is unsettling as it opens us up to stories we may not know—for many Christian stories have been overlooked or misunderstood by even the faithful themselves. By discovering the other side of the story, God’s spirit might be discerned in Christian history. What happened after Jesus may well surprise us.


The Usual Story


Christians assume they know their story, but in reality they have only vague notions of what happened after Jesus. Over the years student papers revealed a popular understanding of church history, admittedly not very sophisticated, but a story that still possesses some cultural resonance. The usual story is that of “Big-C” Christianity—Christ, Constantine, Christendom, Calvin, and Christian America.


The tale runs thus:




Jesus came to the earth to save us, but he founded the church instead. That church suffered under Roman persecution until the emperor Constantine made Christianity legal. With its new status, the Christian religion spread throughout Europe, where popes and kings formed a society they called Christendom, which was run by the Catholic Church and was constantly threatened by Muslims, witches, and heretics. There were wars and inquisitions. When people had had enough, they rebelled and became Protestants, their main leader being John Calvin, who was a great theologian but a killjoy. Eventually Calvin’s heirs, the Puritans, left Europe to set up a Christian society in the New World. The United States of America then became the most important Christian nation in the world, a beacon of faith and democracy.




Big-C Christianity is militant Christianity. It is not necessary conservative religion, for there exist liberal versions of it as well.2 Rather, it is a theological disposition that interprets Christianity as an us-against-them morality tale of a suffering church that is vindicated by God through its global victory over other worldviews, religions, or political systems. Militant Christianity tolerates (and often encourages) schisms, crusades, inquisitions, and warfare as means—metaphorical if not actual—to the righteous end of establishing God’s will on earth.


Elements of this story form American public discourse; politicians and preachers regularly refer to it. It is, of course, a bastardization of an old story line, a triumphal tale of Protestant superiority and Christian manifest destiny. Journalist Jeff Sharlet refers to this story as “providential history.”3 As far as I can discover, Cotton Mather composed the first version of it in 1702 as the Magnalia Christi Americana, or “The Great Deeds of Christ in America.” From then until now some form of this church history has informed American culture. Atheist Sam Harris and evangelical activist James Dobson both believe it, and they attack or defend Christianity on the basis of it. Many people have doubted and rejected Christianity on the basis of this story. In a very real way, the Big-C story has been Christian history.


Having learned a softer, more sophisticated version of it in seminary, I believed it too. So did my friend. As she challenged me, I began to wonder if there was a different story to tell. If I could have admitted it to her at the time, I would have said that the Big-C story angered me too. Was there another side to the story? What would Christianity look like from another perspective?


As I ruminated on this I realized that believing the usual story is one thing. In recent years, however, something else has happened. Many no longer remember. For vast numbers of people, including Christians, history has ceased to exist.


Spiritual Amnesia


During my first year as a professor I taught at a Christian college, a place where all students claimed personal faith. In other words, they were serious young Christians. One day, lecturing on the medieval church and the Crusades, I explained how in 1095 Pope Urban II launched a holy war against Muslims. Most of the students took notes. But one young woman, looking very worried by the idea of Christians starting a war, shot up her hand. “Professor,” she began, clearly wanting to blame Roman Catholics for the affair, “what did the Protestants say about this?”


“Well,” I answered slowly, “there were no Protestants in 1095.” I did not have the heart to tell her that Protestantism would not exist until more than four hundred years later.


Puzzled, she blurted out, “But where were they?”


At the present juncture of history, Western Christianity is suffering from a bad case of spiritual amnesia. Our loss of memory began more than two centuries ago, at the high tide of Enlightenment thought around 1800. The diminishment of tradition did not escape notice. As early as 1815 the poet Shelley reflected on the experience of religious amnesia:





Like broken memories of many a heart


Woven into one; to which no firm assurance,


So wild were they, could her own faith impart.4




As modern society developed, the condition of “broken memories” became more widespread. Indeed, in the words of one French Catholic thinker, the primary spiritual dilemma of contemporary religion is the “loss and reconstruction” of memory.5


Understanding the loss is easy. Unlike Shelley, who identified the brokenness of memories as problematic, other modern thinkers wanted to forget. To them, European Christianity was a trash heap of magic, superstition, and repressive tradition, a faith needing to be enlightened by Reason and Science. The medieval world was like a stained-glass window in one of Christendom’s ancient cathedrals—pretty, perhaps, but you cannot see through it. As the Middle Ages ended, rationalists and revolutionaries smashed the cathedral windows to let in the clear light of human progress.


In the case of Western Christianity, people shattered memory because the past was too painful, too oppressive, and too violent for emerging sensibilities of tolerance and equality. Better forget than remember. Many Western people, even a good number of Christians, I suspect, secretly agree with the atheist Christopher Hitchens when he claims, “Religion poisons everything.”6


Thus we inhabit a posttraditional world—a world of broken memory—in which some tell history badly, others do not know it at all, and still others use history to manipulate society to their own ends. All contemporary faiths struggle with lost memory. Some may protest that certain religious groups, such as various conservative, evangelical, fundamentalist, or Roman Catholic communities, possess a strong sense of tradition. One need only listen, however, to the jeremiads from evangelical leaders or cries from the Vatican bemoaning the biblical illiteracy and ahistorical sensibilities of their young people to know that all is not well among even those groups claiming, with faith-filled assurance, that they will never forget.7


Moderate and liberal religious people have suffered most dramatically, perhaps, from spiritual amnesia. Unlike Enlightenment window smashers or those asserting certainty, these people, like Reform Jews, mainline Protestants,8 and liberal Roman Catholics took up the challenge of trying to reconstruct memories of faith in a changing world. Attacked by both secular humanists and their self-assured religious cousins, these groups wondered if trying was worth the effort, often vacillating between rejecting the past and bearing its weight. What to remember? What traditions can be retained? What should we teach our children?


At the center of the attempt to remember stands a startling question: Is spiritual amnesia a precursor to religious Alzheimer’s, a fatal loss of memory for which there is no cure?


A Community of Memory


I am a Christian, an Episcopalian, a member of one of those much-maligned mainline churches struggling with these cultural tensions. Sociologists claim that “the history of Protestantism has been, and continues to be, an ongoing struggle to shape a meaningful narrative about life in the modern Western world.”9 Being a Christian should involve memory, history, and story.


My childhood church did not, sadly enough, provide a meaningful narrative of life. I was born in 1959 in Baltimore, Maryland, and baptized in a Methodist congregation that my ancestors helped found. It appears that such a church would be rich in memory, but it was not. Throughout the 1960s it retreated from tradition. This made sense since much of the tradition Methodists inherited was unjust. In those days Methodists had separate churches for black and white people, had few female pastors, and lent unquestioned support to the state in all that it did. By jettisoning these things, many churchgoers turned away from the past in favor of becoming, as one of my Sunday school teachers said, “modern Methodists.”


In the process, Christians enacted the habits of church but lost the deeper stories of tradition. Churchgoers learned to make sock puppets for Bible school and to prepare casseroles for a potluck, but they rarely learned about John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, or much of anything about the Bible. Members knew much about contemporary political issues, but the church forgot devotion. They did not learn how to pray, the meaning of worship, or how to reflect on life theologically. When Christians broke with misguided traditions, they succumbed to the “baby out with the bathwater” syndrome, ridding themselves of the past—a scenario repeated in thousands of mainstream churches.


Later, when I was a teenager, I joined a conservative nondenominational church. I joined, not because I believed their ideas about hell and salvation, but because they opened scripture, taught Christian history, and engaged people in prayer. They taught that Christianity was, among other things, a tradition to be embraced and experienced. However, they too had lost memory. Although they retained a rich history of devotion, they had rejected the history of Christian social justice. They did this apparently because liberal Protestants believed in social justice, and they wanted to make the point that they were not liberal. So they cut themselves off from history as well and, in the process, lost Christianity’s moral memory.


One community had lost its devotional memory, the other its ethical memory. Between them, they had severed Christian history in two, cutting the threads of a cohesive story in which piety and ethics once created a whole cloth. This proved bad for both. As sociologist Robert Bellah points out, communities “have a history—in an important sense they are constituted by their past.” He claims that “real community” is a “community of memory, one that does not forget its past.”10 If Bellah is correct—and I believe that he is—then the primary calling of the faith community is to remember.


The Not-So-Usual Story


This book is not about lost memory. Rather, it is about memory found and the ways in which Christian history tethers contemporary faith to ancient wisdom. However cloudy their memory, posttraditional people still hanker for spiritual inspiration; wanting to hear stories that strengthen our connection with God and with our neighbors.



The Big-C story, the tale of Western Christianity’s triumphal spread, has largely failed to speak to these contemporary longings. But that does not mean Christian faith has failed. There exists a different story—one that people want to hear—of folks like themselves who struggled to live as Jesus told them to, loving God and doing right. It is not a militant story. Rather, it is a story of generative Christianity, a kind of faith that births new possibilities of God’s love into the world. Whereas militant Christianity triumphs over all, generative Christianity transforms the world through humble service to all. It is not about victory; it is about following Christ in order to seed human community with grace.


I think of this generative story as Great Command Christianity. In Luke 10:25–27, a lawyer approached Jesus and asked him, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus responded, “Love the Lord your God with all your heartand love your neighbor as yourself.” Immediately following this command, Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan, the parable of a wounded man’s rescue by a stranger, as an example of saving faith. “Go and do likewise,” Jesus told the lawyer.


In these words from the Gospel of Luke begins A People’s History of Christianity. Jesus’s story is not only a good story, it is also the first step on a journey through Christian tradition, the history of Christian people who embrace the Great Command and follow Jesus’s instruction to “go and do likewise.” Unlike formalized church tradition, something that often appears as an approved list of what to believe and how to act, this is open-ended history. Great Command Christianity invites us to participate in a living tradition, to reconsider faith as a community of people who practice God’s love and mercy through time.


As such, A People’s History of Christianity makes two interrelated claims. First, lived Christianity cannot be understood in terms of the Big-C story; rather, it is best experienced as a community that remembers the ways in which Christian people have enacted the Great Command in different times and places. This history is less a magisterial narrative and more like a collection of campfire tales—discrete stories that embody Christian character, virtue, suffering, and commitment as people “go and do likewise.” Friends swapping stories.


The second, and maybe more surprising, claim is that after decades of struggle, moderate and liberal Christianity is experiencing an unexpected renewal in North America. Many people now refer to this energized cluster as “progressive” or “emerging” Christianity. I have come to think of it as beyond existing categories of conservative-moderate-liberal. Instead, I refer to it as generative Christianity. In congregations and as individuals, people have stumbled into meaningful spiritual practices and a renewed sense of social justice without knowing, perhaps, that these new discoveries have long histories in the Christian tradition.11 Without a sense of history, progressive Christianity remains unmoored, lacking the deep confidence that comes from being part of a community over time. What progressive Christians need to understand is that “emerging” Christianity has a story. Their faith is not new; the generative faith of Great Command Christianity is a re-emerging tradition that has always been the beating heart of Christian history.



For this rebirth to be sustained, progressive Christians must not fear tradition. Rather, they should fear ignorance of history because ignorance allows others to use static interpretations of tradition against renewing forms of faith. Tradition is essentially the process of making connections through time, a reflective practice that makes history speak in new settings. Generative forms of Christianity must be grounded in history and claim their rightful place in the long story of faith.


The past has not been progressive Christianity’s strongest suit. The very word progressive implies shunning tradition in favor of an unfolding future. Yet generative Christians maintain that present, past, and future—the living, the dead, and the yet to be born—are intimately related in God. In less theological language, Bellah insists that remembering leads to what is ahead: “Communities of memory that tie us to the past also turn us toward the future as communities of hope.” Tradition is a lifeline to hope. Without it, progressive Christianity easily devolves into yet another political or social agenda, a largely secular worldview dressed up in religious language or blessed by a passing prayer.


Even though some of my colleagues wonder if I have embarked on a fool’s errand to encourage progressives and post-traditional Christians to reclaim history, I can only point out that in recent years spiritual searchers have taken a new interest in old stories. That interest has been most noticeable in Jesus scholarship and in early Christianity. Scholars have been scouring the earliest decades of church history, looking for Jesus, searching for liturgical and ethical practices, and trying to understand the politics of early Christian communities. Through their work many Christians—as well as many postreligious people—are finding new memories of Jesus, linking their lives today with the most ancient traditions of faith. The quest to remember has already begun.


The Jesus who captures the imagination of generative Christians is Jesus the religious revolutionary, the one who teaches wisdom and resists the world’s domination system to preach the kingdom of God. His is not a revolution of militant victory, rather of humility, hospitality, and love. Emerging Christianity deemphasizes Jesus the Warrior in favor of Jesus the Prophet.12 But what, as my friend asked, of after Jesus? Shouldn’t we expect in some way or another to see this Jesus in the community he founded? A People’s History of Christianity looks for Jesus in the history of church, the spirit-enlivened community that he called his “body.” Given these theological ideas, I assume that Jesus may be discovered in the later centuries of Christian experience as well as in early faith communities. The alternative history finds God in the people who took Jesus the Prophet seriously, those who tried to live what he taught and embody the kingdom he proclaimed. As such, Great Command Christianity is a history of holy and humble rebellion—of those who opposed the church when it was too rich, too comfortable, too cozy with the “principalities and powers of this world,” or too full of its own glory.


This book draws from new scholarship in religious studies, theology, and history. The title, A People’s History of Christianity, evokes Howard Zinn’s magisterial essay on American history, A People’s History of the United States. Published in 1980, Zinn’s book wove a history of social activism by telling history from the perspective of women, outsiders, and working people. He did so to help Americans better understand their identity as revolutionaries and to take action on behalf of the poor, peace, and the planet. Eschewing historical orthodoxy, he confessed, “I had no illusions about objectivity,’ if that meant avoiding a point of view. I knew that a historian was forced to choose, out of an infinite number of facts, what to present, what to omit.”13 This book has much the same purpose from a Christian point of view.


To discover how Christians imitated the life of Jesus the Prophet, I have focused on people, the known and the not so well known. Like Zinn, I sidestep issues of orthodoxy and instead focus on the moments when Christian people really acted like Christians, when they took seriously the call of Jesus to love God and love their neighbors as themselves. Historian Mary F. Bednarowski notes that “people’s histories” are naturally “subversive,” as they open space for little-heard voices to speak.14 Roman Catholic theology actually has a name for the insights of regular people, the sensus fidelium— that God’s people, filled with the Holy Spirit, possess a natural wisdom regarding justice, truth, and goodness.


Unlike Zinn, however, I have included many well-known people, those who might count as elite Christians—authors, pastors, and theologians. I did so on purpose, assuming that in a time of spiritual amnesia, many readers need to know major characters in church history as well as newly included ones. In each case I emphasized aspects of major figures’ work that have not received the greatest attention, ideas that could or should have a broader impact on the practice of Christian faith.


Keen readers will know that none of these people are perfect. To use the language of prayer, they did things they “ought not to have done.” At its most realistic, Christian theology insists that all human beings are simultaneously sinners and saints. Thus the early theologian John Chrysostom can offer a scorching and important critique of materialism while at the same time saying deeply offensive things about Jews. Such ugly inconsistencies teach us that Christians can and must do better. And, not to excuse Chrysostom, they also should remind us to practice historical generosity. One day we too shall be held accountable for what our great-great-grand-children deem hypocritical, stupid, or wrong. Jesus’s teaching to “judge not, lest you be judged” seems particularly apt in studying Christian history. As for the faithful, we must do our best while striving to go beyond even that.


And, also unlike Zinn’s, my history is not neat. He created a tight chronological narrative of America’s populist spirit. In recent years scholars have questioned the idea that some sort of grand narrative, a metanarrative, links history in a seamless, linear story. I agree with them. Here, bits of history illuminate larger spiritual and social questions, in order to find the radical Jesus through the church. It is more a mosaic than a systematic analysis; it makes sense artistically and from a distance rather than up close. It is suggestive, not comprehensive. In choosing this style, I have followed the advice of Archbishop Rowan Williams, himself a historian, who says that emerging Christianity is a “plotless narrative” and that it is untidy, decentered, paradoxical, and full of questions. He claims that history is not a story to justify the present; rather, history seeks to ground the present in the “strangeness” of the past.15


A People’s History is a scrapbook of traditions that may have been forgotten, mislaid, or misinterpreted, rearranged on a page to evoke memories of the Christian God. It is an attempt to find the history of the prophetic Jesus in the church, the Jesus who spoke for the poor and oppressed, who broke bread with sinners, who wanted his followers to know life fully, who inspired people to give up all and follow him, and who believed—even when dying on a cross—in a world of justice, beauty, and love.


I am first to admit that this Jesus has often been elusive in Christian history. But he is there. A People’s History is not intended as a nostalgia trip to some halcyon faith-filled days of old when the church got it right. The church has never gotten it completely right. But it has not gotten it completely wrong either. Throughout the whole of church history, people have made some pretty valiant attempts to make it better. This book seeks to create a realistic sense of what Christianity can be—because it has, at some times, managed to embody the heart of its founder. The narratives presented here are those of usable history, stories told for the purpose of strengthening community by deepening its spiritual practices and renewing its vision of social justice. To go back and tell the stories of generative Christianity is to find a way forward in a confusing, painful world.


With the exception of the final part on contemporary Christianity, the sections that follow are structured in the same way. The spine of the story remains located in Western Christianity, not to exclude anyone’s story or hurt anyone’s feelings, but because I am trying to help Western Christians move away from their triumphal Big-C history toward a more humble reading of their story. Each part introduces the main historical periods of Western Christianity: Early Christianity, 100–500; Medieval Christianity, 500–1450; Reformation Christianity, 1450–1650; Modern Christianity, 1650–1945; and Contemporary Christianity, 1945–now. Individual chapters explore the ways in which Christians struggled with Jesus’s Great Command to love God (devotion) and love their neighbor (ethics). By focusing on these two aspects, I hope that Christians can locate themselves in a past of spirituality and social justice, that emerging communities of faith might remember never to sever the connection between attending to the inner life and doing good in the world.


Fool’s errand or not, these pages search the Christian tradition for a path to a vital, hopeful, hospitable, and open faith—a faith that can heal, reconcile, and bring peace. Maybe I was right to feel a little foolish with my friend so many years ago. She was, after all, correct. If Christianity offers spiritual insight, people should be able to see Jesus in church history. Her blunt assessment pushed me to look for a different story, a story that was part of the tradition all the time but that even I had overlooked.


People sometimes accuse me of being optimistic. To that charge, I plead guilty. Being a generative Christian myself, I always hold to the possibility of new life arising from darkness and death (generative Christians call such optimism “resurrection”). I actually trust that individual Christians can remember and that Christianity can be the kind of faith I have described here, a community of memory that offers hope for the future. So if your spirituality is either curious or quixotic like mine, come along on this fool’s journey. After all, in medieval Christianity, the fool was the most truthful storyteller at court.









PART I

THE WAY

Early Christianity 100–500










ONE

Christianity as a Way of Life




During the first round of research for my recent study of vital mainline Protestant churches, I sent my project associate, Joseph Stewart-Sicking, to Calvin Presbyterian Church in the small working-class town of Zelienople, Pennsylvania. Joe grew up Roman Catholic and became an Episcopalian as a student. He had never attended a Presbyterian service, much less spent a week observing the life of a Presbyterian congregation. Throughout the week he called in reports of how the people of Calvin Church—their lives and their spirituality—intrigued him.


When Joe returned to the office, I asked him, “What surprised you the most? What did you see or hear that you did not particularly expect?”


Joe thought for a moment and replied, “Gregory of Nyssa.”


“What?” I asked.


“Gregory of Nyssa. Other early Christian theologians. And the desert fathers and mothers. Every time I asked them about their spiritual practices, they told me about church history.”


Joe’s response startled me. Not all Presbyterians are familiar with the fourth-century theologian Gregory of Nyssa. But there, in a modest church in a small western Pennsylvania town, folks had found spiritual friends from the early church, people whose ancient wisdom they embraced for today. Across the country renewing congregations like Calvin Church are becoming conversant with ancient Christian theologians, practices, and texts. From Jesus to St. Benedict in the sixth century, people are discovering the distant Christian past anew.


Back for the Future


Few periods of church history have captured as much popular attention as early Christianity. At my local bookstore the Christianity section is full of dozens of books about Jesus, the Gospels, Christianity and the Roman Empire, and ancient churches. I recently counted: other than contemporary issues, fewer than twenty books on those same shelves cover topics beyond Christianity’s first four centuries. In addition, three shelves are devoted solely to what the bookstore manager tags as Hidden Histories: Gnosticism, the Gospel of Judas, and Mary Magdalene. Early Christianity is a publishing sensation.


Popular interest in ancient Christianity did not begin, however, with the current trend. Since Albert Schweitzer’s Quest of the Historical Jesus appeared in English in 1910, Protestants have actively pursued the question of who Jesus really was and what Jesus actually taught. Although a German theologian, Schweitzer introduced the notion to mainstream North American Protestants that somehow the original message of Jesus had been corrupted by later interpretations and that Christians must strip away the historical accretions to find the real Jesus.1


This notion meshed with romantic ideals of the day. Many people hoped that they could somehow recover the original purity and simplicity of the gospel and, by doing so, reform or recreate their churches.2 For a century scholarly Christianity has embarked on a quest backward. The ancient faith may be the best source to renew the present. During much of the last century the focus has been on Jesus and the first decades of the Christian movement, as in Schweitzer’s Quest or more recently in the Jesus Seminar, with writers such as John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg. Parallel to the interest in Jesus, a new fascination with ancient worship and liturgy took shape, and the emphasis on the primitive church widened to include the first five centuries of Christianity, not only Jesus and his immediate followers.


Will the Real Rome Please Stand Up?


In many churches today Christians can be heard to remark that our world—the world of the twenty-first century—resembles the period of the early church more than any other time in history. Typically, they mean that Christianity is no longer the dominant way of organizing life in an increasingly secular and pluralistic West, that in most Western countries Christianity is institutionally on the wane and does not command the influence and privilege once accorded it.3 With some regularity many Western believers now speak of living in a post-Christian society. As a result Christians now find themselves members of one religion among many: Christians can no longer assume that their faith is the birthright religion of the majority, and that the faithful need to adopt a missionary vision in order for their churches to survive in religiously and culturally diverse societies.


Although many Christians think such comparisons are recent, thoughtful observers noted this change around the turn of the last century. “It is unlikely that Christianity will retain so nominally exclusive a sway as it has hitherto done in Western Europe,” predicted Wellesley College professor Vida Scudder in 1912. “In all probability, the day of its conventional control is passing and will soon be forgotten.” She continued:




The time will come when the Christian faith will have to fight for right of way among crowding antagonists as vigorously as in the times of Athanasius and Augustine. And in thoughts like these all genuine Christians must rejoice. Without the call to high adventure, the faith has never flourished.4




By comparing the situation to that of the early church, modern Christians remember the religious status of their ancient ancestors as outsiders in non-Christian Rome. Because they faced issues similar to those we face, they serve as guides for us.


This kind of thinking, no matter how helpful the comparison, may tempt Christians toward historical romanticism, the belief that if they could only recreate some pristine age everything would be well. As much as contemporary believers might find similarities between our time and that of Christianity in ancient Rome, the two are not the same. The ancient Mediterranean world that Rome once ruled was a vast, culturally diverse set of societies, unrelated by languages, economics, religions, and histories, all forced into political unity by a brutal military. Vast numbers of people who inhabited the Roman Empire resented or hated Roman rule and experienced few, if any, benefits from its social and economic structures. The empire was not in any modern way even vaguely democratic or inclusive; instead, it was a rigidly hierarchical and status-based world of haves and have-nots, of masters and slaves. Unlike a Hollywood sword-and-sandal film, the ancient world was not a pleasant place absent conveniences such as sewer systems and running water. As sociologist Rodney Stark describes, “Greco-Roman cities were small, extremely crowded, filthy beyond imagining, disorderly, filled with strangers, and afflicted with frequent catastrophes—fires, plagues, conquests, and earthquakes.” Unlike Western urban life today, where even the poor have access to marginally acceptable services, “life in antiquity abounded in anxiety and misery” for nearly everyone.5


Not only was the ancient world entirely different from our own, the time period dubbed “the early church” lasted five hundred years, a half millennium. In the fifth century the great theologian St. Augustine was almost as far removed in time from Jesus as we are from the Protestant reformer Martin Luther. In those five centuries the ancient Mediterranean world underwent huge political, cultural, and economic changes; these massive transformations influenced Christian practices and theology, creating and recreating congregations that adapted and readapted to the changes around them. “Early Christianity” and “ancient church” were not monolithic realities. Instead, if we are thinking about them rightly, we will understand that these five centuries were messy, chaotic, violent, and foreign to our understandings and imaginations. Ancient Christianity grew up in a vast geographic space, in many cultures, and over a long period of time, developing through diverse spaces, peoples, and centuries. Romanticism fails us; post-Christian Christianity is not that of the early church. If we are honest, we can barely understand those centuries and the people who inhabited them. Our ancestors are strangers to us; they lived in an alien world.


Christianity as a Way


If the Roman world was so completely different from our own, what can be said of early Christianity that has any meaning to us today? What “high adventure,” as Vida Scudder suggested, does ancient faith hold for contemporary people?


For all the differences between our world and theirs, for all the complexity of primitive Christianity, a startling idea runs through early records of faith: Christianity seems to have succeeded because it transformed the lives of people in a chaotic world. Indeed, in his study of the growth of Christianity in the ancient world, Rodney Stark suggests that




The power of Christianity lay not in its promise of other worldly compensations for suffering in this life, as has so often been proposed. No, the crucial change that took placewas the rapidly spreading awareness of a faith that delivered potent antidotes to life’s miseries here and now!6




Throughout the first five centuries people understood Christianity primarily as a way of life in the present, not as a doctrinal system, esoteric belief, or promise of eternal salvation. By followers enacting Jesus’s teachings, Christianity changed and improved the lives of its adherents and served as a practical spiritual pathway. This way—and earliest Christians were called “the People of the Way”—bettered existence for countless ancient believers.


The way, with its transformative power, challenged the status quo and infuriated ancient defenders of Roman religions, many of whom argued that the new Christian religion was an immoral sect, with secretive rites and rituals that undermined traditional Roman values of loyalty and family. Indeed, early commentators scarcely attacked Christian doctrines, but they consistently portrayed Christian devotional practices as radical and socially divisive. Christianity had effectively “created a social group that promoted its own laws and its own patterns of behavior.”7 These behaviors, at odds with Roman custom, earned Christians the reputation of being revolutionaries and traitors to the good order of the state.


Christian defenders, such as Justin Martyr (ca. 100–ca. 165), used the example of Christian practice to make the case that Jesus’s way “mended lives”:




We who formerlyvalued above all things the acquisition of wealth and possession, now bring what we have into a common stock, and communicate to everyone in need; we who hated and destroyed one another, and on account of their different manners would not live with men of a different tribe, now, since the coming of Christ, live familiarly with them, and pray for our enemies.8




To Justin, the old ways had passed; a new way opened in Jesus. Far from being divisive, Christianity was an inclusive faith that might bring diverse peoples together. However one interpreted the effects of the new faith, both enemies and defenders of Christianity understood that the new religion transformed people, giving even women, peasants, and slaves a meaningful ability to reorder their lives.


The way was based on Jesus’s teaching recorded in Mark 12:28–34.9 An unnamed questioner asked Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all?” And Jesus replied with what is now called the Great Command: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” Loving God and neighbor was, according to Jesus, the way of the Kingdom of God and the path of salvation. In the account of this teaching in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus adds, “Do this, and you will live” (Luke 10:28).


Early Christians understood the centrality of Jesus’s teaching. The Didache (ca. 100/120 CE), an ancient Christian instructional manual, opens with these words: “There are two ways, one of life and one of death, but a great difference between the two ways. The way of life, then, is this: First, you shall love God who made you; second, love your neighbor as yourself, and do not do to another what you would not want done to you.”10


Jesus’s followers took these words seriously. In many cases, and unlike contemporary practice, the process of becoming a Christian took several years, an extended time of teaching spiritual inquirers the way on which they were embarking. Christianity was considered a deliberate choice with serious consequences, a process of spiritual formation and discipline that took time, a way of life that had to be learned in community. Many early Christian communities frowned upon instantaneous conversion. Manuals like the Didache served as textbooks for converts. To drive home the point, early church architects built baptismal fonts to resemble sarcophagi, symbolizing death to the old way of life or, more erotically perhaps, as a vulva to indicate the birth of a new life.11 Thus, in the context of their world of suffering, Christians were taught that the faith as a radical way of life comprised the two loves, and it was these two loves that they strove to enact in their own souls and in their communities.


It is upon the Great Command that we find common ground with ancient Christians, not because our world is like theirs or because they somehow knew how to be better Christians than we do. Many of them, to be sure, did not follow very well; they, like us, struggled, doubted, and failed to walk the way. Yet even in our shortcomings (or perhaps because of them), we stand with them in the way. Generative Christians, like them, seek a life organized around love for God and neighbor. We recognize their longing for change. And in many quarters Christian communities are once again embracing the ancient insight that the faith is a spiritual pathway, a life built on transformative practices of love rather than doctrinal belief.12 We are, beyond mere romanticism, recapturing wisdom from ancient Christianity. How our ancestors interpreted and practiced the way, however, holds some surprises and challenges for us today.
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