The Church and the World—Some Thoughts
Early Church History Seminar

Marietta, Georgia on September 19-21, 2008.

Over one hundred fifty people recently participated in a seminar near Atlanta, Georgia to examine Patristic figures and their literature for what they can tell us about how the early church faced the world.

The weekend seminar was part of an ongoing education program that my friend Douglas Jacoby heads up called A.I.M.  The program consisted of these classes:
Introduction to the Patristic World — Douglas Jacoby 

The Evolution of Christendom — David W. Bercot
Clement: The Corinthian Connection — Douglas Jacoby

Ignatius: The Episcopacy and Structural Unity — Joey Harris

Irenaeus: Standard-bearer for Orthodoxy — Steve Staten

The Spirit of Sectarianism — David W. Bercot

The Church and the World — David W. Bercot

I am going to use this event to discuss constructive filtering rather than analyze the presentations.  I perceived a need for the novice to hold compass considerations in the study of the early Church Fathers.  These considerations help us read ancient literature and hear us modern presenters, of which I was one, in a reflective manner.
David W. Bercot (pronounced Bersoe) was clearly the featured speaker and the reason that many participated.  Mr. Bercot became popular within our fellowship in the mid-1990s as many of us read his stimulating work, Will the Real Heretic Please Stand Up?
  Bercot was once a title lawyer who worked for large oil entities in Texas and now lives a simple life in rural Pennsylvania. There is no doubt that he could make large sums of money, but he has admirably embraced a life of simplicity and service.  His evolution spans his youth with the Jehovah Witnesses,
 to the desert of Liberalism, to a startup congregation in Tyler, Texas in 1992 including time in the Anglican fold.  Associated with the Church of England, this wing appealed to him as the purest stream in success to the apostles.  He was ordained as an Anglican priest but left when he recognized some Roman Catholic inheritances. It was surrounding the events of this tumultuous period in which David Bercot wrote Common Sense,
 outlining his hermeneutics in his search to be part of pre-Nicene Christianity.  As such, Common Sense does not necessarily represent his tone today, but it is interesting as a snapshot.
  Finally, after further desert years he landed within the Anabaptist tradition, currently attending a Mennonite church.  Throughout the weekend David Bercot was very personal, unpretentious and forthright about some of the tough spots in this journey.  His humble disposition was just as apparent in private conversation where he came across as a thoughtful listener and great conversationalist.
Introduction and Evolution
On Friday evening Douglas Jacoby, head of the AIM program, encouraged the attendees about the value of the Church Fathers in his Introduction to the Patristic World. Bercot’s presentation The Evolution of Christendom accomplished the same thing as he illustrated how the Church and the World became a hybrid under the rule of Emperor Constantine.

The audience of Jacoby and Bercot were clearly interested.  As I listened I wondered why some people are more interested than others.  The small percentage of Christians who look into the early church history do so out of curiosity, or for evidence to support their sect’s beliefs, or are disenchanted with forms of Christianity that have less substance.  In my mind too few of Christians who are satisfied with their walk show an interest and often the ones that do don’t pursue patristic readings responsibly.
I was originally interested to see where Christianity took a dive.  As for my motivations today, I find that early church literature causes me to double-check my assumptions.  For many fellow Christians believe that they go by the Bible alone but are unaware of how they bring mindsets from western civilization—America in particular, the Restoration movement or postmodernism—into their readings.  It can be valuable to review our biases in light of what other Christians have thought in order to avoid regurgitating our own ideas.  This leads to unconsciously following the pied pipers of recent ages and accommodating to our culture.  One of my former professors, Bob Webber, who passed away in 2007, wrote this in his final book,

One of the major reasons why the church has fallen prey to a cultural accommodation is that it has become disconnected from its roots in Scripture, in the ancient church and its heritage through the centuries.

At the same time we read the Church Fathers we should not just read gullibly. These figures were men with feet of clay, just like us except they were closer in connection to the apostolic era.  By itself, that does not free them from errors but it clearly matters.
When we understand the location, time and situation of a letter or apology (defense) or catechism (instruction), we are able to get a peak at how the early believers wrestled with their issues.  When we read more of them we can see that a consensus emerges on some topics.  Until then we should not just jump the gun from one quotation.  One clear verse in the Bible has authority for us Christians, whereas one clear passage in the early Church Fathers may be an innovation or beginning of an evolution.  The closest we get to the Church Fathers having any authority is where they have consensus.  Then it is moral authority, or clout, such as a reputable witness.
Rightfully so, the attendees were warned about the tactic that is often called cherry-picking.  In other words we must begin such a journey with the patristic literature with integrity or we will end up citing the early Church Fathers for support in only our preconceived positions.  This is the act of looking for cases or texts appearing to confirm one’s particular position, while ignoring the gravity of evidence, the historical context or writings that don’t support one’s view.  It is important to admit that our data is limited as we have no second-century equivalent to Acts.  And since the churches were well established the Church Fathers have an older patriarchal perspective (most were elder-overseers) and the activities of Evangelists (often traveling) are barely known. The emphasis is often on the role of the overseers, fighting heresy, conversion, enduring persecution or making Apologetic appeals to emperors and other pagans.  These written works are good for determining common core values, reading about baptism and rebirth, observing relationships, unity and collaboration.  On the other hand, these writings are somewhat limited on what church meetings were like, how decisions were made, how church discipline was accomplished or how money is collected and spent.  It is unwise to take the minutia of evidence on such a topic and generalize from mere inferences.

Case Studies: Clement, Ignatius and Irenaeus

The classes that Douglas, Joey and I taught on the early Church Fathers were primers for newcomers.  We tried to set the stage for new readers to get inside the situations that prompted the writings of Clement or Rome, Ignatius of Antioch and Irenaeus of Lyon—all overseers.  I believe we captured and heart and motivation of these champions of the faith. 

The assessment of 1 Clement by Douglas Jacoby in Clement: The Corinthian Connection was sound and interesting.  This substantial letter was probably written in a.d 96 and deals with the rupture brought upon the Corinthian congregation when young leaders deposed their elder figures.  The church in Rome, the supposed bastion of apostolic Christianity, was called upon for advice or perhaps intervention.  The conclusion of Clement, both overseer and mediator, was in support of the older leadership.  This letter to the church was full of helpful insight but it also shows Clement’s fallibility.  He attempted to use the legend of the Phoenix as an example as if it were true.
Joey Harris taught Ignatius: The Episcopacy and Structural Unity with confidence and ease.  Ignatius, the early second-century overseer of Antioch sticks out like a sore thumb or a ray of light, depending on your perspective.  To some he is an innovator for the type of monarchical leadership model that led to Catholicism.  To others he is a hero who stood down false doctrine.  He certainly appears to go overboard at times with the authority of the overseer and he was very zealous, seeming to purposely provoke his own martyrdom.  Nonetheless, his half dozen letters to Christians on the north side of the Mediterranean between Antioch and Rome provide a clear snapshot of his core doctrines and the spread of them.  We easily envision the conflicts with spurious sects as they are beginning to rise.
I enthusiastically taught Irenaeus: Standard-bearer for Orthodoxy.  Irenaeus was born in the first half of the second century (~a.d. 115 or 130), became involved in serious affairs in Gaul and Italy around 155, became the overseer of the church in Lyon in 177, wrote important works in the 180s and 190s and then disappears from the grid around 202.  All things considered, from what I understand to be true, there is no one who has lived after the apostles that I would rather emulate than Irenaeus.  Consider the achievements of the Christian from Asia Minor who knew Polycarp in his youth.

Irenaeus appears to have utilized the first rough New Testament canon (near to ours), was the clearest theologian of his century and illuminated the first clear principles of interpretation (hermeneutic) that have never let the church down.  He championed the “rule of truth” (regula veratatis), an easily understandable and transmittable list of beliefs.  He was an eminent East-West church peacemaker and a fair expert on the main heresies of his day.  What we know of him is published in the five volume Against the Heresies, Proof of Apostolic Preaching and some sketches and letters preserved by the ancient church historian Eusebius.
There is one thing that I don’t embrace about Irenaeus, a flaw that shows up today in various ways—over-enthusiasm for one truth at the expense of other truths.  As he was developing his view of the atonement which is based on Romans 5:12-21 he developed an atonement model called recapitulation, harmless and interesting by itself.  But Irenaeus did so in such a careless way that he put forward the ancient equivalent to a public gaffe. 
In his zeal for the idea that Mary and Christ touched and undid everything that Eve and Adam ruined, Irenaeus over-developed Mary’s role in salvation and the specific way that Christ redeemed humanity. This is especially true when he pressed the idea that Jesus passed through every age, infancy through elder, in order to remove the curse of these periods for sanctification—thus, Jesus reached about fifty years of age.  The mathematical error about Jesus’ lifespan is bizarre.  But Irenaeus produced a portion of erroneous conjectures that left behind significant problems for us to deal with in later centuries.  His use of hyperbole was also evident in his touting the accomplishments of the churches towards unity.   These statements reflect both truth and wishes.  But some of his overstatements were later used to justify new notions into Christianity that Irenaeus, in my analysis, never intended—Roman Catholicism, the excessive exaltation of Mary, the One True organized Church, the utilization of infant baptism, the exalted overseer of Rome (papacy), and so on.
Even with the damage done by the misuse of a few statements by Irenaeus, without his contributions under God’s providence, it is hard to imagine how Christianity would have turned out without him -  his dogged efforts, bearing the standard for core gospel truths, and his heroic love for the church.  Therefore, we must remember that even the greatest of all Christians need to be checked, verified and filtered if necessary.  So let’s read with our eyes wide open and the Word of God at our side (Acts 17:11).
A fuller examination of second-century Church Fathers should include Hermas of Rome, Justin Martyr of Rome, Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian of Carthage.

Everything You Wanted to Know About Sects
We heard Bercot’s take on how sects arise—including the way things fell down at the Council of Nicea over important minutiae.  Gauging from the sounds of the crowd and the questions from Saturday’s session, The Spirit of Sectarianism was the most stimulating session for the majority of the participants.  Both young Christian and old were hanging on every word from David Bercot, some of the attendees appeared to be trying to drink out of a fire hydrant.
Bercot was given permission to state his views of the Churches of Christ and the ICOC.  Both piercing truths and disappointing caricatures emerged.  The stereotype of Church of Christ and ICOC members who place commands like baptism as more important than love and all other Christian ideals and teaching was dwelled upon. Clearly there has been plenty of evidence for this critique.  But in the age that we live in obedience has been usurped by a sentimental feeling that is erroneously called love.  A new critique is called for, not the flagellation with a less applicable older criticism.
Mr. Bercot spent some time on Alexander Campbell’s changing views, hoping to inspire less constrictive views on baptism.  Certainly it is obvious that Campbell would not support the sectarian spirit that has accompanied many of his descendants.  Nonetheless, for participants from the South, Campbell’s name means something but many ICOC members do not emotionally connect to either Campbell or the mainline Churches of Christ.  And trying as I have to get Christians in my circles interested in Church history, I would rather have them first learn about the early Church Fathers before learning the ins and outs of our sectarian past.
David Bercot pressed his opinion on our inherited Church of Christ legalism when he asked if we would rather accept into church fellowship the ‘man of love’ Francis of Assisi or the loveless deadpan doctrinarian man who was properly baptized.  I thought seriously about this one because of my knowledge of Francis and a few Mr. Deadpans.  So let’s jump aboard into Bercot’s argument.
I must confess bias because my middle name comes from Francis (1182-1226), the friar who became the patron saint of animals and all of Italy.  At least one of my great aunts belonged to the Franciscan Order of Sisters.  I know that Francis originated the idea of reenacting the Christmas manger, emphasized peace and started the now famous Franciscan Order.  But then the story gets X-file-ish.  Francis was allegedly the first medieval believer to receive the stigmata (bodily marks matching Christ’s wounds) which quickly ushered in many miraculous stigmata among Catholics.  Moreover, soon after the death and burial of his friend and fellow Franciscan brother Pietro Cattini many miracles suddenly occurred.  Then the crowds came from everywhere and disturbed the Order’s peace.  Frustrated, Francis prayed, telling Pietro Cattini to obey him like he used to and stop the miracles.  Bummer!

Then there is the story of the friar’s conversations with the animals, or fish that would stay near his boat until he gave them permission to leave. But it was the Wolf of Gubbio story that still draws people to Francis.  A wolf terrorized the town of Gubbio by killing its people and animals to the point that townsfolk were even afraid to venture outside. So Francis confronted the beast all by himself, staring him down.  He daringly gave the Sign of the Cross (I am visualizing the crucifix in the later Dracula story) towards the wolf and began preaching, “Come to me, Brother Wolf. In the name of Christ, I order you not to hurt anyone.”  Then amazingly, the story goes, the wolf lay down by Francis's feet where soon Francis forgave his sins.  To indicate compliance the wolf nodded and shook his paw with the hand of Francis. Just after the pact was made Francis preached a revival sermon. Thereafter, the wolf was a welcome visitor of Gubbio until he died of old age.

Now the original question begs an answer so here it is.  I really, really don’t know. Would you rather have a Dr. Doolittle, miracle stopping party pooper who brings werewolves to church or a legalistic deadpan church member?  It’s a difficult decision.  But I don’t think I really have to make those kinds of impossible choices.  Either/or scenarios is like the false choice between two evils.  We just have to look for the third option.  I say bring church discipline on Mr. Deadpan and invite Dr. Francis Doolittle to study where pets were not allowed.

All jesting aside, I think Bercot’s intended points were relevant, but he appeared to sentimentalize Francis placing attendees in the position of role-playing God.  There are too many matters in which I don’t have the answer and I am fine with that.  I have long believed that God still places the knowledge of many what/if scenarios beyond my reach, high up on the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  I have various thoughts of his doctrinal forgiveness and prerogative of divine concession but there is no reason to stop persuading someone on any of the issues central to Apostolic Christianity while their heart is still ticking.

Closing Issues
I was not in attendance on the final day to hear Mr. Bercot’s presentation The Church and the World but the chatter afterwards indicate that it too was lively.

Our particular views of politics, worship, and the roles of elders and evangelists vary within our fellowship. Fewer of us identify with the matters raised on women’s attire and hair length or serving in the government.

On the issue of pacifism and non-resistance there is a growing number who are openly thinking through it.  I am an ethical Pacifist due to teachings within the Sermon of the Mount and Christ’s example.  This means achieving peace against my adversaries through non-resistance, scorning the evil and trusting in God alone for deliverance.  However, I do not hold the view that it always wrong when a life ends in the rescue of innocent victims of evil and tyranny and I would appeal to the Bible.  Amongst my fellow teachers there are clear differences on this issue and they too will appeal to the Bible.  So what do we do?
We mustn’t follow the conventional ignorance which is a path of division, especially over issues that are of great importance but not central tenants of the faith.  And we should not use the pulpit, writings, or academia to peddle our views in a polarizing manner and castigate those who see differently. Our International gathering of churches involves many of those who have been reared in American nationalism on the right and European Postmodernism on the left.  The starting points from before our Christian journey shape all of us and it takes some of us longer to see ourselves—equally true of teachers.

Our differences can lead to productive conversation which is needed because the world is constantly entering the church through our surroundings and even the beloved newly baptized member.  We are always aware of how being uninformed or wrongly informed can jade us.  Our entertainment and upbringing can neuter our convictions as we become too familiar with everyday lies and error.  
Of course, we can always see the speck in someone else’s eye.  I have observed in my travels that many dangerously over-correct someone else’s speck with a new log. If we are not careful our differences will become fodder for fruitless and bitter infighting.  Then we may loose our saltiness.  Thankfully I didn’t witness any such incursions in Atlanta and the seminar "The Church and the World" was very stimulating.

A final comment about filtering the experts we follow on the way to becoming “the one true pure mega awesome church of all grace the way it used to be:” we should remember what the apostle Paul wrote about following men (1 Corinthians 1-3).  Let’s use Tertullian as an example.  He held some of the most dramatic views relating to world and is the author of the famous phrase “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”  As an adamant anti-worldliness believer he began as a participant in catholic Christianity but later became part of the extreme Montanist sect.  Which Tertullian do we follow?  Justin Martyr, the second-century Christian Philosopher would have disagreed with significant aspects of Tertullian’s premise.  Do we follow Justin?  Are we Tertullianites?  Justinians?
And Mr. Bercot has changed some views, as we all do.  For instance he has been sometimes cited for beliefs that he no longer holds (the traditional view of Apostolic Succession).
  On occasion a Christian will cling to someone like Tertullian or Bercot to get their church “to be the way it used to be”. As we have seen in our history, this is problematic.  To use men to position ourselves in this way is just a clever and sectarian way of denouncing sectarianism.  While men are capable of raising great questions, our aim must be to properly derive the answers that withstand the scrutiny of God’s word.

After questions are raised we must determine to land on sound answers rather than lingering in indifference.  I would call all teachers and challenge every reader who is stimulated to reconsider their previously held views (because of reading patristic literature) to recognize that we have also been deeply affected by postmodern deconstructionism.  This cultural mood makes it easy blow some belief or practice away by chiseling at it until there is nothing left.  On the other hand, it takes courage in these times to stand down the pipers of disbelief and actually construct something such as truly biblical discipling models, fresh approaches for giving, world missions or planning for the orphanages.  And let us construct biblically sound approaches for such things as a study series, women’s ministry and teamwork among our church officers.

In conclusion, if you are mature, discerning and are guided by clear principles then you will probably enjoy the material generated in Georgia, feasting on the meat and throwing away the bones.  If you find yourself worked up and unable to process many opinions then give it a pass for the time being.
Steve Staten, Chicago 
� David W. Bercot, Will the Real Heretics Please Stand Up? (Tyler, TX: Scroll Publishing Co., 1989). A major theme of RH is about Evangelicalism. Many novel features of the Evangelical Movement and many of its chief beliefs would be unfamiliar to early Christians.


� The Jehovah’s Witnesses deny orthodox positions on deny of the deity of Christ, are strict Pacifists and believe that Christ came in 1914 among other things.


� David W. Bercot, Common Sense: A New Approach to Understanding Scripture (Tyler, TX: Scroll Publishing Co., 1992) is out of print and available only as a PDF from Scroll Publishing.


� From at least the first edition of Real Heretic in 1989 and at until about the mid-nineties Bercot saw the Anglican Church as the purest stream of Christianity.


� Robert E. Webber, Who Gets to Narrate the World?: Contending for the Christians Story in an Age of Rivals (Downers Grove: IVP Books, 16) 


� Apparently in Sunday’s presentation Mr. Bercot was less dogmatic on the issues related to women’s hair and head coverings than he has appeared in earlier publications.  


� Apostolic Succession is the idea that only churches that the apostles founded, their bishops and their successors hold authority today.  This is a distortion of what second-century Christians were implying.  
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