Chapter 2:
The Early Christians  
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“To speak in general terms, we may say that the Christian is to the world what the soul is to the body…The body hates the soul and wars against it, not because of any injury the soul has done it, 
but because of the restriction the soul places on its pleasures. 
Similarly, the world hates the Christians, not because they have done it any wrong, 
but because they are opposed to its enjoyments.” (from Epistle to Diognetus) 

The Early Christians: 

· The harshest conditions faced by any Christians happened at the age that surrounded the beginning Church 

· Some abandoned the Faith when the challenges they faced day to day became too much to bear 

· Many, however, endured and provided “spiritual shelter and strength to all who would believe” 

Part I: Beliefs and Practices: The Spiritual Life of the Early Christians
· Christ did not leave His Church a manual “with a fully developed theology” 
· In the early years, Christians retained many traditional Jewish practices. However, this began to change in 49/50 A.D. with the Council of Jerusalem. The destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D. only furthered the separation of Jewish and Christian religious practices. 
Baptism: 

· Jesus instituted the Sacrament of Baptism when He instructed His disciples to “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 first years of the Resurrection, those who wanted to enter the Faith did so freely (without Catechesis) 

· As Christianity grew, however, the need arose that those who entered the Faith must be instructed

· The lengthy process provided time for the catechumen to learn about the Gospels and the practices/beliefs of the Church 

· Like today, the Catechumens were baptized at the Easter Vigil or Holy Saturday 

· The practice of admitting Catechumens after a period of instruction was reinstituted in 1965 by the Second Vatican Council 

· Although infants were often baptized (despite some controversies) it was common for adults to wait until they were on their deathbed before receiving the Sacrament of Baptism 
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AGAPE and the Eucharist: 

· Agape (love) refers to the early Christian religious meal that was closely related to the celebration of the Eucharist. However, over time this meal became less and less associated with the Eucharist (St. Paul)

· The ritual of the Mass developed gradually overtime: 

· The beginning of the ceremony included readings from the Bible, singing of the psalms and hymns, common prayers, and a collection for the poor

· The Liturgy of the Eucharist (the high point of the Mass) came gradually 

· In the early Church there was not a missal for the priest to follow, instead the priest would pray a prayer of thanksgiving and then recite the words of the Consecration as they were recited by Jesus at the Last Supper (written down by Paul in his letter to the Corinthians 11: 23-26) 

· All early documents in the early Church indicate that the early Christians believed that the bread and wine were the Body and Blood of Christ 

Churches: 

· In the early Church, people gathered in their homes and in the catacombs (the tombs of Christians) to celebrate the Eucharist and pray 

· It was not until A.D. 313 with the Edict of Milan that Christians were able to practice their faith in public. 

Holy Days: 

· Wednesdays and Fridays were days of fasting for the early Christians 

· At first, the Jewish Christians kept the Jewish Sabbath (Saturday) as the Sabbath. However, they changed the Sabbath to Sunday to:




 A.) Avoid being confused with the Jewish people 




 B.) To blend in with the Sunday pagan worship services 




 C.) To celebrate the Resurrection of Christ on the third day 




 D.) To celebrate or honor the day the Lord took rest after He completed the creation of the world
The Papacy: 

· There is clear historical evidence that supports that the Bishop of Rome is regarded as the supreme head of the Roman Catholic Church. 
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The Episcopacy: 

· The Bishops were/are  the successors to the Apostles

· The Bishops were/are responsible for shepherding and guiding the flock in the various/dangerous situations that surrounded and continue to surround Christians

· Bishops baptized, offered up the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, celebrated weddings, ordained priests, and participated in all of the sacramental work of the Church 

Priesthood: 

· presbyteros were the Church elders 

· A priest in the early Church developed overtime to include being a minister of Divine worship and of the Eucharistic sacrifices subordinate to the bishop to whom he has sworn canonical allegiance

Monotheism: 

· Christians believe that there is only one True God 

· The early Christians were often persecuted because they did not partake in Emperor worship or any other polytheistic cult 

The Scriptures: 

· Many books of the OT/NT were always accepted, others took more time to accept 

· The early Church never considered the Scriptures as authoritative apart from their interpretation by the Church through her hierarchy

Slavery and Christianity: 

· By the time of Augustus’ death two million out of the seven and half million people were slaves 

· Slavery also existed in Jewish culture. However, Mosaic Law demanded a merciful relationship between the master and slave. Both the labor and the laborer were recognized

· The spread of Christianity eventually undermined slavery 

Non-Violence: 

· Although some early Church Fathers seem to prohibit the participation in an army, Christians served in the army beginning in the 2nd century 

· Over time the Church developed a just war theory (St. Augustine): self defense, war must be initiated on the behalf of the sovereign, the cause must be just, and those waging the war must have good and right intentions, meaning that the war will not bring more harm than perpetuated by the enemy. 
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The State: 

· Demanded that its people participate in pagan worship 

· Demanded that its people worship the Emperor 

· Demanded that its people give Rome undivided loyalty 

Money Matters: 

· Just as in modern times, the Church engaged in contribution to education, medical care, and the distribution of alms to the poor

Sexual Ethics: Abortion and Contraception: 

· The early Church Fathers and Christians universally rejected the practices of abortion and infanticide

· Contraception was also viewed as interfering with the natural end of sexual relations not only among the Christians, but Greek philosophers. However, because of growing concerns among Greek Philosophers with regards to population control, Plato and Aristotle advocated that abortion before life began (contraception) and abortion after life began may be necessary to protect society (Contraception: A History) 
Women: 

· Christianity greatly improved the position of women 

· Christianity changed the perception of women by recognizing and honoring women’s spiritual equality and importance
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Were women priests or deacons in the early Church? 

The Catholic Church and many of the heretical sects only ordained men as priests and 

bishops. Therefore, there is no real evidence that women were ever ordained to serve as 

priests or bishops. In the early Church there were a group of women given the title of 

deaconess. Some scholars believe that this role was given to women in order for them to 

assist in baptizing the women catechumens (in the early Church the catechumens would 

be baptized naked. Thus a woman was needed to perform the baptism of the other women in the community). In addition to this role, the deaconesses would also distribute food to the poor and perform other charitable acts in their Christian communities. 
Family Life: 

· Christianity raised the status of the family to a “domestic Church” 

· It was through the family that the dignity of every person was recognized

· Christianity imbued an ethic of charity into all human societal relationships, with the family as the model

Part II: Important Writings of the Early Christian Period
“Apostolic Fathers” is a term given to a number of earliest Christian writers who came immediately after the Apostles (many of them knew the Apostles), and who wrote about religious and moral themes (Epistles addressed to small communities or individuals) 
Apologists: 

· Apologetics is a branch of theology that aims to defend and explain the Christian religion

· Apologists: 

· St. Aristides
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St. Justin Martyr 

· Tatian

· Athenagoras

· St. Theophilus

· Minucius Felix

· Tertullian 
· St Clement of Rome 

· St. Irenaeus of Lyons 

· St. Ignatius of Antioch 
· Early Christianity found itself attacked by both the Jewish people and the pagans. The Apologists worked tirelessly to defend and explain the Christian faith as well as instruct others on how to do the same. 

· One of the most important work of this tradition was St. Justin Martyr’s “Dialogue with Trypho” 
· The most important work of the Apologists at this time was to address paganism 

· Not only did Christians fight to defend their faith, but they utilized Apologetics to express that they were a great asset to the Empire rather than a disease

The Didache: 

· “teaching”  (Doctrine of the Twelve Apostles and the Lord’s Teaching through the Twelve Apostles to the Nations) 
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Short exposition concerning Christian morals, doctrine, and customs

· Used as a reference by the early Church Fathers 

Tertullian: 

· 160 A.D. – 225 A.D.

· Born in Carthage

· Son of a Roman centurion (professional officer) 
· Received his education through the study of Roman Law 

· Worked to demonstrate that the Christians posed no threat to the Roman Empire, they were a great asset to it 

· Was a member of the heretical Montanists (a sect that supported a stricter form of Christianity which refused forgiveness for some sins and believed in the periodic outpourings of the Holy Spirit through Montanists prophets and prophetesses) 
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Tertullian insisted on the strictest possible interpretation of Christian doctrines, and he recommended that Christians study nothing but the Bible (many Christian theologians at this time knew Greek and Roman pagan literature and philosophy well). Despite leaving the Catholic Church for Montanism, Tertullian’s writings were still read because they provided helpful and practical explanations of the Christian faith. 
St. Hippolytus and the Apostolic Tradition 

· 170- 236 A.D. 

· Important writer of the early Church 
· Promoted his own extreme position on the nature of the relationship between the Father and the Son 
· After quarrelling with Pope St. Zephyrinus, he left the Church and a group of followers elected him as an antipope (A false claimant of the Holy See in opposition to a pontiff canonically elected).
· Apostolic Tradition: describes the passing down of the Faith of the Apostles from generation to generation and provides insight into the rites of ordination, Baptism, and the Eucharist. 
St. Hippolytus embraced the idea that Jesus Christ was a complete Divine person apart from God, but still subordinate to the Father. Hence, he created a schism within the Church when upon this teaching he left the Church to pursue his own beliefs. The question that one may ask is if St. Hippolytus dissented from the Church, then why is he a Saint? That question may be answered with one word: reconciliation. It is believed that during (or shortly after) being exiled to an island, Hippolytus came back into union with Rome. His teachings and acts of charity far out shine his misunderstanding of Christ. 
Part III: Martyrdom as the Greatest Testimony to Christianity: 
· Martyr: “witness” 

· A Martyr bears witness to Christ as the Way, Truth, and Life 

· The actions of the martyrs strengthened the faith of other Christians 

· Martyrdom for Christians was considered an honor and privilege as it was a way to offer up suffering up to Christ 

· Martyrdom, although embraced, was something the Christians were told not seek out –they were to preserve and promote life first 
· Despite what many believe, the number of martyrs during the age of the early Church is far less than the number of martyrs in the twentieth century! 

In his Ecclesiastical History, Eusebius tells of many martyrs in the Christian church prior to 324 C. E..: 

· Agapius: He was brought to the arena with a murderer to be cast to wild animals. The emperor gave clemency to the murderer. When the Christian refused to accept liberty by renouncing his faith, he rushed against a bear let loose upon him. After being mauled by the bear, he was taken to prison. Surviving for one day, stones were bound to his feet, and he was thrown into the sea. 
· Alpheus: He was scourged and scraped with iron hooks and severe bonds. He received different tortures on the rack, having his feet stretched a night and a day to the fourth hole in the stocks. At length, he was beheaded.

· Apollonia: They seized this elderly woman, beat her jaws, and broke out all her teeth. They built a fire and threatened to burn her alive unless she would repeat their impious expressions. She appeared to shrink a little, but when allowed to go, she suddenly sprang into the fire and was consumed. 
· Blandina: She was tortured by tormentors who took turns from morning till night until they were overcome. She continued to live despite her whole body being torn asunder and pierced. Later, she was bound and suspended on a stake, being exposed as food for wild animals. When none of the animals would touch her, she was taken down from the stake and returned to prison for another time. Then, after scourging, exposure to animals, and roasting, she was thrown into a net and cast before a bull. After much tossing from the animal, she died.
· Metra: An aged man, he was called upon to utter impious statements. When he did not obey, his tormentors beat his body with clubs, and pricked his face and eyes. After that, they led him to the suburbs, where they stoned him.
· Theodosia: She was not yet eighteen years old, yet was distinguished for her faith and virtue. As she approached some prisoners before the judgment seat to salute them, she was seized by the soldiers and led away to the commander. She was tortured cruelly, having her sides and breasts furrowed with instruments even to the bones. She kept a cheerful and joyful countenance throughout. Then she was ordered to be cast into the sea.
· Ulpian: He was a young man who suffered dreadful torments and the most severe scourgings. After all of these, he was sewn in a raw bull's hide, together with a dog and a poisonous asp, and thrown into the sea
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Questions to Ponder: 

1. How have the practices of the faithful in the Catholic Church changed over the centuries? 

2. Do you think that women should be allowed to be deacons? Or is the function of the woman deaconess no longer needed thus there is no longer a place in the Church for a deaconess? Explain your answer. 

3. Describe the impact that the early Christian martyrs have had on you. 
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