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WORD OF WELCOME

Dr. Mike Bassous

General Secretary and CEO,
Bible Society - Lebanon

e Your Holiness Aram |, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenian
Apostolic Orthodox Church,

e Your Beatitude Catholicos Patriarch Krikor Bedros XX of the
Armenian Catholic Church,

e Your Eminence Archbishop Paul Sayah, Patriarchal Vicar and
representative of the Patriarch of the Maronite Church, His
Beatitude Cardinal Bechara Rai,

e Your Excellency Archbishop Monsignor Joseph Spiteri, Apostolic
Nuncio to Lebanon (and representing His Eminence Cardinal
Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the Congregation for the Oriental
Churches)

e Your Eminence Archbishop Angaelos, General Bishop in the
United Kingdom of the Coptic Orthodox Church and President
of the British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS),

e Dr. Souraya Bechalany, Secretary General of the Middle East
Council of Churches,

e Mr. Amine Khoury, Chairman of the Board of Directors of
the Bible Society, Board members, and General Assembly
members,



WORD OF WELCOME

e Your Eminences, fathers, pastors, sister Bible Societies
colleagues, brothers and sisters from Lebanon and around the
world —

WELCOME TO LEBANON!

It was about 15 months ago that | was chatting in Istanbul with
my colleague from the UK, Dr. Paul Williams, who is the CEO of
the British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS), about establishing a
platform whereby we could conduct an honest, transparent dia-
logue among church leaders from various parts of the world, in an
attempt to foster better understanding, and a support system for
one another, based on God’'s Word. Because of our conviction that
the Scriptures — the Bible — bring churches together, we pursued
this initiative to close the gap between various perceptions, using
the following five principles:

1. We are all under pressure. The entire Body of Christ is fac-
ing unprecedented pressure—whether this be persecution,
secularism, disinterest in the Gospel message, disinterest in
the Church, post-modernism’s ‘relative truth’, materialism, etc.
No active Christian community can claim to be pressure-free!
Hence mutual support and partnership, as one body, is encour
aged and advocated.

2. We are here to listen to each other. There is no right or wrong
approach, presentation, speech, reflection, and/or discussion.
We all agree that the Church has traditionally been an important
‘peace builder’ in society, and an advocate for education,
equality, human rights and democracy. Therefore, listening to
one another requires active engagement with our brothers and
sisters, better understanding of their context, and continued
uplifting of them in prayers, to achieve effective social change.

3. We are here to learn from each other. Experiences of how
our communities under pressure have flourished are important
lessons. The World Evangelical Alliance’'s Religious Liberty
Commission issued the Bad Urach Call in 2009, which states:
'Persecuted Christians have learned truths about God that
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Christians under less pressure need to hear in order to
experience the fullness of God! Learning from one another
requires humility, respect, and mutual insight.

4. We are bound in unity through God’s Word. What does
the Bible message —transmitted orally, written, and compiled
throughout generations in ‘the East’, and today a ‘global book’
comprising 97% of the world’'s languages— what message
can we, in unity, take back to our Christian communities under
pressure? There is a message of hope and perseverance in faith
that we can share together in unity.

5. We are gathered to discern the leading of the Holy Spirit.
Despite the pressures we are all experiencing, our different
contexts, the listening and learning from each other, and the
unity around the Word of God, the most important requirement
for our dialogue conference is to be ready to be led by the Holy
Spirit. In the apocalyptic words of the Book of Revelation, “let
us hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

Having regard to these principles, the Bible Societies started
exploring the platforms by which we could hold this dialogue
conference. And here surfaced the concept of the ‘Magi
Initiative’: Wise men coming from the East to ‘the West' (at that
time) in pursuit of the Star of Bethlehem, to encounter the Messiah,
and to carry the Good News back to their own territories. Therefore,
the "‘Magi Initiative' is an invitation to each one of us to pursue the
‘Truth” through this East $ West dialogue and take a message of
hope back to our Christian communities under pressure.

The three most important initial objectives of the initiative
included:
e A better East-West understanding of the state-religion
relationship;

e Building bilateral and mutual support for communities under
pressure; and

e A common understanding about reading and venerating the
Holy Bible.
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WORD OF WELCOME

The invitation for collaboration with the Middle East Council of
Churches came as a natural step in fulfilling our mandates as inter-
confessional ecumenical bodies in the service of the Church, and
we jointly thank the World Council of Churches for sending an
observer, Mrs. Carla Khijoyan, to this conference. We hope and
pray that, throughout the deliberations of this dialogue conference,
we can pursue the attainment of the objectives set forth. The
expected outcome of the conference is two-fold:

In the short term, we hope to publish a document that
describes the joint stand regarding how we should read the Bible
during these difficult times for the Church. This will include all
the papers submitted on various topics by Eastern and Western
scholars after presenting them during the workshops, drafted into
one document that combines the views from both perspectives
into a common declaration. We will also present a communique,
or a joint statement of intent, that will be declared at the end of
the conference.

In the longer term, we plan to form a ‘think-tank’ or reference
group, arising from this dialogue conference, to address these and
future related issues, particularly those relevant to this region —
‘the Cradle of Christianity’. As an Eastern Christian | recognise
that, in spite of the decreasing number of Christians in the region,
the Middle East remains a fertile base for any re-evaluation of
Christianity. We hope and pray that this initiative, and its continued
reference group, will create a long-standing mutual support
programme for all Christian communities under pressure.

Again, we thank you for joining us today from various parts of
the world, and we look forward to a fruitful dialogue throughout
these conference proceedings.






INTRODUCTORY WORD

Dr. Souraya Bechealany

Secretary General of
The Middle East Council
of Churches

Your Holiness, Beatitude,
Eminence, Reverend fathers and pastors,
dear brothers and sisters

Allow me first to welcome you on behalf of the Middle East
Council of Churches, and thank you for accepting our invitation
to participate in this meeting organised jointly with the esteemed
Bible Society, whom | would like to thank for all their efforts in this
regard.

| consider this meeting, which brings together Churches from
the East and West, as a token of the ecclesial communion (koinénia)
and an embodiment of the One, Holy, Apostolic Church. This
meeting represents an opportunity to meet, pray, think about and
work together on the meaning of the Christian presence in the
East, in the light of God's Word. The Word of God is capable of
inspiring us to do that which is of God, if we are willing to listen to
it and act accordingly.

11
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HONOURABLE GATHERING

Let us, like the Magi, place ourselves in a state of listening
to the Holy Spirit, in anticipation of the star that shall guide us to
where Christ is born, so that we may worship Him. Yes, in this
East, and despite all the darkness surrounding us, we are walking
towards Christ in the light of His Word and the glory of His resur-
rection; and we believe that He is born every day in every corner of
‘our’ East, and in the secrets of silent believing souls. Come, let us
walk together to the place where Christ is born, in those corners
and souls, and let us worship and glorify Him.

HONOURABLE GATHERING

Allow me finally, on my own behalf and that of the Bible Society,
to thank the lecturers for accepting our invitation and for honouring
us with their presence and valuable contributions. | wish every
success to this meeting.

Thank you.



INTRODUCTORY WORD

His Eminence
Archbishop Angaelos
Coptic Orthodox
Archbishop of London and
President of The British and
Foreign Bible Society

OUR INTENTIONAL JOURNEY TOGETHER
Your Holiness, Your Excellency, Your Eminences,
Your Graces, Dear Fathers, Sisters, And Brothers

It is an immense privilege to be here, and standing before
you | think | represent the enormous complexity of our Church
around the world. | was born in Egypt; my parents migrated to
Australia when | was five; | went back to Egypt and served as
private secretary to the late Pope Shenouda llI; | have served in
England for almost 25 years; and now | stand here before you as
the President of the British and Foreign Bible Society. Now if that
is not confusing, | am not sure what is!

We can look at this in two ways. It is either confusion because
it goes against all the norms that we have known, it breaks all
the moulds that we have been accustomed to, it contravenes the
rules and regulations of engagement and sometimes disengage-
ment that we have followed; or we can look at it as the challenge
that it is — the reality of the world we live in.

13
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Only 50 years ago, | am sure that someone could quite
possibly have been born, lived, and died in the same village, not
knowing anyone or anything else, except for his or her own family,
community, faith, religious community, and ethnicity; and yet that
is no longer the reality — whether internal or external — for many
millions of people around the world. Our Churches and church
organisations, as pastoral entities, are now faced with the challenge
of serving in this new paradigm, with this new complexity.

| was speaking with someone earlier, saying that it is wonderful
being a Coptic Orthodox clergyman in the UK because it actually
exemplifies the challenge and tension that is not only within our
Church, but within all our churches and our communities. We have
a 2000 year old Church in Egypt, and churches outside of Egypt for
the past 50 years. To encapsulate 2000 years of heritage, identity,
culture, and belief within a new context that not only has to deal
with generational challenges, but also ethnic, linguistic and cultural
factors — that is indeed a challenge. It is a challenge that | take very
seriously because — with of course a great sense of difference —
it is the same challenge to which our Incarnate Lord called us,
when He dealt with the farmers, the fishermen, the scribes, the
Pharisees, the Gentiles, the lepers, and the tax collectors. All
of these people were ‘different’ from ‘the norm’, and yet they
became the bedrock, core, and foundation of the Church.

In the Gospel of St. Mark (16: 15), our Lord instructed His
disciples to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every
creature.” There are three points to consider here. The first is that
itis active and decisive: “Go."” Do not merely think about it, ponder
it, form a committee, have a consultation, or hold a symposium —
“just go!”

Secondly, to preach the Gospel is very clear. It is our mandate.
We do other things that are connected, whether these concern
religious freedom, human rights, peace-building, or reconciliation.
All this must be done because the message of our Lord is not a
singular isolated message; it is a holistic message addressing the
salvation of the world. All of these concepts are important and
essential, but all are rooted in preaching the Gospel; and so, if
our encounter leads to us acting in a way that does not preach
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the Gospel, then we are not doing what we are called to do. If
our encounter does not shine the light of Christ into His world,
we are not doing what we are instructed to do. If our encounter
does not, firstly, bring us together, and then reach out to the world
around us, we are not doing what we are told — and so that is our
mandate.

Thethirdinstruction wereceiveisto “preach...toeverycreature”
indiscriminately. This is evident in the parable of the sower. Itis not
up to us to determine growth or even effectiveness. It is for us to
be faithful in what we do and how we do it, and so that is why this
gathering is so important. | accepted the appointment as President
of the Bible Society because | wanted to make a difference, and
one of my very first conditions was that | was not going to be an
'honorary’ president. It was not going to be about just having a
name or a title. | wanted to be a part of what is happening because
| am excited by it, inspired by it, and because | am hopeful in it;
because what we have been given is the life-giving message that
we can present to the whole world, as God's gift through us. We
are but a channel, we are an avenue, we are a conduit. There are
two things to consider: first of all, we must be free-flowing — we
cannot hold back the Word of God. Secondly, we cannot distort it
in any way. It must be given as it was received, without our own
occasional tribalism.

St. Augustine said, “The commandment to the apostles to
be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria, and even to the
utmost part of the world, is not addressed exclusively to those to
whom it was immediately spoken.” This commandment is also
given to us. In our Churches, and with our tradition of apostolic
succession, we believe that we are the disciples of those men
who were the disciples of the Saviour, and so that is our calling.

In the second Epistle to Timothy, he is instructed, “Preach the
Word! Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, rebuke,
exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching” (2Timothy 4:2).
Whatever it takes, do it. The world has always lived through
conflict and war, through famine and persecution. The world
has always lived through challenges, and so has the Church —
and what | always love to tell people is, “we are still here!” Our
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continuity makes no sense logically or logistically, or even in terms
of ethnicity and population; it makes no sense, but we are still here
because we were very clearly promised that “the gates of hell
shall not overcome”, and that is our testimony.

Our message is going to be counter-cultural, so our direction
must be counter-cultural. It cannot be politically driven, it cannot
be tribal, it cannot be sectarian. The Word of God is a Word that
gathers, it does not divide. In speaking with my colleagues from the
British and Foreign Bible Society yesterday, | thought it important
to first clarify what this meeting is not meant to be. This is not an
attempt at control; it is not an attempt at manipulation. This is not
an attempt to monopolise. This is not an attempt to be patronising.
This is not an attempt to be prescriptive. What it is, is a journey
of fellowship — genuine fellowship — and | am so honoured to be
sharing this platform with both Mike and Souraya, who are very
dear friends, not just colleagues, and | have the utmost respect
for them. We meet numerous times a year in various capacities,
doing similar things, and it is such collaboration that we must
work for. | am glad there is going to be a communique, | am glad
there is going to be a statement — but let us ensure that it is not
just a communique and not just a statement, because we do not
need more of those. We have volumes of them, and yet people
continue to suffer; and more tragically, even looking at the news
this morning, people continue to die.

The global model of Church that we now have inspires us today
to come together. It is no longer possible for any of our Churches
to present a monochromatic vision of Christianity or the Church as
a whole, because we are all both individually and collectively now
mosaics. Our Churches are global individually, but they are also
global collectively, and we must hold that tension.

Of course, | stand before you as President of the Bible Society,
but | cannot deny, nor will | ever try, that | am also a clergyman in
the Coptic Orthodox Church, and representing my Church. We are
honoured by the witness of our people in the Middle East — mine in
Egypt and yours in every place that you represent. We have seen
struggles, we have seen resilience, we have seen power, we have
seen overcoming, we have seen victory in what was supposed to
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be a hopeless situation. That is the picture of the living, thriving,
witnessing Church that we gift to the world.

| also want to tell you something, as someone who has lived
and served in the West for most of my life. We are not forgotten,
although it feels like that sometimes, but | assure you we are not.
We had a gathering only two nights ago in London to celebrate the
beginning of the Coptic New Year and we had 250 non-Egyptian,
non-Coptic, sometimes non-Christian, friends and colleagues,
along with our own 200 Copts who were present. We are not
forgotten, but we need to learn to speak well and correctly. We
have a great message to share. We sometimes just do not
communicate it well, and that is where the collaborative efforts of
the Church come together. Now, | do not want to use the terms
‘East’ and "West' because there is no east and west in the Church.
There is one Christ, one Body, one Church — fragmented, different,
and often quite dysfunctional, but undeniably one Body of the one
Christ. So, when we come together for this initiative, it is from that
perspective.

The Scripture that binds us, that brings us together to present a
complementary image of what the Church is today, is the reality of
our ministry, and the truth of our message. Yes, we will differ on
translations in some cases, but no one can differ on the core. No
one can differ on the timeless message that is given to all humanity
by the Incarnate Word. | have made it very clear in my role in
England that we cannot look at numerous Churches anymore. The
Church is the one Body of Christ, yet to be fully reconciled. | may
never see it in my lifetime, but that does not mean we cannot
continue to work towards it.

That is why we are here today, and that is why | have come to
share this time with you, and that is why | plead with you. Let us
work in the spirit of this oneness; let us all work together. In the
spirit of ecumenism, in the spirit of the Scriptures, and in bringing
those together — that God may truly be glorified.

| want to conclude with a quote from St. Cyril of Alexandria. He
says, ‘The Lord wishes the disciples to be kept in a state of unity by
maintaining like-mindedness and an identity of will, being mingled
together as it were, in soul and spirit and in the law of peace and
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love for one another.” He goes on to say that ‘He wishes them
to be bound together tightly with an unbreakable bond of love,
that they may advance to such a degree of unity that their freely
chosen association might even become an image of the natural
unity that is conceived to exist between the Father and the Son.’

What this means is this: first, that we are bound, and bound
tightly, even when it is uncomfortable, even when it seems
implausible. Secondly, we are bound with an unbreakable bond
of love, regardless of what we go through. Like any family, we
will have our skirmishes, our struggles, and our annoyances, but
it must be an unbreakable bond of love. Finally, we must freely
choose to journey together. There is no compulsion in any of this.
We need to journey together with our own will, with our convic-
tion, and with a commitment that looks to the visible presence of
the Incarnate Word through our witness, through our lives, and
through the Scripture that not only binds us, but the Scripture that
has been given to us to share with the world.

Thank you.



MESSAGE

His Eminence Cardinal
Leonardo Sandri

Prefect of the Congregation
for the Oriental Churches

CONGREGATIO
PRO ECCLESIIS ORIENTALIBUS

Prot. N° 47/2013

I am pleased to greet you, distinguished guests and dear participants of this inter-confessional,
ecumenical dialogue conference, on the theme “Bringing the Church together to support its
communities under pressure based on God’s Word”, organized by the Bible Society in Lebanon, Syria
& Iraq and the British & Foreign Bible Society in collaboration with the Middle East Council of
Churches. I am grateful to H.E Archbishop Joseph Spiteri, the Papal Representative in Lebanon, who
kindly agreed to share with you my greetings.

Pope Francis, with his recently published Motu Proprio Aperuit lilis has established the
“Sunday of the Word of God”. In the document, the Holy Father declares that “the Third Sunday in
Ordinary Time is to be devoted to the celebration, study and dissemination of the Word of God™. This
is more than a temporal coincidence, he explains: the celebration has “ecumenical value, since the
Scriptures point out, for those who listen, the path to authentic and firm unity” (art. 3).

Veneration of the scriptures is a fundamental bond of unity between Christians. If Christians
read the word of God, and do so together, it will strengthen this bond of unity and enable them to be
more open to the unifying action of God. Pope Francis continues in Aperuir /llis, “The Bible cannot be
just the heritage of some, much less a collection of books for the benefit of a privileged few”. ... “The
Bible is the book of the Lord’s people, who, in listening to it, move from dispersion and division
towards unity. The word of God unites believers and makes them one people” (art.4). In the context
of the Middle East, where Christians including Catholics, non-Catholics and various Christian
communities live together, every effort to intensify unity is to be encouraged.

I sincerely hope that your reflections in the coming two days will help you understand the
methods to strengthen the Christian communities, especially those who are in need of your presence
and support. Assuring you of my prayers, I invoke the Lord’s blessings upon you.

, lou SeiH
% Leonardo Card. Sandri

Prefetto

10 ottobre 2019
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ADDRESS

His Excellency Archbishop
Joseph Spiteri

Apostolic Nuncio to Lebanon

Your Holiness Aram |, Catholicos of Cilicia,

Your Excellency Mgr. Paul Nabil El-Sayah, representing His
Beatitude Mar Bechara Boutros Rai, Maronite Patriarch of
Antioch,

Your Eminence Archbishop Angaelos, President of the British
and Foreign Bible Society,

Dr. Souraya Bechealany, Secretary General of the Middle East
Council of Churches,

Mr. Amine Khoury, Chairman of the Bible Society, Lebanon,

Dr. Mike Bassous, General Secretary of the Bible Society,
Lebanon,

Dear Members of the Bible Society, Distinguished Guests —

| am sincerely grateful for your kind invitation to join you for

the opening session of your conference — a privileged moment of
dialogue in the light of the Word of God, the source of life, wisdom
and strength for all of us.

You are all aware of the profound love and esteem that His

Holiness Pope Francis, whom | have the honour and the privilege
to represent here in Lebanon, has for Christians in the Middle East,

20
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and indeed for all the inhabitants of this region of the world. He
has already declared publicly his intention to visit lrag next year,
while he continues to follow very closely the life and challenges of
our Christian communities. May God bless his voyage to the land
of Abraham, so that it will produce abundant fruit of peace and
reconciliation.

The Bishop of Rome, Pope Francis, has just published a Motu
Proprio (an Apostolic Letter giving specific guidelines), called
Aperuit lllis, in which he established the ‘Sunday of the Word of
God’, to be held on every Third Sunday in Ordinary Time of the
Latin Liturgical Year. The Letter was specifically published on 30
September 2019, the liturgical memorial of the great biblical scho-
lar Saint Jerome, on the inauguration of the 1600™ anniversary of
his death. Furthermore, the ‘Third Sunday’ will normally coincide
with the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, and is intended to
underline the importance of the Word of God on the path towards
the fullness of communion in Christ.

The opening words of the Apostolic Letter, in fact, are taken
from the Gospel of Luke (24: 45) when the Risen Lord appeared
to the disciples after His resurrection: ‘Aperuit: He opened their
minds to understand the Scriptures.’ This is the action of the Spirit
of the Risen Lord, who is always present in the midst of the faith-
ful. Even today, the same Holy Spirit continues to enlighten us and
to strengthen our resolve as we walk together, so that we may live
according to the words of Christ, along the path of dialogue and
reconciliation, notwithstanding all the difficulties and hardships
that we face.

His Eminence, Cardinal Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the
Congregation for the Oriental Churches, refers to the Pope’s Motu
Proprio in the message of good wishes that he addresses to your
Conference. | have the honour to read his message.

MESSAGE OF CARDINAL SANDRI

Your Holiness, Eminences, Excellencies and dear friends, the
aim of this conference is to offer support to Christian communi-
ties during critical times, by bringing them together through God's
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Word. We usually speak of all other kinds of aid, and these are cer-
tainly necessary, but we often forget the Holy Scriptures. It is the
Word of God that gives us the necessary strength amid situations
of social, ideological or armed conflict. It is the Word of God that
helps us to maintain our faith in God’'s mercy and in His providence
and saving help.

The Risen Lord, before appearing to the disciples, walked
with the two disciples heading towards Emmaus, who were sad
because they had still not understood the meaning of His passion
and death, and 'he interpreted to them the things about Himself
in all the Scriptures’ (Luke 24:27). The Word of God does not
allow us to avoid conflict or to run away from difficulties. Rather,
it strengthens us to grow in love and mercy in every situation. Our
mission, therefore, is to serve our brothers and sisters by offering
the Word to them, helping them to know Christ, to love Christ and
to serve Christ.

The Word of God, as Pope Francis reminds us in the Aperuit
lllis, ‘proves both sweet and sour’ (cf. Ezekiel 3: 3, Revelation
10: 10). We need prophets to proclaim it to us as they did to the
people of God in the most difficult of times. We must assume
a more prophetic role to communicate the Word to our brothers
and sisters, to offer them concrete examples of living according to
the Word of God; of choosing mercy over revenge, dialogue over
conflict, fraternity instead of division. The Holy Spirit will surely
guide us to defend our communities and to bring them closer
together in the spirit of reconciliation. Let us not forget that the
Scriptures reflect the experience of faith, trust, hope and love of
living communities who were often facing grave challenges. In
a similar way, the Word of God can be fully understood only in a
community animated and gathered in communion by the same
virtues.

May the heavenly Father, in His infinite love, bless your
conference with abundant fruit, through the living presence of the
Holy Spirit in the midst of the disciples of Jesus Christ, our Lord
and Saviour.



CONFERENCE KEYNOTE SPEECH

His Holiness Aram |
Keshishian,

Catholicos of the Armenian
Church Holy See of Cilicia

OUR RESPONSE TO THE CALL OF GOD THROUGH
THE BIBLE

At the outset of my talk | would like to express my sincere
appreciation to the Middle East Council of Churches and the Bible
Society for this important initiative, at this critical juncture of the
history of Christianity in the Middle East.

| will try to elaborate my reflections around the following
theme: Our response to the call of God through the Bible. The
core of any reflection or action that claims to be Christian, in the
authentic sense of the word, is the Bible. Christianity, in all its
aspects, spheres and manifestations, is Bible-based, Bible-driven,
Bible-oriented, Bible-guided.

1. The Pivotal Importance of the Bible

According to estimates, the Bible is the most printed, the most
translated, the most read, the most distributed, and the best-
selling book of all time. Are the values, principles, and teachings of
the Bible, too, the most spread and the most implemented of all
time? This critical question needs to be addressed seriously and
realistically by the churches.

23
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In order to have an accurate perception of the Bible and its
centrality to Christian life and witness, one has to understand the
very nature and the purpose of God's revelation. According to
the Christian faith, God has revealed Himself in history through
particular persons and specific events, to liberate human beings
from the bondage of sin and establish His Kingdom. Revelation
is not knowledge about God — it is God Himself. The revealer and
the revealed are God Himself; revelation is the self-unfolding and
self-communication of God.

It is vitally important to underscore the following points:

a) The Bible is not a book of teachings and narratives; it is the
source of God's revelation. As a book the Bible is not itself
the revelation of God, but it contains God’s revelation. The
author of its content is God, and it takes the form of writings
by human beings inspired by the Holy Spirit.

b) Through the Bible not only do we know about God, but we
know God; we encounter God and enter in communion with
Him. Through the Bible the human being discovers God, and
by discovering God he discovers himself.

c) The Bible, with its transforming power, as well as its moral
and spiritual values and teachings, comprises a powerful
message advocating a theocentric life, and a credible guide
to salvation.

d) The Bible must not be interpreted in isolation, but within the
context of the apostolic tradition which is preserved through
the Church. Separating the Bible from the Church, and drawing
a line of demarcation between believing in God through
the Bible and belonging to the Church —which is a growing
tendency affecting Western Christianity— may jeopardise
the credibility and integrity of the Bible.

e) The Bible must be located at the centre of the Church’s liturgy,
spirituality, theology, evangelism and mission. It embraces
the totality of the life and witness of the community of faith —
namely, its self-understanding and self-articulation. The Bible
sustains, nurtures and guides the Christian life, both indivi-
dually and as a community.
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f) Not only does the Bible tell the story of God's revelation, but
it also teaches, guides, challenges and reminds the Christian
about how to understand himself, his vocation, the way he
should live his life; and it informs his relationships with fellow
human beings, with the creation, and with God.

g) We may have different perspectives pertaining to the authority
and infallibility of the Bible; however, we all agree that the
Bible is the core of what it means to be a Christian.

2. Four Major Calls of the Bible

a) the bible-based call to be together

the Bible brings Christians together irrespective of dogmatic
diversities, theological divergences, geographical distances, and
gender, age or colour differences. The Bible is the source of unity;
it makes us an integral and inseparable part of the community of
faith. In situations of division, alienation or isolation, it reminds us
of our common belonging and identity in Christ. In situations of
distress and hopelessness, it binds Christians together through
the message of hope and love. In situations of tension and
conflict, it leads to reconciliation. In fact, God's statement in the
Old Testament of ‘"How good and pleasant it is when God's people
live together in unity’ (Psalm 133: 1) acquired powerful emphasis
in the New Testament, when our Lord prayed that His followers
would be one (John 17: 23). Paul the Apostle, in his turn, assured
the Christian believers that we are one in Christ (Galatians 3: 28).
Indeed, love is the foundation of unity, and Christ’s call for unity is
based on His call to love one another (John 13: 34).

b) the bible-based call to reach out

The Bible is also a call to mission: “Go and make disciples of
all nations” (Matthew 28: 19). The Bible not only unfolds God’s
revelation, but also reveals ‘the will of the Lord’ (Ephesians 5: 17),
namely God's plan and purpose for the whole of humanity and the
creation. Christ was incarnated for this mission (Luke 4: 18-19),
and He gave Himself on the cross for the fulfilment of God’s will.
The Church has no mission of its own; its mission is God's mission
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(‘'missio Dei’). Christians are sent by Jesus Christ, in the power of
Holy Spirit, to proclaim God’s will and His reconciling, redeeming,
liberating, renewing and transforming love.

c) the bible-based call to engage in service

The Bible is life-promoting, sustaining and protecting. God-
given life was distorted because of human sin. God's mission in
Christ was to give to the world a quality of life that destroys all
forms of evil (John 10: 10). Giving life implies the restoring of
God'’s likeness and God-given vocation to human beings. Christ
embarked on his mission by describing it as one of service to the
poor, liberation of the oppressed and marginalised (Luke 4: 18). In
fact, the call for unity and mission is also a call for diakonia; they
are interconnected in the Bible. Unity implies carrying one other’s
burdens (Galatians 6: 2); this reminds us that when one part of
the body suffers, the whole body suffers (1 Corinthians 12: 26).
The Apostle John says: ‘Let us not love with words or speech,
but with actions and in truth’ (1 John 3: 18). The Bible commands
us not only to help the poor, but also to speak on their behalf — to
be the voice of the voiceless, the hope of the hopeless (Proverbs
31: 8-9). Christ identified Himself with the poor and oppressed;
He served and defended them, and called His followers to do the
same.

d) the bible-based call to love one’s neighbour

The ‘pan-human’ and cosmic nature and scope of biblical
values, principles, and teachings constitute significant and salient
features of the Bible. God’s mission in Christ embraces the
entirety of humanity and the creation. The Bible presents Jesus
Christ as the Saviour of the whole world. Hence, showing mercy
and compassion to others is a fundamental biblical principle. Christ
commands his followers to love their neighbour, and even their
enemy (Matthew 5: 44, Mark 12: 31). Openness, hospitality, and
care towards others are concrete expressions of God's love for all
human beings, including sinners: ‘No one should seek their own
good, but the good of others’ (1 Corinthians 10: 24) affirms the
Apostle Paul.
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3. The Church’s Response to the Biblical Call in the Middle
East

Printing and distributing the Bible is undoubtedly important.
Reading and interpreting the Bible is pivotal. Yet living the Bible,
its values and imperatives, and responding to its call and challen-
ges, is essential. The Church’s response to the call of God takes
place in a concrete environment and in a specific time. What is
the Church’s response to the call of God in our part of the world
today?

a) Christian unity is an existential challenge and is more urgent
in the Middle East than in any other part of the world. The
survival of Christianity has become precarious due to the
growing migration of Christians away from the region. This
sad reality is strongly affecting the quality of the Christian
presence and the efficacy of its witness. We must therefore
give arenewed urgency to Christian unity. In fact, emphasising
the vital importance of MECC, initiating joint programmes,
acting together in the face of common concerns impacting
the life of Christian communities and society at large, and
celebrating Easter together, can significantly help to deepen
Christian unity. It is sometimes said that doctrine divides,
but that the Bible unites. We must constantly emphasise the
unifying role of the Bible, particularly in view of the divisive
trends, tendencies, factors and practices that often surround
us in this globalised and secularised world.

b) Engaging in mission is an inseparable dimension of Christian
life. ‘Being church’ means being in mission. The church is
essentially a missionary reality. The coerced conversion of
non-Christians, as well as proselytism, have no place on
the Church’s agenda. Our mission in our region is to be a
witness to Biblical values; it is the ‘re-Christianisation” of
nominal Christians, and the renewal of Christian life. Mission
involves healing the brokenness of creation, and transforming
humanity through the power of the Holy Spirit. The growing
penetration into our communities of distorted values and
ways of life requires the churches to assume their crucial
role in the sphere of Christian education and formation.
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c) Expanding the Church’s diakonia — serving the people — has
been a major area of the churches’ missionary outreach and
pastoral engagement. Our churches have played a remarkable
role in initiating people-oriented diaconal programmes, and
founding humanitarian, medical and social institutions. Most
of these institutions and centres, with a high quality of ser-
vice and exceptional organisational efficiency, have been
established and run by churches. It is significant to note that
the churches’ diaconal action continues to embrace all needy
families and individuals, without any confessional or religious
discrimination. | believe that renewed attention needs to
be given to the churches’ diakonia in view of the prevailing
SOCio-economic crises.

d) The command of our Lord to “Love your neighbour” has
been taken seriously by the churches of the Middle East.
Christian-Muslim cohabitation on the basis of mutual accep-
tance is a concrete manifestation of the spirit of tolerance
that has marked the life and witness of our churches for
centuries. The growing violence, extremism and conflicts in
modern societies, including in our region, make the biblical
message to love one another even more urgent.

In conclusion, the history of Christianity in the Middle East has
been one of living martyria. Suffering, oppression, persecution,
even massacres have been permanent features of Christian life.
We have endured suffering, rejected oppression, faced persecu-
tion, and survived massacres. The Bible is the source of our faith
and hope, courage and commitment.
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DID WE ALL BECOME THE SONS AND DAUGHTERS
OF WAR?

We are in need today of an in-depth analysis of the psychological
state of our peoples in general and of ‘our East’ in particular, as
we need to acknowledge the reality in order to truly understand
ourselves — and not only in the way depicted by the media, which
generally remains ‘off topic’. We also need psychological, social,
and even political human science methods to realise what ‘death
drive’ or rather ‘death experience’ has done to some of our
countries’ contemporaries, especially given that, when compared
with the Japanese kamikaze during World War Il, we find their
experience very different from what has happened, and is still
happening, in our own countries. | consider this to be a basis for
reflection and action in the face of the pressures to which Christian
communities are subjected — being denied the ability to influence
their circumstances due to their decreasing numbers, weakened
effectiveness and lack of opportunities available to them to work
against the prevailing trends — amid an atmosphere charged with
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‘sectarian’ ideologies that have infiltrated Islamic communities
in an unprecedented way. These ‘sects and creeds’ (al-Milal wa
al-Nihal), as analysed by Abu al-Fath al-Shahrastani (1086 — 1153
AD), are in fact phenomena that occur in every time and place, and
spread because of weak policies or the exploitation of religion.

This kind of analysis is therefore greatly needed in order to
find a way to break the chain of negative factors that has crippled
us for decades and that ignites in every generation the desire for
war. It is essential to get rid of this ongoing turmail, in which it
appears that the whole world takes pleasure in arming these sick
combat-loving persons, before then punishing them with siege,
starvation and the death of children with no access to medicine.

For decades, and especially since 2003, we have been witnes-
sing, throughout the Middle East, generations that know nothing
but war or warmongering through the breeding of hostility among
their people. War has become normal for people — it is embedded
in their souls, bodies, hearts and minds. Some began implicating
God in this crooked logic, and instead of promoting His true image
as the God of peace, they called for wars in His name. Ordinary
uneducated people follow these harmful types of community lea-
ders, and they all catch this infection — as if this is the only thing
that unites them, as if this ‘death drive’ is the only course open
to the whole of society. War has become part of them, and this
is what the people of Mosul told me when | visited them in April
2017: "We lost our minds, we kicked you out of here, and now
you are bringing us food and medicine. We have paid a heavy price
for this madness!”

In this context | remember a man, who used to beat his wife,
who once told me: “She couldn’t understand me, because she
didn't participate in the war. War has slipped into our home, and is
sleeping with us in bed!"” This is a heavy burden, which is weighing
down the children of an entire generation that has fallen victim to
this destructive mentality.

We must therefore identify the pressures faced by Christian
communities, which derive from a cycle of violence that got out of
our control; everyone around us suffers from their own problems
and is also affected by others’ problems. There is no one to help
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these people or to talk to them about their concerns; they may
feel ashamed, they may not have friends, or may feel that no
one cares about their welfare. For them, ‘difference’ becomes a
source of friction between Muslims and Christians, or even among
Christians or Muslims themselves; this circle of negativity then
tightens and begins revolving around the differences between men
and women, causing everyone else to suffer. A simple search on
the internet shows us that the word 'death’ is more prevalent than
‘life’, and ‘problems’ or ‘bitterness’ recur more than ‘positivity’,
‘joy" or 'sweetness of life’.

Many suffer, in fact, from hereditary disorders, such as
Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, which are transmitted by some
groups Iin their genes. | asked psychiatrists about this and they
told me that it is one of the legacies of the wars, our generations
in the East having witnessed many wars throughout the years
1948 to 1967, 1973, 1980 to 1988, 1991, 2013 and so on. The
hardships of these wars were felt everywhere, and as a result
children had to endure living with a violent father or mother. The
greatest problems emanate firstly from pressures endured in the
family and on the street, resulting from economic hardship, lack of
services and harsh living conditions.

The biblical prophet Jeremiah wrote about the ideals prevalent
in his time: “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s
teeth are set on edge” (Jeremiah 31: 29); he predicted that a day
would come when the newer generation would no longer be
forced to inherit the evil legacies of previous generations. Against
this backdrop, many people in more recent times started to rid
themselves of their societies’ pressures. They first adopted the
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen during the French
Revolution (1789), and then the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948) — declarations which would previously have been
considered inconceivable.

Many human beings are now no longer willing to be subject to
all these fluctuations, fears and shame. They now dare to speak
out about their position regarding traditions that glorify sadness,
bitterness and death — and even if no one listens to them, they
can still see light at the end of the tunnel. They do not need to
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flee from their society and migrate to other societies, but they are
called to resist through culture and knowledge only, and not to
fall backwards and become immersed in imposed ideas. On the
contrary, people have the right to dream of a healthy society, of
peace rather than war for their children — unlike the kamikazes of
our time who repeat Samson's prayer “May | revenge myself on
my enemies”, knowing that ‘the dead which he slew at his death
were more than they which he slew in his life’ (Judges 16: 28-30).
He was blind and had lost hope!

The collective Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, from which
some of our societies suffer, drives us to understand and diagnose
it in everyone. To help create a new form of society, we ought
to understand the true meaning of the biblical word ‘repentance’
(metanoia = change of mindset). God speaks to us through these
words, to help us understand who He is and how we can see
Him in others who are different. If we fail to understand that we
will pay a heavy price, and this is what Jesus meant when He
said: “Unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Luke 13: 3). The
individual therefore comes first, and then the group.

Psychological sciences succeeded in diagnosing Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder in individuals a century ago, but things got
out of control in our own times when this disorder became a
collective disease affecting political, religious, literary and media
figures. These propagated an image of God that resembled
themselves: frightening, condemning, governing, almighty... We
are accustomed, especially in the East, to confusing our own
thoughts with God'’s thoughts — hence the crises that people have
been exposed to, which made them for a long time buckle under
the weight of suffering, spreading fatigue and contagion.

The first step on the road towards finding a solution is to
recognise the burdensome legacy of the past and not to regard
it also as the inevitable future. History is simply a lesson that
we should not forget, since lost trust can often be restored only
through truth. Today, we have the means of dealing seriously with
painful memories. Recovery is possible, despite the horrors of
wars that Yezidis, Christians and other refugees have experienced.
This is the resilience mentioned by senior specialists such as Boris
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Cyrulnik (born in 1937), who had lost both his parents at the age
of six at the hands of the Nazis, and who later became one of the
most famous psychologists in France to study this issue.

In conclusion, if the people of this region are unable to per-
ceive the meaning of what has happened to them, namely the
common death that has not spared anyone, they will be unable to
join forces and work together to build their common future, and
fight against the ideas that caused all these tragedies decades
ago. We have fought civil wars and wars with neighbours, which
at times have almost wiped us out. However, the wisdom of local
groups has spared us that fate. This must now be considered as
a collective memory, and as a common historical reason to work
together to overcome the death drive and silence all those beating
the drums of wars. It is true that we have all become daughters
and sons of some form of war, but only one path can lead us
to the future: working together to break the chains of war, their
causes, and the wounds and memories in our bodies and minds.
The first thing we can start doing as Muslims, Christians and
Yezidis is praying together and for each other, individually and col-
lectively, and repeating the prayer that we recite in the Chaldean
Mass: “Divide, O Lord, the divided peoples who love war!”
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THE CHURCH IN TENSION

THE ROLE OF THE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY IN
HISTORY, VIEWED FROM THE THEOLOGY OF
SCRIPTURE

Introduction

The famous statement by Alfred Loisy," ‘Jesus came preaching
the Kingdom, and what arrived was the Church’ in a sense sums
up the distance from the Church taken by the academics who
approached the New Testament — and indeed the whole Bible -
with the ‘tools’ and in the ‘spirit” of the historical critical method.?
That method attempted to differentiate the Jesus of history from
the Christ of faith. This differentiation would lead to a separation
between the man from Nazareth, who died on a cross in Jerusalem,
and the community of his followers, who believe that the crucified

1) A. Loisy, L'Evangile et I'Eglise, Paris, 1902, p. 111.

2)  The quest for the historical Jesus began with Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768)
and has gone through three phases, with ups and downs, the last of which is still conti-
nuing. The ecclesiology of the 20" century is strongly influenced by the results of the so
called "first quest’.
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One is risen and that his death has achieved redemption for all
mankind. This belief — always according to the results of this
historical critical research — led to the ‘preaching’ about the Christ
of faith, thus justifying the existence of the Church.®

In the light of this research the following questions arise: Is it
possible to separate Jesus Christ from the Church? How does
the Church understand herself in relation to Jesus Christ and to
her mission to be His witness in the world, according to Christ’s
mandate: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1: 8)? Is there a
tension in the Church as a constitutive dimension of her being? If
the answer to these questions is ‘yes’, how can we articulate this
tension?

Obviously, the first source for an analytical investigation of
the tension paradigm of ecclesiology is the New Testament. The
canonical books containing the written and normative memory of
Christ’s preaching (the Gospels) and the preaching about Christ
by the early community of his followers (the rest of the New
Testament writings) introduce other questions: Is the Church’s
preaching Christ’'s own preaching, by virtue of his identification
with his own community, as stated in Matthew 28: 20: “And,
behold, | am with you always, till the end (completion) of time”?
If the answer is ‘yes’, does the expression ‘with you' eliminate
any ‘tension’ between Christ and his Church, or does it allow
for some possibility of the Church’'s growing understanding of
the mystery of Christ, without excluding the possibility of some
misunderstandings?

The second source is history. The Church’'s understanding
or misunderstanding of the mystery of Christ unfolds in history.
Jesus’ followers, just like their Lord, are ‘in the world" (John
17:11), but not "from (of) the world" (John 17: 14). The tension
between Christ and the world is particularly stressed in the Gospel

3) A masterpiece of a critical approach to the historical critical method is to be found
in Martin Kéhler, Der sogennante historishe Jesus und der geschichtliche, biblische
Christus, Leipzig, 1892. From the same author: Besteht der Wert der Bibel fiir den Christen
hauptséachlich darin, dass sie geschichtliche Urkunden enthélt?, Leipzig, 1896.
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and in the letters of John. If the Church is the body of Christ — as
Paul says: "You are the body of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 12: 27) — the
Church lives with the same tension. When the Church loosens
this tension, does it mean that the tension between her and
Christ becomes stronger? The self-consciousness of the Church
develops in history and is analysed through theology.

The third source, therefore, of the tension-nature investigation
of the Church is theology. Theology reflects on the Church’s
understanding of itself in time and space as a ‘body’ situated
between the ‘already’ and the 'not yet’. The Kingdom of God is
announced as being already here, but is not yet manifested to
everyone. The eschatological tension of the community of the
believers consists in the hopeful awaiting of the accomplishment
of the Kingdom, while already joyfully celebrating its presence,
despite the pressures from worldly powers. The short reflections
that follow are based on a choice of New Testament passages and
are presented from the theological perspective of the historical
development of the New Testament.

1. The Church in the Scripture

The fact that the word ekklesia is mentioned only three
times in the Gospels (in contrast with the phrase 'kingdom of
God/heaven’, which is mentioned about 100 times), and only
by Matthew, has raised many gquestions about a Gospel-based
foundation of a systematic theology of the Church.* The only
time the word ekklesia is used to refer to a community explicitly
founded by Jesus is in Matthew 16: 18 — “You are Peter, and
on this rock | will build my church...” There is no agreement
amongst exegetes on the possibility of tracing this phrase back to
the historical Jesus.® Since the aforementioned ‘problem’ of the

4) A typical provocative approach can be found in the very first chapter of Hans Kiing,
Die Kirche, Freiburg im Breisgau, 1969.

5) ‘Difficulty with tracing v. 18 in any form back to the historical Jesus has focused on the
phrase ‘my church’. It is doubtful whether Jesus anticipated the emergence of the church
as an entity separate from Israel. He is also unlikely to have identified with the separatist
mind-set that appears to have characterized the Qumran community’ (John Nolland, The
Gospel of Matthew, Michigan, 2005).
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historical Jesus should not jeopardise the validity of the Gospels
as the most authoritative witness about His earthly life, it would
be possible to see in this passage of Matthew an inchoative
ecclesiology of the early community, which obviously remains far
from the successive developments of systematic ecclesiology.®
Nevertheless, a deeper look at Jesus’ preaching in the Gospels,
that has as a central topic the kingdom of God/heaven, allows us
to peer into the elementary shape of the Church. In the first part
of this section we will take into consideration the tension model
of the Church in the Gospels.

We find the word ekklesia 110 times in the rest of the New
Testament, much more than the word basileia, that occurs
around 30 times. After the death, resurrection and ascension
of Christ, the Church becomes the herald of the Kingdom in the
world; meanwhile the Church herself strives to understand her
own nature, vocation and identity by keeping alive the memory
of Christ, and by listening to the suggestions of the Holy Spirit,
in order to better serve the Kingdom. According to some 20%
century theologians, such as Teilhard de Chardin and Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, the service to the Kingdom cannot be yielded by the
claim of possessing exclusively the truths of revelation, whilst
ignoring the needs and the achievements of the world. That is
why ‘the Church’s mission in the perspective of (their) theology,
is not primarily to gain new recruits for its own ranks, but rather to
be of help to all men, wherever they are. The special competence
of the Church is to keep alive the hope and aspiration of men
for the Kingdom of God and its values. In the light of this hope
the Church is able to discern the signs of the times and to offer
guidance and prophetic criticism. In this way the Church promotes
the mutual reconciliation of men and initiates them in various
ways into the Kingdom of God."’” In the second part of this section
we will try to investigate the tension nature of the Church in the
New Testament beyond the Gospels.

6) For a more inclusive approach to this issue, see:Joakim Gnilka, Das
Mattheusevangelium, Freiburg-Basel-Wien, 1988, pp. 62-80.

7)  Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, NY, London, Toronto, Sydney, Auckland,
Doubleday, 1978, pp. 97-98.
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1.1. The Tension Model of the Church in the Synoptic
Gospels and in John’s Gospel

a) In the synoptic Gospels

All New Testament scholars agree that the heart of Jesus’
announcement is the Kingdom of God. During the proclamation
of the Kingdom's breakthrough in the world, Jesus continuously
addresses His apostles and disciples, preparing them for the
continuation of His very same mission. He himself witnesses
the presence of the Kingdom in his own person, taking practical
actions to inaugurate the incipient Kingdom. Some examples of
these actions are found in His solemn affirmations, such as: “Your
sins are forgiven” (Luke 7: 48); "But so that you may know that
the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins... get up,
pick up your mat, and go home"” (Matthew 9: 6); “The kingdom of
God is in your midst” (Luke 17: 21); “Today you will be with me
in paradise” (Luke 23:43). Even His contemporaries recognise
God’'s power being exercised by Him: “What is this? A new
teaching, with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits,
and they obey him” (Mark 1: 27).

If the objective of Jesus’ preaching and actions is the manifestation
of the Kingdom of God,® then the instrument of His perpetuation in
history of the announcement of the Kingdom is the community that
He intentionally builds.® This community is a community in tension.

8) For a more detailed analysis, see Charles Harold Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom,
Herts, 1961.

9) Adolf von Harnack thinks that the kingdom of God is a matter of an individual
experience. This is how he understands the kingdom: “Das Reich Gottes kommt, indem
es zu den einzelnen kommt, Einzug in ihre Seele hélt, und sie es ergreifen. Das Reich
Gottes ist Gottesherrsschaft, gewil — aber es ist die Herrschaft des heiligen Gottes in den
einzelnen Herzen, es ist Gott selbst mit seiner Kraft. Alles Drammatische im duf3eren,
weltgeschichtlichen Sinn ist hier verschwunden, versunken ist auch die ganze duferliche
Zukunftshoffnung” Adolf von Harnack, Das Wesen des Christentums, Gutersloh, 1977, p.
43. Gerhard Lohfink has criticised Adolf Harnack’s understanding of the 'kingdom of God’
concept as an individual experience. This is how he reacts to Harnack’'s assertion: “Nun
ist Harnack allerdings ein viel zu guter Kenner des Neuen Testaments, als daf® er den
Gemeinschaftsgedanken, der dort mit dem Evangelium vom Gottesreich gegeben ist,
Ubersehen héatte. Er weilR, da sich die christliche Bewegung seit dem Bruch mit der
judischen Volksgemeinschaft als ,Kirche' und das heif3t: als das wahre Israel betrachtete.
Er weil, daR sich die junge Kirche als ein neues Volk aus Juden und Griechen, aus Griechen
und Barbaren verstand. Und er veiR auch, daf3 es die Urkirche als ihre vornehmste Aufgabe
ansah, den Willen Gottes vollstandig zu erflllen und sich gerade dadurch ,als eine heilige
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Thefirstinstructions thatJesus gives to His disciplesin Matthew
chapter 5 evidence the tension paradigm of his community. The
plural ‘you’ that he uses in addressing His disciples denotes
His will to constitute a group that would live with the same
vicissitudes. This group/community/church is called to have
a new approach to human realities. They are called to be free
from worldly aspirations and to see the poor, the afflicted and
the meek as blessed. The fact that His disciples would distance
themselves from worldly aspirations puts them under pressure
from the world: “Blessed are you when people revile you and
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my
account” (Matthew 5: 11).

The emphasis on the plural ‘yvou' becomes more and more
relevant throughout the whole of Matthew chapters 5 and
6: “You are the salt of the earth” (Matthew 5: 13); “You are the
light of the world” (5: 14).7° If the world puts pressure on the
community of Jesus, and from this pressure arises tension, the
community of the disciples and of the servants of the Kingdom
overcomes pressure and tension not through a choice of closure
and self-protection, but in a leap of self-denial, that allows them
to become ‘lost’, in order to be ‘salt and light'. The tension para-
digm of self-denial instead of self-preservation is not a choice of
annihilation, but a possibility (the only possibility) of ‘being with’
(the Master, and the world that the Master has conquered), that
is a new communional being. The denial of self does not create
a void, but a bond: “If anyone wants to become my follower, let
him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For he
who wants to save his own life will lose it, and he who loses
his own life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 16: 24-25). The

Gemeinde darzustellen’. Harnack steht also keineswegs auf der Seite derer, die fir die
Kirche ihrem Wesen nach rein innerlich und deshalb unsichtbar sein muf’ Gerhard Lohfink,
Wie hat Jesus Gemeinde gewollt?, Freiburg-Basel-Wien, 1982, p. 12.

10) ‘The opening “ymeis’ here and in v. 14, makes emphatic the “you are” introduced
at v. 11. It is not immediately clear whether the emphasis is to underline the privilege of
discipleship, to stress that it is the disciples who carry forward the historic role of Israel,
or to establish a contrast with the inappropriate evaluation implied in the attitude of the
persecutors of vv. 11-12. Perhaps a combination of the first and the third is most likely. If so,
the qualities valued in the beatitudes and the comparison with the prophets in v. 12 offer a
starting point of the use made of the imagery of salt Nolland, p. 212.
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persecution becomes a motive of beatitude because it is an
opportunity for witness.

Furthermore, the community of Jesus is constituted in the per-
manent tension that comes from two sources of listening: “You
have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, "You shall
not murder’ and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.” But
| say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will
be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will
be liable to the council; and if you say, "You fool,” you will be liable
to the hell of fire” (Matthew 5: 21-22). The expression “you have
heard that it was said to those of old times... but | say to you” is
repeated six times in the same chapter of Matthew,"" reinforcing
this positive tension between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ that the
Church is always called to live out. Christ is a ‘permanent newness’
to which to adhere in a continuous passage from the old to the new.

The pressure that the community of believers feels (such as
getting a slap on the right cheek, being sued for a coat and forced
to go an extra mile) generates a tension between the ‘old way’
of self-preservation and the ‘new way’ of self-denial: turning the
other cheek, giving even the cloak, going an extra mile (Matthew
5: 38-42). This tension reaches its peak in Jesus’ invitation to his
followers to love their enemy. The tension of the community of
the disciples is not an unhealthy, consuming negative energy, but
a dynamic power leading to the accomplishment of the kingdom
of God model. It is a tension within the community rather than
against the law; 'Matthew clearly saw no tension between the
behaviour recommended here by Jesus and the place in the Law
for “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”. The substance
of the Law never intended to leave no place for pardon or for
generosity. In his Gospel account, he chose his examples carefully
from a restricted range in order to be able to highlight the contrast

11)  For a detailed exposition: Joachim Gnilka, Das Mattheusevangelium, Herder theo-
logisches Kommentar zum Neuen Testament 1/1, Freiburg-Basel Wien 1986, pp. 151-200.
With regard to our topic of ‘Church in tension’ Gnilka states that: 'Wenn Mt die antithe-
tischen Einkleidungen vermehrt, zieht er die Linie Jesu aus. Sein hauptinteresse ruht auf
der Stellungnahme zum Gesetz, die in der Auseinandersetzung seiner Gemeinde mit dem
Judentum hiniengehort’ (p.200). This would suggest a reflection about the tension between
the ‘New Israel’ and the 'Old Israel’, but we will not touch this topic in the present reflection.
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(I would say the tension) between a generous-spiritedness, not
narrowly committed to the interests of the self, and an aggressive
protection of one’'s own interests that would reflexively retaliate
when aggrieved."?

Another triple tension for the group constituted by Jesus can be
noted in the beginning of Matthew 6: 1: “Take care not to practice
your righteousness before others, in order to be seen by them.
Otherwise you will have no reward with your Father in heaven.”
After describing three practices of righteousness, Jesus refers
three times to “...your Father, who sees in secret...”" ' (6: 4; 6: 6;
6: 18).

In Matthew 6: 1-18 the first tension is between being seen by
men and being seen by God; being seen from outside and being
seen from within. The second tension is between the individual
and the community; the personal consciousness and the general
common rule of the community. The itinerary of the disciple
consists in progressing towards a conscious passage fromahuman
way of (not) seeing to a godly way of seeing; from a community
that is bound together by an external rule, to a community that
is gathered by virtue of a free inner conviction of the singular
members. The third tension is between being seen and unseen as
individuals and a group of believers. Which should be the ‘visibility
of the Church in the world? Isn’t she meant to be the ‘city on the
rock’ and the ‘lamp on a lampstand’ (Matthew 5: 14)?

During the public ministry of Jesus, the disciples experience
another tension: that between being an ‘open street church’ and
a 'home church’. We find Jesus very often either walking towards
precise goals (Jerusalem, Bethany, the Mount of Olives etc.) or
wandering around (peripatein). But we find Him also ‘at home’,
even though he states that “the Son of Man has nowhere to lay
his head” (Matthew 8: 20). In Mark 2: 1 we read that ‘when he
returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he
was at home’; in Mark 7: 17 we read that ‘when he had left the

12)  Nolland, p. 261.

13) | personally disagree with the very interesting and alluring translation of Nolland: “And
your Father who sees [it] will reward you in secret” (Nolland pp. 271-299).
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crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the
parable.” The tension between Jesus being alone and Him being
with the ordinary people in their daily lives is a constant topic in
the gospel accounts. Commenting on Mark 7: 17, R. T. France
writes: ‘After the public proclamation of the parabolé comes the
private explanation to his disciples, and the double phrase eis
oikon, apo tou ochlou emphasises the change of audience, just
as kata monas did in 4: 10 and kata idian in 4: 34."'* For a healthy
tension between the Church as seen from within and as seen
from without, it is necessary to cultivate intimacy with Jesus in
the community of the disciples and to proclaim the word in the
social community.

b) In John’s Gospel

A whole world opens with regard to this topic on reading
John chapters 13 to 17."™ The first tension that appears visibly
in this section of the Gospel of John is that between Christ and
Peter: “You will never wash my feet...”; “If | don't wash you, you
will not have a part with me” (John 13: 8). Leadership within the
community of Jesus is a service, and the hierarchical tension is
reversed in this form of service. The second tension is that within
the community of the disciples on Jesus’ announcement of his
betrayal: ‘The disciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom
he was speaking’ (John 13: 22). Human frailty is always present
in the Church, because the presence of the Holy Spirit does not
eliminate human nature, but simply guarantees its healing and
rebirth if we ‘fall’. Consciousness of their own frailty, and their faith
in the restoring work of the Holy Spirit, informs the way disciples
view each other. This is the interpersonal tension in the community.

The third tension is between the world and the disciples; “The
world will not see me...but you will see me"” (John 14: 19) and
“If the world hates you, know that the world hated me before”
(John 15: 18). The relationship between the world and the Church
is constantly present in John's writings. It is important to observe

14)  R.T France, The Gospel of Mark, Cambridge, 2002, p. 290.

15)  Rodolf Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 1V/3, Freiburg-Basel-Wien, 1975,
pp. 7-245.
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that even in John's view this clash should not result in the victory
of the Church, because Christ’s victory has already occurred — for
the benefit of both the world and the Church: “In the world you
face persecution. But take courage; | have conquered the world”
(John 16: 33).

Having regard to the relationship between the Church and the
world, Jirgen Moltmann writes: ‘The Christian Church has not
to serve mankind in order that the world may remain what it
Is, or may be preserved in the state in which it is, but in order
that it may transform itself and become what it is promised to
be. For this reason, “Church for the world” can mean nothing
else but “Church for the Kingdom of God” and the renewing
of the world... The whole body of Christians is engaged in the
apostolate of hope for the world and finds therein its essence
— namely that that makes it the Church of God. It is not in
itself the salvation of the world, so that the "“Churchifying”
of the world would mean the latter's salvation, but it serves
the coming salvation of the world and is like an arrow sent
out into the world to point to the future.”'® The serving role
of the Church is pictured wonderfully by the image of Jesus
washing His disciples’ feet, and this service is the way to
convert the inevitable contrast with the world, in a Christlike
type of friendship that should not remain restricted only to the
community of the disciples, but should be extended to the rest
of humanity.

The fourth tension is between the time of the Last Supper and
the time of the giving of the Holy Spirit: “I still have many things
to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of
truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (John 16: 12-13).
In the Book of Revelation this becomes an eschatological tension.
The community of people that have received the Word often
presumes to have the permanent company of the Holy Spirit.
The presumption of having the Spirit compromises the necessary
attitude of waiting for the Spirit.

16) Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope, Minneapolis, 1993, pp. 327-328.
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The fifth tension is between the crisis of faith and the re-found
faith: “A little while, and you will no longer see me, and again a
little while, and you will see me"” (John 16: 16). This affirmation
cannot be restricted solely to the mystery of death-resurrection-
ascension. Losing sight of Christ is a permanent risk, whilst
finding him again is a permanent possibility. All these tensions,
that interconnect with each other throughout the whole of John
chapters 13 to 16, are presented to the Father in Jesus’ prayer in
John 17. Jesus bears in prayer the burden of what the Church will
have to face in history (including growth, maturation, awareness of
misunderstandings, falls into worldly temptations and collusions)
and in theology. In this prayer Jesus includes the tension between
the oneness of the Church and her multiplicity. The fact that Jesus’
prayer for the oneness of His followers is a kind of a testament
prior to His death and resurrection would suggest that this tension
between the unity and the multiplicity of the Church should be
understood and lived in prayer (John 17: 21)."7

3. Paul and the Church in Tension

Whilst in the Gospels the Church is explicitly mentioned only
three times, in the rest of the New Testament the word ecclesia
suddenly appears frequently. It is not within the scope of this pre-
sentation to provide an overview of the Church in the rest of the
New Testament,' but merely to give an example of the tension
model that runs through the whole reflection on the community

17)  Christian Duquoc sees the lack of visible unity in the Church as a means of self-pro-
tection, when he writes: ‘The church is a broken mirror; she reflects only in fragments
that for which she is called to bear witness: Jesus Christ. The ecumenical movement was
born from the desire to overcome this brokenness. Because the brake is still present and
manifests itself in the pluralism of the Church in a polycentric way’ C. Duquoc, Jesus
Christus, Mittelpunkt des Europa von morgen, in P Hinermann (Hg) Das Neue Europa,
Herausforderungen fir Kirche und Theologie, Freiburg im Breisgau, 1993, p. 105. According
to Duquoc, the division of the Church ‘Is somehow a means of self-protection: none of the
churches can insist that she replaces Christ in the world. The guidance and leadership of the
Risen Christ through the mediation of the Holy Spirit cannot be identified with the politics
of the churches. It is outside of our realm. The mediation role of the churches is biased and
partial at the same time. /bid., p 108 as reported in John Fuellenbach, Church, Community
for the Kingdom, Manila, 2000, pp. 68-69..

18)  For this purpose, see: Kevin J. Connor, The Church in the New Testament, Kent, 1961.
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of believers in the different stages of the formation of the New
Testament. After Jesus' ascension the Church remains in the
world, with the Spirit of the Risen Lord and with the Word for the
world. Immediately, whilst the Church grows, though not even
knowing how, she feels the need to understand her being. There
is no doubt that Paul gives the most important information about
the way in which the Church begins gaining self-knowledge and
reflecting on her nature and role.

Giordano Frosini writes, ‘Paul is the great theologian of the
Church, the really first ecclesiologist’™® and ‘The mystic nature
of the Church is shown in its full light, in Paul's writings, in the
original doctrine of the mystical body of Christ."?°

It is not possible to give a broad view of Paul’s theology of the
Church in this contribution, so | will focus only on 1 Corinthians
chapter 12.

It is very significant that, before introducing the image of
the body in 1 Corinthians 12, Paul speaks of the diversity of the
charisms and the unity of the Spirit: ‘Now there are varieties of
gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but
the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the
same God who activates all of them in everyone’ (1 Corinthians
12: 4-6). And then: 'You are the body of Christ, and individually
members of it" (12: 27). The Spirit and the body of the Christian
community constitute the ‘divine-human’ reality of the Church.
Thus, the Church is not a disorganised ‘place’ where spontaneity
could lead to confusion as a result of the expression of the
individual charisms; neither is it a rigidly structured organisation,
in which individuals’ gifts and weaknesses are ignored by the
totality of the body. The unity of body and Spirit, as well as the
harmonisation of the individual with the community, are achieved
in a tensional dynamic, where the order is simply the result of a
lively body within which the Spirit of the Risen Lord guarantees
the ministry of the announcement of the Good News. When Paul
states 'For just as the body is one and has many members, and

19)  Giordano Frosini, Una Chiesa possibile, Bologna, 1995, p. 98.
20) Ibid., p. 99.
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all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is
with Christ’ (12: 12), he lets the reader understand that Christ and
the Church are one body. The importance of the same Spirit, of
which he has spoken in vv. 4-11, is reiterated in v. 13. This Spirit
turns every negative tension into a positive one: ‘The eye cannot
say to the hand: “| have no need of you.” Nor again the head to
the feet, "I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the members
of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those
members of the body that we think less honourable we clothe with
greater honour, and our less respectable members are treated
with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members
do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the
greater honour to the inferior member, that there may be no
dissension within the body, but the members may have the same
care for one another’ (vv. 21-25). The categories of weakness and
strength, honourable and less honourable, respectable and less
respectable, lose their negative tension (skisma) in the oneness
of the totality of the body. The oneness of the body in the diversity
of the members is reflected in the oneness of the institution in
the diversity of the services (vv. 28-31). Since Christ ‘is the head
of the body, the Church’ (Colossians 1: 18), and when Paul writes
that the head is already in glory, the historic body feels, in the
Spirit, that it lives in a glory-bound tension.

CONCLUSION

All tensions that weigh upon a humanity that has not known
the mystery of redemption in Christ are a cause of wariness and
apprehension. The human way to overcome tensions is often
through the suppression of diversities or the imposition of ideas.
The Church has the power of the Spirit, that enables her to accept
the pressures and the tensions both from within and from without,
because she is the Body of Christ. ‘"He is our peace; in his flesh he
has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing
wall, that is, the hostility between us’ (Ephesians 2: 14); ‘'There is
no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is
no longer male and female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus’
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(Galatians 3: 28); ‘In the Lord woman is not independent of man or
man independent of woman. For just as woman came from man,
so man comes through woman; but everything comes from God'’
(1 Corinthians 11: 11-12).

A Church in tension is simultaneously a Church in distension,
otherwise the Church would be just another worldly institution.
She does not deny her human limitations and does not ignore the
pressures of the world, but she relies on the faithfulness of her
Lord and the assistance of the Holy Spirit, who banishes all fear,
especially in times when pressure and tension intensify. Pressure
and tension belong to the essential nature of the Church. As
Bernard of Clairvaux wrote in a comment on the Song of Songs,
'"Amaritudo ecclesiae sub tyrannis est amara, sub haereticis est
amarior, sed in pace est amarissima.'?'

21) Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones super Cantica Canticorim, 33, 16.
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INTRODUCTION

The Bible has always been considered as a book of prayer or
glorification of the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by His resurrection,
brought to our lives a hopeful joy in our coming salvation. \We can
find an expression of this idea in one of the Bible's closing state-
ments, namely towards the end of the Book of Revelation, when
the Church implores Jesus the Saviour: ‘Maranatha — Come, O
Lord.” It is as if the Church is waiting impatiently for this corrupt
and hopeless world to end, in order to transit to another world, in
which dreams of complete peace and love are realised. Such an
approach made the Bible, in the minds of the majority, a guarantee
for the “future’ that comes after death, through which we enter
the Kingdom of Heaven to escape this world, often described in
medieval texts as ‘the valley of tears'.

Through this reading, we will not find any bond between the
Bible and our present physical world. The Bible is focused on the
Kingdom of God, whilst ‘real life" and political realities are the remit
of world leaders whom no one can stop. We often hear a saying of

51
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Jesus being repeated: 'Satan is the prince of this world’ (see John
12: 31 and 14: 30).

If believers listen to what I'm saying now, they will find it dif-
ficult to acknowledge it, but the truth is that, in the depths of our
hearts, we all go through this experience and do not know how to
read reality in the light of God's Word, and whether the Word of
God has arole in or an influence on the course of daily ordinary life.

The first thing we must know is that the Bible was not written
in an atmosphere of spiritual utopianism, seeking only the coming
Kingdom. It is not a book of monks or hermits who decided to
abandon this world for another world. In reality, those who live
utopianism do not write because they live in a dream world, and
are indifferent to anything else.

1. The Old Testament was Written During the Exile

When writing the Old Testament texts, the inspired writers’
goal was not to write 'the Word of God' because no human could
dare to make such a claim. Rather, they read their reality and were
able to discern the salvation prepared, not only for them, but for
the whole world. They conveyed this ‘reading’ to people, aware
that together they make up the ‘secret body of Jesus Christ’,
and are therefore related to the state and fate of each member
of the community of believers. We now understand why Paul the
Apostle addressed all of those to whom he wrote epistles with the
greeting '‘Dear brothers and sisters'.

Therefore, they presented us with an inspiring text, not to
tell us about past events or the glories of ancient believers, nor
to provide us with philosophical knowledge, but rather to tell us
about the path they had discovered and that this is still open to
all those who wish to take it. We can thus deeply understand the
meaning of Jesus’ words: “I am the way, the truth, and the life”
(John 14: 6).

Experiencing joy in the depth of the crisis. There is no solution
for ‘the world’, but rather a solution for ‘me’. Therefore, | am more
important to God than the whole world (Abraham’s experience
with God).
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The Bible is the fathers’ legacy to children. The period of Oral
Tradition shows that faith is alive. This is the only legacy (Yossel
Rakover).

2. The Period of Oral Tradition

What strikes us most is that Jesus did not write a single word
of the New Testament. He, according to the texts of the Gospels
themselves, spent His life travelling between the cities of the Holy
Land, preaching, teaching and healing the sick.?? So, not only did
Jesus not write a single word of the Gospels, but He never even
instructed His disciples to write anything; rather He sent them into
the world to preach to the people and tell them what they had
seen and heard: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have commanded
you” (Matthew 28: 19-20). There was therefore no instruction to
write anything. The first apostolic act of the Church, after the Holy
Spirit came down upon the Apostles, was that Peter came out
of the room, addressed the crowds and started preaching about
Jesus Christ.2® The Acts of the Apostles tells us that the early
Christian believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.?*

3. The Early Writings

Critical studies show that the earliest Christian writings were
not the Gospels, but the Epistles of Paul, that tackle the problems
of the Christian communities to which they were addressed.

22) According to the Book of John, only once did Jesus use His finger to write something
on the ground, when the Pharisees were asking Him about stoning a woman caught in the
act of adultery. We do not know what Jesus wrote; some believe that He wrote the sins of
those who brought the woman to stone her. He then answered them: “Let any one of you
who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8: 7). In any case, whatever
Jesus wrote, He wrote it on the sand of the ground, and it was gone forever.

23) See Acts of the Apostles 2: 14.

24) See Acts of the Apostles 2: 42. We cannot but mention in this regard the young man
who was sitting on the window sill when Paul was preaching and teaching. Since Paul conti-
nued speaking until midnight, the young man, who was sound asleep, fell to the ground
from the third storey and was picked up dead. Paul went down and brought him back to life
(see Acts of the Apostles 20: 7-12).
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These epistles often came in response to letters sent by believers
themselves to Paul, and in some cases Paul himself inquired about
the situation of the churches and addressed letters to the believers,
encouraging them in their faith. An example is in his epistle to
the Ephesians: 'Ever since | first heard of your strong faith in the
Lord Jesus and your love for God’s people everywhere, | have not
stopped thanking God for you. | pray for you constantly’ (Ephesians
1: 15-16).25 We also see him expressing his sincere concern for the
Thessalonians: ‘'We sent Timothy...to strengthen and encourage
you in your faith...I sent to find out about your faith...but Timothy
has just now come to us from you and has brought good news
about your faith and love’ (1 Thessalonians 3: 2-6).

Paul would also write to the communities of believers to
admonish them for their behaviour: ‘I appeal to you, brothers and
sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree
with one another in what you say and that there be no divisions
among you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and thought. My
brothers and sisters, some from Chloe’s household have informed
me that there are quarrels among you’ (1 Corinthians 1: 10-11). He
would sometimes even reprimand them in the strongest terms,
such as when he addressed the Galatians: ‘Il am astonished that
you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the
grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel — which is
really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into
confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even
if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than
the one we preached to you, let them be under God's curse! As
we have already said, so now | say again: If anybody is preaching
to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let them be under
God's curse!’ (Galatians 1: 6-9).%

We conclude from the aforementioned that the earliest wri-
tings in the New Testament were neither the products of mystical
contemplations nor the result of a supernatural divine appearance.
They rather stem from the sense of apostolic responsibility of

25) See also 1 Corinthians 1: 4 and Philippians 1: 4.
26) See also 1 Timothy 1: 3-7
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Paul, whose first concern was to encourage believers in their faith
and to admonish them when they would divert from the right path.
However, it is worth noting in this regard that Paul qualified these
epistles as his own ‘gospel’,?” while these texts were prepared
before the writing of the four known Gospel accounts. Therefore,
the word ‘gospel” does not mean, for the Church, the words that
came from Jesus’ human lips, or stories about Him or His life.
The Gospel is rather the teaching that leads believers to eternal
salvation, which ‘God has prepared for those who love Him" (1
Corinthians 2: 9).

The word ‘gospel’ itself carries precisely this meaning. This
word, which is of Greek origin (euayyéAiov — ‘evangelium’), means
the ‘Good News'. It is good news that changes a person’s life
for the better. In Greek culture, this word was frequently used
to announce the birth of a new child in the family. If the father
was working in the field, for example, the boys would run to him
shouting “Evangelium, evangelium”, hoping that the father would
give them some sweets or a coin as a reward for announcing this
good news. Thus, in Christianity, the apostles and all the believers
considered that their words about the ‘Divine Child" Jesus — God's
incarnation and His nativity to save us and change our past life —
represent the best news and the best birth.

Although the apostles had completely lost hope because of
Jesus' crucifixion and death, they lived through an experience that
surpassed all expectations and logic with the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. The apostles saw in this victory over death a formidable
new birth for them and for the whole world. They roamed the world
carrying the one and only ‘evangelium’, a cry of joy emanating
from their hearts and expressed by their proclamation: “Christ has
died and is risen.” This phrase, which the Church calls ‘Apostolic
Evangelism’ (‘Kerygma’), was for them ‘the complete revelation’.
Jesus triumphed over death, the greatest enemy of man, and
trampled Satan’s head through His resurrection. This revelation

27) See Romans 2: 16. | do not intend to discuss now what Paul the Apostle meant by
using the word ‘gospel’ in this verse. It is however clear that Paul used this expression to
refer to texts that are different from the four Gospel accounts. These Pauline letters do not
tell 'the life of Jesus Christ'.
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came neither from an angel nor from humans, but was witnessed
with their own eyes, heard with their ears, touched, shared while
eating.%®

This reality was sufficient to change the lives of the apostles
and those who accompanied them. They told everyone about it
and invited them to accept it, so that their lives would be changed
through the experience of spiritual rebirth. This is how the early
church communities arose. The apostles had to continue their
mission to consolidate the faithful in their new lives, knowing that
these early churches were not spared from difficulties, questions,
and disputes.

Paul therefore considered that his words of encouragement
and reprimand to Christians were an essential part of this gospel.
Neither Christ’s birth nor His death and resurrection alone are
sufficient for salvation. A person has to believe that Jesus is the
Son of God, accept Him as his personal Saviour, and associate
this belief with good deeds and love for others. Thus, Paul regards
these teachings to the churches as coming from God Himself,
because they are inspired by his personal experience of the
resurrection of Jesus, who promised His church that He would
be with them always (Matthew 28: 20), and from the Holy Spirit
with whom God filled them on the day of Pentecost, and will teach
them all things and remind them of everything that Jesus said
(John 14: 26).%° Therefore, Paul considers that what he said to the
Church was nothing other than the Word of God: ‘And we also
thank God continually because, when you received the word of
God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human
word, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is indeed at
work in you who believe’ (1 Thessalonians 2: 13).

The words of the Apostle are hence the Word of God. What
Paul says in person, using his own words, out of responsibility
towards the Church, and which appears to be ‘a human word’,
is for the Apostle and those with him ‘actually the word of God’,

28) Jesus accompanied His church for 40 days after His resurrection and before His
ascension.

29) See John 14: 26.
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which Paul considers as divine light within him. It is the Holy Spirit
who pours this light into the heart of the inspired writer, but the
writer brings out this divine truth, using his own words. It is a
divine truth expressed in a human form.

4. The Writing of the Gospels

The first texts of the New Testament were intended to
consolidate the faith of the community of believers and address
the Church’s faith-related problems. Therefore, the Bible was not
primarily aimed at conveying news related to Jesus, His life, or
even His sayings. The Gospel is not a ‘secretariat’ that reports on
Jesus’ sayings and actions, but rather an extension of the Pauline
epistles.

Paul the Apostle responded to every faith-related issue raised
by believers with a letter in which he would properly treat that
particular case. However, with the expansion of the Church and
the increase in the number of Christian communities, more and
more faith-related questions began to be raised. The Church and
the Apostles became aware then that problems could no longer
be solved in this individual way. Hence the idea was born to
develop a general text that would lay the foundations of faith,
and constitute a reference for the community to clarify what ‘true
faith’ and the correct teachings were. Who would be the best
reference point for such an education? Of course — the greatest
Teacher, Jesus Christ Himself. Therefore, the Evangelists began
to recount what Jesus had said and taught, how He acted, and
how He addressed problems, with the aim of helping believers to
follow His example, hold to the same morals as Him, act like Him,
and follow His teachings.

The Evangelists did not ‘tell Jesus’ life’, and their writings
were not of a specifically historical nature. Rather, they wrote to
help believers face the problems that they were experiencing.
The purpose of the Gospels was not to ‘memorialise’ Jesus, but
rather to help Christians live their faith soundly. John referred
to this explicitly at the end of his Gospel when he wrote: ‘Jesus
performed many other signs in the presence of His disciples,
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which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that
you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and
that by believing you may have life in His name’ (John 20: 30-31).
John chose therefore what he considered appropriate for the
faith of the Christian community. He reiterated this point when
he wrote: ‘Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of
them were written down, | suppose that even the whole world
would not have room for the books that would be written’ (John
21: 25). Luke the Evangelist begins his book with this similar
statement (Luke 1: 1-4): ‘Many have undertaken to draw up an
account of the things that have been fulfilled among us..." (this
indicates that there were others who were writing the story
of Jesus' life, but that Luke wished to do something else)
just as they were handed down to us by those who from the
first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in
mind, since | myself have carefully investigated everything from
the beginning, | too decided to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty
of the things you have been taught.” This was the aim of Luke
and the other Evangelists, who wanted to put in place a text that
consolidates faith — so they wrote about Jesus the accounts that
served their objective, omitting everything else. We therefore
clearly understand why the Gospels did not tell the stories of
Jesus’ childhood or his life between the ages of 12 and 30. The
Evangelists omitted this period because they would not find in it
anything beneficial for their teachings.

Thus, we understand the differences that exist between the
synoptic Gospels regarding certain events. In fact, the Evangelists
typically do not care so much about the specific event itself, but
rather about the theological teaching revealed by the text. The
writers’ attention was not directed to the details, but rather to
education. Studies show that some of the educational texts in
the Gospels do not relate Jesus' sayings, but rather are writings
of the inspired writer himself. Why did the Evangelists do this?
The writer is faced with a faith-related issue in the community
to which he is directing his book, and he does not recall a direct
teaching from Jesus on this particular topic. He therefore asks
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himself: “What would Jesus Christ have said to the community if
He had been in my place now?"” He then draws his text from his
awareness of Jesus' teaching. These texts are like summaries,
inspired from the most beautiful evangelical texts. The famous
parable of ‘the Prodigal Son’ (Luke 15: 11-32) was most likely
authored by Luke, who included in it a summary of the teaching
about love and forgiveness. The apostles did not consider this
practice as being out of the ordinary. Paul's epistles, which, as
we have seen, were authored by Paul himself, constitute a holy
book and are ‘actually the word of God’ (1 Thessalonians 2: 13).
The guarantor of these teachings’ validity is Jesus Christ Himself,
who remains with His Church until the end of time, and the Holy
Spirit, who reminds the Christian community of, and helps them
to understand, everything that Jesus has said and taught.

The Church understood that the Bible is not intended as a book
that merely tells us about Jesus, His life, or His works. Indeed, it
is a book for the believers and their lives. This concept changes
the approach to understanding it. In our reading of the revealed
texts, we are not looking for the historical Jesus, but for ourselves,
and for the foundations of our faith and salvation. The Gospel is
my book and talks about me, today! The Bible is therefore ‘the
Christians’ code of life’, which sets out the basic concepts and
outlines that lead them to the Kingdom of Heaven.

CONCLUSION
The Gospel is a believer’s code of life.
It is not the story of Jesus’ life.
The inspiring writer wrote the Gospel
while thinking about me.
So when | read the Gospel | search for my picture.
Who am | in this text.

‘I believe in the sun even when it is not shining, | believe in love
even when feeling it not; | believe in God, even when He is silent.’

(Inscription on the wall of a cellar in Cologne, where a number
of Jews hid for the entire duration of the war.)
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In the ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto,*® among heaps of charred
rubbish, there was found, packed tightly into a small bottle, the
following testament, written during the ghetto’s last hours by a
Jew named Yossel Rakover:

Warsaw, 28 April 1943

By the dagger-sharp, unusual crimson rays of the sun that
penetrate through the small, half-walled-up window of my room,
through which we have been shooting at the enemy day and night,
| see that it must now be late afternoon, just before sundown, and
the sun probably has no idea how little | regret that | will not see
it again.

Millions of people in the great wide world, who love the day,
the sun and the light, do not know, do not have the slightest idea,
how much darkness and unhappiness the sun has brought us. It
has been turned into a tool in the hands of the evildoers, and they
have used it as a searchlight, to track the footprints of those who
are fleeing. When my wife, my six children, and | hid in the forest,
it was night, and night alone, that concealed us in its bosom. Day
turned us over to those who were seeking our lives.

After everything | have lived through, | cannot say that my
relationship to God remains unchanged, but | can say with absolute
certainty that my belief in Him has not changed a hair’s breadth. In
the past, when | was well and well off, my relation to God was as
to one who kept on granting me favours for which | was always
indebted; now my relationship to Him is as to one who owes me
something, owes me much.

| believe in Israel's God even if He has done everything to
stop me from believing in Him. | believe in His laws even if |
cannot justify His actions. My relationship to Him is no longer the
relationship of a slave to his master but rather that of a student to
his teacher. | bow my head before His greatness, but will not kiss
the rod with which He strikes me.

| want to tell You openly and clearly that now, more than in any
previous period of our endless path of agony, do we have —we the

30) The Jewish neighbourhood.



»*
’ THE MAGI INITIATIVE: EAST s WEST

tortured, the humiliated, the strangled, the buried alive and burned
alive, we the insulted, the mocked, the ridiculed, the murdered by
the millions — that now do we have the right to know the limits of
Your patience.

| should like to tell You something else: Do not put the rope
under too much strain, because, God forbid, it might snap. The
test to which You have put us is so severe, so unbearably severe,
that You should — You must — forgive those of Your people who, in
their misery and rage, have turned away from You.

God of Israel, | have fled here in order to be able to serve You
undisturbed, to follow Your commandments and sanctify Your
name. You, however, do everything to make me stop believing in
You. Now, lest it occur to You that by imposing these tribulations
You will succeed in driving me from the right path, | notify You,
my God and the God of my father, that it will not avail you in the
least. You may insult me, You may strike me, You may take away
all that | cherish and hold dear in the world, You may torture me
to death — | will always believe in You, | will always love You! Yea,
even in spite of You!
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THRIVING UNDER PRESSURE: INSIGHTS FROM THE
EARLY CHURCH

In the immediate aftermath of the brutal death of Jesus
of Nazareth, twelve fearful apostles met in an upper room in
Jerusalem, convinced that the movement to which they had given
their lives over the tumultuous previous three years was about to
come to an end. If you had told them, on that occasion, that within
300 years their faith would be embraced by the Emperor and
would be on the way to influencing the entire culture of Europe
for the next two millennia and beyond, they would have found that
impossible to believe.®

The Church in its early centuries was far from perfect. It expe-
rienced division, compromise and political deviousness, but when
all is said and done, in the great battle between Christianity and
paganism, Christianity eventually triumphed. There are no longer
pagan temples on every street corner across Europe (both east and

31) Holland, T., Dominion: The Making of the Western Mind, London, Little, Brown, 2019
is a recent re-telling of this story that highlights the huge impact of the Christian movement
on western culture.
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west), but there are churches. \When we ask the question why the
Church won this battle, the answer is often given — usually derived
from Edward Gibbon's famous version of the story®? — that it was
due to the conversion of the Emperor Constantine. Yet statisti-
cal analysis of the growth of the Church during this period shows
that the rate of growth remained steady both before and after the
conversion of Constantine at the start of the fourth century. The
Church of course grew much larger after that date, but this was
only because the rate of growth remained steady over that period.*®

The Churches of the West and the Middle East today both face
pressures of different kinds. In the West, it is the pressure of a
secularised society, increased marginalisation from public life, and
the experience of decline. In the Middle East it may be more direct
persecution, and the threat of losing its foothold in the traditional
heartlands of Christianity. Both are churches under pressure.
Yet both might have lessons to learn from the Early Church. The
Church in those early years was, at least initially, marginal to wider
social and political life. It also faced significant persecution. Whilst
a short article like this cannot go into great detail, and will range
ambitiously over several centuries, a broad overview of some of
the factors that led to the survival and growth of the Church in
those crucial years might help us learn approaches and priorities
to help us face the challenges of today.

THE INSTABILITY OF EMPIRE

In the second century Christianity remained restricted to urban
areas, and had all the appearances of a small, minority sect. A
major change took place in the third century. As Adolf von Harnack
pointed out in his celebrated study of the Early Church:

Between the second and the third centuries (the line may be
drawn about 180) a vital change took place. In the former,

32) Gibbon, E. and D. Womersley, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, London, Penguin, 1995.

33) For this analysis see Stark, R., The Triumph of Christianity, New York, HarperOne,
2012,Chapter 9.
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Christians for the most part had the appearance of a company
of people who shunned the light and withdrew from public
life; an immoral, nefarious sect who held aloof from actual
life. In the third century, to its alarm, paganism discovered in
Christianity a foe which openly and energetically challenged
it in every sphere — political, social and religious.3*

The second century was generally a period of steadiness in the
Empire, with a degree of security and stability. The third century,
by contrast, was a period when a number of crises hit the Roman
world. The Severan dynasty, founded by the emperor Septimius
Severus, who had come to power in 193 AD, finally fell in 235. In
251 AD an epidemic spread across the empire, killing around a
quarter of the population. Barbarian tribes — Goths and Vandals —
attacked Rome, bringing in their wake military and economic
collapse. Cities across the empire declined and with them the gods
which had assured them of a sense of identity and security. Pagan
religion was bound up with forms of entertainment which were
astonishingly brutal, involving the deaths of gladiators, dramas in
which slaves were murdered for dramatic effect on stage, and
animals routinely killed for sport. It was a culture of cruelty and
the enjoyment of death — at least the death of other people less
fortunate than the observers!

During these early centuries, Christianity was beginning to show
a great intellectual and moral vigour. Figures such as Clement and
Origen in Alexandria and Cyprian in Carthage were exploring the
relationship between the emerging Christian faith and the Greek
philosophy of the time. As rich people had to leave towns and
villages that were overtaken by barbarian tribes, the secret places
and shrines of paganism fell into decline. It felt to many as if the
gods had failed, and in their place Christianity offered a sense of
security and hope. Christian temples, on the other hand, were
much more mobile. The early Christians thought of their temples
not so much as buildings, but as their own bodies — temples of
the Holy Spirit, that could easily move from place to place. There
was a disintegration of old ways and an openness to new ways —

34) Von Harnack, A., The Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries (Vol. 1),
London, Williams and Norgate, 1908.
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and not only Christian ones, as the popularity of the mystery
religions shows.*® Despite Gibbon’s narrative, paganism did
not die quickly. There is evidence of the continuation of pagan
practices, and pagans being appointed to high office, well into the
sixth century, and some even beyond that. It is not that Christians
used political power to rid the world of pagan worship, but more
that paganism slowly dwindled over time as it was seen to have
fewer answers to the needs of the era than an emergent and
confident Christianity.%®

The disruption of society can be an opportunity for the Christian
Church. Both in the Middle East and in the West we are going
through times of great instability and confusion. These can be
times in which the hope and security brought through Jesus Christ
can be spoken of in a compelling and attractive way, leading to
effective witness to the Gospel of Christ. But this can happen only
if the Church is able to demonstrate the power of the Gospel in
human life, which leads to our next point.

THE PROMISE OF A TRANSFORMED LIFE

In the face of this culture of death, Christianity gained a repu-
tation for moral and spiritual growth and transformation. The
idea was common that if a person became a Christian, their life
would change and that Christian faith could bring about a deep
moral reorientation, both in the lives of individuals and in whole
communities. The second century Christian theologian Origen, in
his argument with the pagan Celsus, made this claim:

The critics of Christianity do not see in how many people the
passions are suppressed and in how many the flood of evil
Is restrained, and in how many wild habits are tamed by the

35) There is genuine scholarly debate as to the influence this sense of crisis had on
the shift from pagan to Christian, some emphasising it more (for example Dodds, E. R,
Pagan and Christian in an age of anxiety: some aspects of religious experience from
Marcus Aurelius to Constantine, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990 and some
downplaying it, such as Lane Fox, R., Pagans and Christians, London, Penguin, 1988.

36) See Stark, R., The Triumph of Christianity, New York, HarperOne, 2012, Chapter 11
("'The Demise of Paganism’).
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reason of the gospel... the whole human world has evidence
of the work of Jesus, since in it dwell the churches of God
which consist of people converted through Jesus from
countless evils... The name of Jesus still takes away mental
distractions from men...and implants a wonderful meekness
and tranquillity of character, and a love to mankind, and a
kindness and gentleness...%’

Stories of the desert mothers and fathers spread around the
empire, through the Apophthegmata Patrum, stories of spiritual
power, of miracles and deep personal and moral transformation
through a life of discipline and devotion. Itis perhaps significant that
in Augustine’s account of his own conversion, it is his encounter
with the story of the great monastic hero Anthony that precipitates
the crucial change.® Such stories promised radical change, self-
control over the passions that neo-Platonic and other philosophers
were so suspicious of, and a love towards the neighbour in a
fractious and divided world.

One of the perennial fears of the ancient world was the fear of
death. There were a number of answers available to the question
of mortality, not least in the Epicurean philosophy that suggested
that the basic elements of which the body is made would dissolve
at death into nothingness, and so therefore it was not to be feared —
a view not dissimilar to contemporary western secular views
of death. This, however, simply serves to shine a light on the
underlying obsession with death which pervaded that society.
In the face of such fear, the promise of resurrection brought
significant hope. Athanasius, for one, was not going to miss this
opportunity to press home the point:

All the disciples of Christ despise death; they take the
offensive against it, and instead of fearing it, by the sign of
the cross and by faith in Christ trample on it as something
dead. Before the divine sojourn of the Saviour, even the
holiest of men were afraid of death, and mourned the dead

37) Origen and H. Chadwick, Contra Celsum, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1980, 1.67, pp. 59-62.

38) Augustine, Confessions, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998, pp. 143, 153.
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as those who perish. But now that the Saviour has raised His
body, death is no longer terrible, but all those who believe in
Christ tread it underfoot as nothing, and prefer to die rather
than to deny their faith in Christ, knowing full well that when
they die they do not perish, but live indeed, and become
incorruptible through the resurrection.*®

In a time of uncertainty and fear, particularly when there seemed
little hope for change, whether in wider society or in personal lives,
a Christian faith that offered genuine transformation offered a
profound sense of hope and attraction. The stories of the monks
and the martyrs bear witness to the importance of simple testimony
(the word marturion lies at the heart of witness, martyrdom and
testimony). Enabling ordinary Christians to tell their own unique
stories of the difference that faith in Christ makes to an individual
life is perhaps one of the most effective and powerful ways to bear
witness, at a time when people are hungry for change.

RADICAL INCLUSIVENESS

In a deeply divided world, the Christian faith brought a new
sense of unity and community. The Roman Empire was a world in
which cities were intense, crowded and suffocating. Rodney Stark
points out that in Rome in the first century, approximately 200
people lived on each acre of land. By comparison, in the modern
world, San Francisco has around 23 people per acre and Bombay
180. Disease was rampant. Epidemics, earthquakes and floods
were common. In 600 years of Roman rule, the city of Antioch
was taken by enemies 11 times, there were five major fires, six
major episodes of rioting, hundreds of earthquakes (eight of them
very significant), three major epidemics and five famines —in other
words, about 40 major social catastrophes, one approximately
every 15 years.

Life in Roman cities was often fragile, pressurised and
oppressive. People lived in such close proximity to each other, and

39) Athanasius, St Athanasius on the Incarnation: The Treatise De Incarnatione Verbi Dei,
London, Mowbray, 1982, Section 57, p. 57.
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with so many crises occurring to exacerbate social tensions, that
racial and ethnic strife was common. This was a society with strict
hierarchical barriers — between men and women, masters and
slave, Roman citizens and foreigners, Jews and Gentiles. Judaism
was racially and ethnically divided, whilst paganism maintained
strict gender and class hierarchies. In such a context Christianity
provided something radically new.

The primitive Christian churches offered forms of inclusive
community which broke through social barriers. The vision that in
the kingdom of God ‘there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ
is all and in all' (Colossians 3: 11) was a powerfully counter-
cultural message in a polarised world, yet one that was more than
a message — it was fleshed out in local Christian communities,
however difficult that sometimes proved to be.

The Christian church offered an intellectual inclusiveness.
Christianity relatively quickly developed a highly sophisticated
philosophical base, engaging with the thought of the philosophy
of its time, through the work of the early fathers such as Ignatius,
Irenaeus Cyprian and the early apologists such as Justin Martyr,
Tatian, Athenagoras and others. Yet at the same time, the simplicity
of the story of Christ as retold in the Gospels could attract the
uneducated, such as slaves or manual workers, who might never
have been attracted to the more complex philosophical apologetics
of the Alexandrian school, or the complexities of the mystery
religions. One of the charges against the Christian Church was
that it attracted undesirable and simple people, but that is a charge
in which the Church gloried rather than denied.

There was also a gender inclusiveness in the first Christian
churches. Many of the early martyr stories are about women, such
as Perpetua and Felicitas of Carthage, Poamiaena and Basilides
in Alexandria, or Crispina in Tebessa, North Africa. In a world
where many young baby girls were abandoned at birth, due to the
preference for baby boys and the cost of raising girls who could
not bring as much income to the family home, Christians banned
infanticide and abortion in their communities. The result of this,
as well as the attractiveness of a community which proclaimed
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that ‘There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free,
nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’
(Galatians 3: 28), was that Christian communities tended to have a
higher proportion of women than in wider society.

Unlike Judaism, which was racially exclusive, and paganism,
which was dominated by class, Christianity had a broad-based
appeal across ethnic and social divides. Graeco-Roman cities
were often plagued by ethnic conflict, with groups of refugees or
migrants, the displaced people of the Empire, coming into conflict
in dense urban situations. In such a world the concept in the letter
to the Colossians of all people — Jewish, Greek, barbarian, citizen,
slave or free — being included and equal before Christ was a
powerful vision of social harmony which could be found nowhere
else. In times of deep social, ethnic and political division, the
Christian eschatological vision of all tribes, nations and tongues
still existing alongside each other, yet united in their worship of
the Lamb of God, was a vital part of the apocalyptic vision of the
Book of Revelation, the New Testament text which is perhaps the
most explicitly critical of imperial power and pretension.

A Church which demonstrates, in its own life, unity across
divisions, whether of ethnicity, gender or class, is a powerful
and attractive witness during periods of instability and division,
whether in the first century or the twenty-first.

RADICAL EXCLUSIVENESS

Although the early Christians developed a strong interaction
with the various schools of Greek philosophy, both critiquing it
at some points and yet building on it at on others, the Christian
Church held an almost universal opposition to pagan religion. As
St Paul put it: ‘What agreement has the temple of God with idols?’
(2 Corinthians 6: 16). Idolatry was, perhaps above all, the great sin
of the early Church.

St Paul’s conversations with the Corinthians, over whether
Christians were permitted to eat meat on sale in the market that
might have been offered to the gods in the local temples, or
whether they should go to dinner parties hosted by pagan friends
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in such temples, is a witness to the significance and sensitivity of
this issue in these early days of the Church. Yet as the centuries
proceeded it became clear that, however much the Christian
Church might debate aspects of its relationship with its pagan
environment, offering sacrifice to the pagan gods was tantamount
to apostasy.

In a famous correspondence, Pliny the Younger, the governor
of Bithynia around 111 AD, writes to the Emperor Trajan, asking
him what he should do with the Christians who had been brought
before him, accused of various forms of sedition and the charge of
disloyalty to the Emperor and the gods. He tells his imperial master
that the Christian sect seems no worse than a stupid superstition
and that Christians seem fairly peaceable, and do not appear to
pose any threat. However, he is disturbed that at the same time
they refuse to offer a sacrifice to the statue of the Emperor and
curse the name of Christ. Tellingly, he goes on to say: ‘these are
things which, it is said, those who are really Christians cannot be
made to do.’

‘Real Christians' (to use Pliny's phrase) were marked by their
refusal to participate in pagan religion, whether in the theatre,
the games or in the other pervasive elements of social life of the
period. As Adolf von Harnack wrote of Christianity in the mid-third
century: ‘The duty of keeping oneself free from all contamination
with polytheism ranked as the supreme duty of the Christian...
exclusiveness was the condition of her existence as a church. If
she made terms with polytheism at a single point, it was all over
with her distinctive character."#°

Of course, there were many who gave up their faith during times
of persecution, quietly going back to pagan ways, or retiring into
the shadows. Yet re-admission to communion for traditores (those
who had betrayed the faith) became a hugely divisive point in the
early Church, as it surfaced after Constantine’s accession and
exploded in the debate between Augustine and the Donatists over
the meaning and legacy of Cyprian’s ecclesiology. These debates
over the conditions on which lapsed Christians might be allowed

40) von Harnack, A., The Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries (Vol. 1),
London, Williams and Norgate, 1908, p. 292.
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back into fellowship ranged from the rigorist Donatist approach
that refused re-entry, to the less severe approach taken by Saint
Augustine and others. Yet it was quite clear that, on both sides of
the debate, worshipping the gods was incompatible with Christian
faith. This very fact of the vehemence of this debate indicates that
going back to the worship of idols was a serious issue in the early
Church. It could not be brushed over lightly.

Tertullian’s famous statement that 'the blood of the martyrs was
the seed of the Church’ testifies to the significance of martyrdom
during this period. The heroes of the faith were not primarily the
theologians or even the bishops, but those who had witnessed
to Christ in the ultimate manner — by their deaths, which testified
that Jesus Christ was more important than anything else, even life
itself. Martyrdom was a sign of the radical exclusiveness of the
Church from compromise with the worship of any other god.

In the first three centuries, the catechumenate was a crucial
factor. Before baptism, and formal entry into the Church, a rigorous
process of Christian instruction was given. As seen in early texts
such as The Didache, on into Cyril of Jerusalem’s Catechetical
Lectures and St Augustine’'s De Catechizandis Rudibus, this
process of entry was demanding.

The primitive first century Christian text The Didache shows how
even at an early stage, initiation included specific moral teaching,
practical instructions to avoid idolatry, which was outlawed for
the Christian, including attendance at the games in the theatre. It
offered training in forms of prayer, and instructions on what was
and was not permitted for catechumens in preparing for their
baptism.

Even much later, in Jerusalem in the fourth century, under
Cyril of Jerusalem (for example as explained by the Spanish visitor
Egeria), catechumens underwent a period of asceticism, involving
a severe Lenten fast, hours of prayer, and giving to the poor. It
involved extensive instruction, including detailed explanation of
the creed, and prayers for exorcism of demons daily during Lent.
After baptism, the mysteries of Baptism, Chrism and the Eucharist
were explained.
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In other words, Christian faith was not something that
people took up at their leisure and were left free to make up for
themselves. Nor was it merely a set of ideas, a philosophical
framework that one could adopt by assenting to the tenets of the
Creeds, leaving no real change to patterns of life. Instead, this
was a rigorous training in the Christian way of living. Of course,
the catechumenate changed character as Christianity grew in
popularity. Once persecution began to fade as a possibility,
admission to the Church became a little more relaxed and less
austere. However, the refusal to compromise the total claim of
Christ upon human and Christian life was a significant feature of
this new faith. It was not content to be one of a range of options
within the pagan smorgasbord of religious offerings in the first
century panoply of pagan gods.

Perhaps one of the secrets of the early Church was its ability
to identify the gods of the age and yet refuse to compromise
with them. This formed a distinct exclusiveness to the Church,
alongside the inclusiveness of social, racial and gender identities.
Such exclusiveness gave the Church a radical edge and enabled it
to appeal to people wanting a different version of life from that on
offer in the pagan world.

In our contemporary world, the gods are perhaps less obviously
identifiable. They may be different in East and West, although
globalisation diminishes the differences between them. The
point which Pliny recognised as the point of difference between
true, devout Christians and those who would renounce their faith
was that of worship and sacrifice — would they offer worship
by sacrificing to the gods? The same may be true today. It is
sometimes said that what we truly worship is indicated by what
we would sacrifice most for — our family, our holidays, our income,
careers, popularity, houses? Or our faith?

The gods of money, sex and power still roam the streets of
contemporary societies in East and West, even if they are no
longer embodied in pagan divinities, but rather in the lure of
financial security, advertising, and political competition. The
Christian Church of today needs the wisdom and courage to spot
those ancient idols when they rear their heads, and to adopt radical
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practices to demonstrate resistance to the gods that enslave, and
the power of Christ who liberates.

These four factors — the instability of society, the promise of
moral and spiritual transformation, a radical inclusiveness and a
radical exclusiveness — were crucial to the success of the Early
Church as it grew in the unfriendly and hostile environment of
a world often intent on eliminating it. This hostility came to a
climax during the rule of the emperor Diocletian at the start of the
fourth century, when he announced the Festival of Terminalia —
the termination of the Christian religion along with other forms of
‘superstition’ in a desperate attempt to hold a fragmenting empire
together under the framework of paganism. It was not up to the
task. Diocletian fell, and soon a Christian emperor was on the
throne as Constantine took the radically different tack of seeking
to meet the same challenges through the adoption of Christianity.
Whether we view his adoption of the Christian faith as a triumph
or a disaster for the future fortunes and purity of the Church is
a separate question, yet the fact that the Church could not only
survive such a trial — intense persecution and the attempt to
marginalise it totally from social life — bears witness to its strength
and the importance of these factors identified in this essay.

At the same time, in the context of the pressures or
marginalisation in the West today, and persecution and harassment
in the East, these factors may also provide clues to the potential
growth of the Church in the modern world. They may provide part
of the answer as to how the Church today is not just to survive but
also to thrive under pressure in a period of rapid social change and
opportunity.
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INTRODUCTION

Brothers and sisters, | ask you to go back in time with me to
Babylon after 587 BC, where a contradictory scene unravels: on the
one hand, Babylonians, under the leadership of Nebuchadnezzar,
are delirious with exultation following their victory, after they were
able to extend their influence over several regions, including Judea,
in particular Jerusalem; while on the other hand, the desperation
of exiled Jews is similar to the feeling of death.

What a catastrophe! Overnight, the people have awakened to a
painful reality, like a horrific nightmare. Here they are, thousands of
kilometres away from the land that the Lord had promised them;
the walls of Jerusalem were destroyed, the Temple was wiped
out, and the Ark of the Covenant was lost.

Thus, it is not surprising that existential questions started to
arise: Were the Lord’s promises to us a mere delusion? Was the
Lord true to us? The Babylonians worship Marduk and they are
doing just fine, while we, who worship the Lord, are going through
all these sufferings, calamities and hardships; who is the strongest
then, Marduk or the Lord?

76



»*
’ THE MAGI INITIATIVE: EAST s WEST

The people had lost all hope in the future and the Lord, and
needed salvation not only from exile in Babylon, but also from
despair.

A TEXT FROM THE EXILIC LITERATURE

The paradox is that, from this oppressive atmosphere, the
most comforting and hopeful literature was born, hoping it would
qguench the thirst of thirsty souls for ‘living water'. From this | have
chosen Ezekiel 37: 1-14.

We are before the horrific picture of a valley full of dry human
bones; a sad and staggering view, which triggers people’s disgust.
What increases this aversion even more is that the Lord made
the prophet pass by and around these dry bones, despite the
possibility of him being defiled from contact with the dead.

Then comes the Lord’s unexpected question to Ezekiel: “Can
these bones live?”

The prophet, however, gives neither a positive nor a negative
answer, because belief in the resurrection was not clear for the
Jews at that time.

He ‘throws the ball back to the Lord’'s court’ to answer this
question Himself — but the Lord returns the ball to him, as He asks
him to personally participate in giving the answer: “Prophesy to
these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, hear the word of the
Lord!"" (Ezekiel 37: 4).

The Lord wants to do the impossible.

“Thisis what the Sovereign Lord says to these bones: | will make
breath enter you, and you will come to life” (37: 5). This 'breath’
represents the life-giving divine power, without which no life can
exist. Only God, from whom all life springs, can revive these bones.
“| will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you
and cover you with skin; | will put breath in you, and you will
come to life” (37: 6). The process of revival passes through four
stages: connecting bones to nerves, then covering the bones with
flesh, then covering flesh with skin, then putting breath in the
whole.
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“You will come to life. Then you will know that | am the Lord”
(37: 6). The purpose of reviving the bones is not only to revive
biological life, but the Lord also wants to revive the spiritual life, in
order to renew the relationship and the covenant with Him.

Ezekiel 37: 7-8: The prophet Ezekiel complied with the Lord’s
will and performed his supernatural mission. When he started
prophesying, things started settling down; in fact, the bones came
together, bone to bone, forming skeletons, gradually transforming
into bodies. In verse 8, the first part of the revival process was
completed, but the bodies were still lacking the spirit that would
give them new life.

Verse 9recounts: ‘Then He said to me, “Prophesy to the breath;
prophesy, son of man, and say to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign
Lord says: Come, breath, from the four winds and breathe into
these slain, that they may live."”" The Lord calls upon the wind
from all parts of the world to direct all its energies towards the
bodies placed in the valley. Although the wind usually moves from
high pressure areas towards low pressure areas, strangely in this
vision the wind seemed to be blowing from all directions at the
same time.

The identity of these dead bodies began to be revealed. They
were people ‘killed’ in one of the major battles. Ezekiel is entrusted
with ordering the spirit to revive the dead. Although creation is
God'’s direct action, we see here that God made man a partner in
the creation process. ‘So | prophesied as He commanded me, and
breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet —
a vast army’ (37: 10).

The prophet continues to act as a proxy in the revival process.
“Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign
Lord says: My people, | am going to open your graves and bring
you up from them; | will bring you back to the land of Israel. Then
you, my people, will know that | am the Lord..."” (37: 12-13). Living
in exile is similar to being buried in a grave; hence, living again
makes it imperative to return to the homeland.

In verse 12, the Lord promises that He will “...bring you back to
the land of Israel.” The salvation speech includes a new departure,
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but this return to the homeland is a symbol of a return to living
under God's eyes and renewing the covenant with Him.

Finally, in verse 14, “| will put my Spirit in you and you will live,
and | will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that | the
Lord have spoken, and | have done it, declares the Lord.”

A CONTEMPORARY GLANCE AT THE CURRENT
SITUATION

When contemplating Ezekiel chapter 37, | thought about
counting the number of times that Christians of the East
have witnessed a similar scene, but to no avail; so, | will limit
myself to testifying to what | personally witnessed with my
Iragi brothers and sisters, who have become, by their forced
displacement from their land, ‘dry bones’. However, there is
the sole difference that the exiles in the Book of Ezekiel went
to Babylon, while the Christians of Irag left ‘Babylon’. | have
seen them - living martyrs, abandoned, and neglected, with no
jobs for breadwinners to support their children, no possibility of
them even obtaining a work permit to practice their profession,
no possibility of enrolling children in Lebanese schools that
follow different curricula, and no free hospitalisation (even if
their condition is critical), and thus the necessity of securing the
required funds before entering hospital. Those people, who were
previously leading lives of comfort and luxury, found themselves
living in miserable conditions. One of them told me that he was
living comfortably in his country, but his son’s illness in Lebanon
obliged him to spend all his money to save him, and he has now
become a beggar. | was heartbroken when a mother asked me
for money to buy milk for her infant, and also when | saw tears
pouring down the cheeks of another man who was showing me
his luxurious former home, of which he now has only a picture
in his cell phone. When | tried to comfort them by telling them
that at least they were still alive, and that ‘Daesh’ did not abduct
their women and girls, they would agree with me, but add that
they had been robbed of their life savings and of the meaning of
their lives.
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What is even more deplorable is that their forced displacement
hasn't ended yet. In fact, when Qaragosh was liberated from that
terrorist organisation, one of its inhabitants who dared to return
to his home town, hoping that perhaps he could repair his house,
was told that he could not go back to his old work (knowing that
he was a public servant), because he had left his land; but rather,
he had to wait at least a year so that they could interrogate him to
make sure he hadn't joined Daesh’s ranks during this period. How
ironic is that? His fellow countrymen are still pursuing, implicitly,
the plan of displacing Christians. Even those who stayed in Iraq
did not receive a penny from the State to help them rebuild their
homes that were reduced to ashes.

CONCLUSION

Going back to Ezekiel's text, | am unable to define the situation
of Christians in the East in relation to it, at this difficult time; but |
hold on to my Christian faith, as | am confident that hope is born
from despair, and that life emerges from death. Just as the Lord
entrusted Ezekiel to take part in reviving the killed, He will choose
those who will help Him in this rescue operation.

What gives us hope is that the Lord is true to Himself. As He
breathed life into the scattered bones so that they would come
together, His Holy Spirit descended upon the discouraged disciples
following the crucifixion and death of their Lord. He Himself is still
working to restore the ruins of our physical, moral and spiritual
life, expecting each of us to be like Ezekiel and help Him put new
breath in our brothers and sisters, whose only offence is to have
been called by His name.

“Is anything too hard for the Lord?"” (Genesis 18: 14); “Nothing
is too hard for You” (Jeremiah 32: 17).
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INTRODUCTION

‘Apocalyptic’ is a category of literature under which can be
listed some parts of the Book of Daniel from the Old Testament,
some Jewish non-canonical writings (e.g. 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and
1 Enoch), and the Book of Revelation from the New Testament.
Due to the diverse historical backgrounds of these books, and on
account of space limitations, | will restrict myself to the Book of
Revelation. This presentation will be divided into two parts. The
first part refreshes the memory about some of the content, the
historical background, and the purposes of Revelation. The second
offers a suggestion as to how Revelation can continue to inspire
and speak to Christian communities living in today's world. This is
by no means an exhaustive attempt at contextualising all aspects
of Revelation, but | hope it will stimulate further reflection on this
book and help us in finding ways in which it can speak to the
Church today.
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PART ONE: ON THE BOOK OF REVELATION

Apocalyptic literature is often identified as ‘Crisis Literature’,
and its primary purpose is to unveil certain things. Underlying the
Book of Revelation is a ‘crisis’ facing the Seven Churches in Asia
Minor (modern Turkey) to whom the book is addressed. Internal
evidence shows that members of these churches have become
victims of harassment, either by the state or local authorities,
leading to possible imprisonments (Revelation 2: 10), and in some
cases martyrdom. Let me illustrate. To the church of Pergamum,
the One who has the sharp two-edged sword says: “| know where
you dwell, where Satan’s throne is; you hold fast to my name,
and you did not deny my faith, even in the days of Antipas my
witness, my faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan
dwells” (2: 13). During the vision of the fifth seal, we are told that
John the Seer saw under the altar the souls of those who had
been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne
(6: 9). Scholars believe that this crisis was most probably caused
by the practice of emperor worship (the Emperor Cult); the refusal
of Christians to participate in this cult may have led to harassment
and martyrdoms.

This view is supported by Chapter 13 of Revelation, which
depicts the emperor or empire as a ‘beast’ who was given a great
throne and authority by the dragon, the ancient serpent, who is
called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the world (12: 9), whom
people worshipped. The ‘beast’, we are told, utters all kinds of
blasphemies against God and is allowed to make war against the
saints and to conquer them. The author continues, ‘If anyone has
an ear, let him hear. If anyone is to be taken captive, to captivity
he goes; if anyone slays with the sword, with the sword he must
be slain. Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints’
(13: 10).

In addition to the imagery of the beast, the author uses other
images to describe the empire. In Chapter 17 the empire is given
the name ‘Babylon, the Great Harlot’, with whom the kings of the
earth have committed fornication, who became ‘drunk with the
blood of the saints and the blood of the martyrs of Jesus' (17: 6).
Therefore, the crisis which the Book of Revelation deals with is
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clear: the refusal of faithful Christians to participate in emperor
worship has led to harassments and waves of martyrdoms.

But this is just one side of the crisis. The other side of the
crisis has to do with internal tensions and conflicts. The author
warns the Seven Churches of false teachers, or those who call
themselves apostles, though they are not (2: 2). He names the
Nicolaitans twice, and those who hold to the teaching of Balaam, a
symbol of apostasy (2: 14). A certain 'Jezebel’ (symbolic of idolatry
and false prophecy) is mentioned in the message to the church
of Thyatira, and is condemned by the author for teaching and
deceiving God's servants through her practice of immorality and
of eating food sacrificed to idols (2: 20). Scholars surmise that the
author'’s attack on these groups within the Seven Churches has to
do with their participation in imperial Rome’s public life, whether
through cultic practices honouring deities or through emperor
worship, through the daily socio-economic activities of selling and
buying, or through the enjoyment of the prosperity and economic
seduction that the empire provided.*" From John's perspective,
however, any participation in Rome's imperial structures, whether
religious, social, political or economic, is simply idolatrous. Any
attempt at assimilation by Christians into any aspect of Roman
imperial public life is totally rejected. Revelation’s call to those in
the church of Thyatira — and this applies to the other churches —
can be heard in the heavenly voice: “Come out of her, my people,
lest you partake in her sins, lest you partake in her plagues”
(18: 4). In response to this double crisis, John the Seer launches
a comprehensive political, economic and ideological attack on
the policies and practices of the Roman Empire, calling upon
the members of the Seven Churches to disentangle themselves
from every aspect of Rome’s public life and to live faithfully in
obedience to God and to the Lamb.

In its critique, Revelation unveils to God's faithful people not

only the idolatrous character of the empire and the dangers of
Christian assimilation into public life, but also an alternative reality.

41)  Christians in Laodicea are thus characterised: “You say ‘| am rich and | have prospered
and | have need of nothing’, and you don't know that you are wretched and pitiable and poor
and blind and naked” (3: 17).
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In Revelation, John reinterprets the world of his readers in the light
of God's purposes in the world and for the world. Revelation’s pri-
mary message is that God, and not Rome, is in control of human
history. True worship is due to God and the Lamb - the Lord, the
Saviour of the world, the Almighty, the Alpha and Omega — and
not to the emperor and his representatives. In God's purposes for
the world, Rome - the harlot, Babylon — will fall, along with the
allure of its public life and its economic seduction. A new city — the
New Jerusalem — will replace it. There will be a new heaven and
a new earth, where God will dwell among His people. God will
vindicate the martyrs of Jesus, and those who have been faithful
by not bowing their knees to the emperor and by their refusal to
participate in the wealth, seduction, and injustices of the empire.
The gloominess of the present is not necessarily the destiny of
God’'s people. There is a brighter future ahead for those who
remain faithful.

Apocalyptic literature is not about an otherworldly reality or
about the future, even though it has a predictive element to it.
Rather it is about bringing an otherworldly perspective into the
world we live in, so as to create a faithful response, and to offer
guidance and encouragement. Therefore, Revelation is not about
the annihilation of human history, but the renewal of the world.

PART TWO:. REVELATION FOR CHRISTIAN
COMMUNITIES TODAY

1. The Bestial-Monstrous Character of the Empire

One of theissues that the Book of Revelation unmasks (exposes,
unveils, reveals) is the bestial, monstrous, whorish character of
the empire (‘the great harlot, Babylon the great, the mother of
all harlots’). Through this set of images, Revelation’s message is
clear: imperialism, with its policies and practices, belongs to the
bestial world and not to the world that God intended for humans.
Imperialism simply dehumanises its subjects. To be sure,
imperialism — and Revelation is well aware of this — introduces
itself in seductive, alluring, and glamorous fashion, but that should
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not distract the reader from its bestial character. In a manner
typical of the genre of Apocalypse, Revelation not only unveils the
bestial character and nature of the empire, but also identifies the
empire without naming it.

Revelation’s call to the Christian communities of today — those
worldwide in general, and in the Middle East in particular — is to
discern 'the beast(s)’ of our culture, to denounce them, and to
declare them as dehumanising. The beast does not have to be
a certain political regime; it could be a dehumanising economic
structure or an ideology. Revelation is a call to have the courage to
name the beast in our contexts, regardless of the consequences.
In this regard, Revelation warns us of the idolatrous temptation,
to which many countries in our Middle Eastern context are
vulnerable, of ‘divinising’ political leaderships, political regimes
and structures. Political structures are human institutions, and
they are vulnerable to sin’s power.

2. The Empire of God: The Reign of God and the Lamb

As ‘“crisis literature’, Revelation’s purpose is to offer encourage-
ment, to comfort, toinstil hope, and to stimulate obedience to Christ
among Christian communities that live under the blasphemous
claims of a bestial-evil empire. This purpose can be heard through
the loud voice from the throne of God as the New Jerusalem is
coming down from heaven, saying: “Behold the dwelling place of
God with mankind; He will dwell with them, and they shall be his
people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe away
every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the
former things have passed away"” (21: 3-4; cf. 7: 13-17).

Whilst it is true that the Book of Revelation unmasks the
bestial-evil nature of the empire, it also unmasks an alternative
reality: God's empire. Through a disproportionate dualism, which is
typical of Apocalyptic literature, Revelation announces that though
Rome (the beast, the empire) has power to rule, nevertheless it
does not have ultimate power. Ultimate power belongs to God,
who controls history in spite of the presence of the dragon and
the beast, and in spite of the tears, the death, the mourning and
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the pain which they inflict upon the people of God. If Rome can
destroy, God has the power to offer life.

This alternative reality of God's reign in the face of a bestial-evil
empire is not a futuristic illusion. Rather, it has already begun and
it awaits its futuristic consummation (‘the Already and the Not Yet’
of Apocalyptic literature). How and when did it begin? It began
with God'’s direct intervention in human history in the person of
Jesus, the Lamb, who, through His death and resurrection, reigns
now with God, is deemed worthy of worship with God, and will
return to vindicate His faithful ones. This Lamb is depicted at the
beginning of the narrative: ‘Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the
firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth’
(1: B). His reign has already begun. God and the Lamb are already
at work in the world. Satan, the devil, the dragon, the beast, and
the serpent can no longer claim their monopoly over the world.
The fact that God's reign and that of the Lamb have already begun
becomes not only the grounds for encouragement and comfort in
the Apocalypse, but also a source of hope — that God will expand
His reign to ultimate victory over all structures of evil —and a driving
force for obedience and faithfulness to God.

God's reign in the world is realised through faithful and obedient
communities. John's message for Christian communities in
general, and Middle Eastern ones in particular, is to free themselves
from the 'minority complex’ with which they live. It challenges
Christians to see themselves as active agents in the realisation
of God's present reign in the world, in the face of the policies
and practices of bestial structures. In the unfathomable wisdom of
God, He has, down the centuries, operated through minorities and
remnants — even through one man on the island of Patmos — for
the good of all of God's creation, and for bringing to fulfilment His
purposes for the world.

3. Witnessing to Christ/Resisting the Empire

| hope it has become clear that the message of Revelation
to Christian communities today is to invite them to examine all
power structures in their contexts, and to discern what is whorish,
Babylonish, satanic or bestial — and to have the courage to name
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the beast, trusting that God and the Lamb are already at work in the
world through their faithful ones. In other words, John’s Revelation
is an invitation to Christian communities in today’s world to take
the bestial-evil structure by the horns. It is an invitation to a fight,
to a collision. When this collision happens, Revelation opens up
a new possibility that transcends the submissive Judeo-Christian
tradition towards power structures as represented in Romans
chapter 13. Deep within, Revelation is not only crisis literature,
but also resistance literature. Consider with me the 'Babylonian
captivity’ of the country of Lebanon, and the beast of corruption
that seems to be beyond any possibility of redemption. Look at
the moral failure on the level of political leaderships, look at the
exploitation of the economic resources of the Lebanese people,
and their dehumanisation. Look at the fornication of our political
leaderships with regional and international bestial orders.

Against this background, the Book of Revelation has much to
say. Beside its call for having the courage, the dignity, and the
integrity to tell the truth about dragonish things in our society and to
be able to name the beast, Revelation is an invitation for Christian
communities to prophetic engagement and discernment, even to
become resistance movements. The heavenly voice in Revelation
remains relevant for today’s Christian communities: “Come out of
her, my people, lest you partake in her sins, lest you partake in
her plagues...” (18: 4). Disentangle yourselves from the corruption
and moral failures of the empire or any bestial structure!

Allow me here to re-address the Lebanese context one final
time. Any association with corrupt political leadership under the
excuse of ‘connections’ must be viewed as a source of shame
and not pride. Creating ‘connections’ is a seductive thing in
Lebanese society, because it yields favours. These favours numb
our faithfulness to Christ and the values of the reign of God. They
confiscate our freedom to name the beast and to properly call
things by their names. Corruption and corrupt political leaderships
should never be able to receive public ecclesial legitimacy.
Revelation’s call is clear: “Come out of her...” This form of
resistance may lead to marginalisation and may expose one to
danger. But this is precisely the resistance to which the Book of
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Revelation invites us, through the paradigm of Christ's faithfulness
and the faithful martyrs among His followers. We should be alert
to not interpreting Revelation’s invitation as though it promotes
a culture of death. On the contrary, the purpose of resistance is
to promote a culture of dignified human life as God intended it to
be, under the values of His reign, and not life under a bestial and
monstrous regime. If martyrdom is a price to be paid, then let it be.

We live in a world where forms of resistance have taken a
militant and violent twist in the name, and for the sake, of God.
There is no place in the Book of Revelation for violence as a
means to achieve one's ends and goals. The judgment and the
fall of Babylon, the empire, in the Book of Revelation is the
business of God, regardless of how violently those scenes are
depicted. Faithful witness to Jesus Christ and the reign of God
in the public spheres of our societies and against the beast can
take many forms, such as boycotting, demonstrating, acts of civil
disobedience, et cetera — but not violence.
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TAKING THIS WORLD SERIOUSLY:. APOCALYPTIC
LITERATURE AS A PROPHETIC VOICE AND THE
SIGN OF HOPE

Frank Kermode has commented that much of literature is
centred around ‘the sense of an ending’. Men enter the world in
medias res, as ‘men in the midst’, as Martin Green would term it,
and leave it in medias res. However, in this middle ground the main
concern seems to be to connect what came before ‘the middle’
with what is to follow — a desire for harmony in what seems to be
a chaotic present. Kermode would further argue that to fulfil this
desire, people tell and retell stories. A classic example of this is
the famous opening of Homer's lliad:

Sing, goddess, of the anger of Achilles, son of Peleus,
Accursed, which brought countless pains upon the Achaeans,
Hurled to Hades many strong souls of heroes,

Served them up as carrion for the dogs and all the birds -

The will of Zeus being fulfilled - since the son of Atreus, lord of
men,
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And godlike Achilles first feuded and quarrelled.

One example of such storytelling would be the genre of the
Apocalypse. ‘Apocalypse’, etymologically speaking, means
'to uncover’, or ‘revelation’, stemming from the Greek word
arokdAuig. Therefore, although the apocalyptic genre is often
related to the end of the world in the near future, many apocalyptic
texts focus more on the plight of man in the present time, including
an elegy for things which have passed. They describe the past and
present in the light of what is yet to be revealed. Much of the
descriptive language in apocalyptic literature, however, may be
traced back to the apocalyptic tradition of the New Testament. One
may note three major recurring themes: first, the material of this
world is to be destroyed; second, there will be a time of crisis for
humanity between this destruction and the coming of Christ; and
third, Christ will eventually return and all shall be renewed. In this
way, the apocalyptic writers achieve temporal concord, intended
to give meaning to man's existence in the present moment.

This point is brilliantly observed by Dorothy L. Sayers in her
‘Introductory Papers on Dante’: 'The widespread disinclination
today to take Hell and Heaven seriously results, very largely, from
a refusal to take this world seriously. If we are materialists, we
look upon man'’s life as an event so trifling compared to the cos-
mic process that our acts and decisions have no importance... But
Christianity says, “No. What you do and what you are matters,
and matters intensely. It matters now and it matters eternally; it
matters to you, and it matters so much to God that it was for Him
literally a matter of life and death.”’

[Dorothy L. Sayers (1954: 100), Introductory Papers on Dante]

In the ’little apocalypses’ in three of the synoptic Gospels
(Matthew 24, Mark 13 and Luke 21), Jesus foretells the destruction
of the temple in Jerusalem. Itis described in the following way: The
destruction of the temple is an indication of the transience of the
material. He says to his disciples: “| say to you there shall not
be left here a stone upon a stone that shall not be destroyed”
(Matthew 24: 2). In Luke, he precedes this by remarking on the
rich who ‘cast their gifts into the treasury’ (Luke 21: 1-4) and on His
disciples’ admiration of the temple ‘adorned with goodly stones
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and gifts’ (21: 5). He insists that the temple will soon be destroyed
and that the gathering or admiration of such earthly treasures is
futile (21: 6).

When Jesus here speaks of the temple, however, he is not
merely speaking of one earthly structure. In Jewish tradition, the
temple is perceived as God's dwelling place, and as a symbol for
the whole world. Moreover, as Mircea Eliade has pointed out,
the Anglo-Saxons likewise saw their great halls as microcosmic
representations of all of creation. The destruction of the hall or
temple, therefore, would denote the subsequent destruction of
the cosmos.

This brings us back to where it all began. The first three chapters
of Genesis depict the Garden of Eden as being like a temple. The
final vision of Revelation 21-22 depicts heavenly Jerusalem like the
epitome of the temple, the Holy of Holies. These two depictions
mirror each other and point to a very focal emphasis of Christian
cosmology and eschatology, in which the eschatology confirms
God's tenets for the creation and declares it completely finished.
The only way that one can know what things were meant to be
at the beginning is to see them from the perspective of their end.
One has to bear this in mind when reading the Revelation, and
other apocalyptic biblical literature.

Something similar is evident in the image of the tree of life.
It appears as early as the opening verses of the Bible (Genesis
2:9), and features in the very final ones (Revelation 22: 1-5). What
is surprising, though, is that very few other verses mention the
tree of life throughout the Bible. It appears four times in the Book
of Proverbs (3: 18, 11:30, 13: 12 and 15: 4), whilst many Old
Testament scholars think that the prophet Ezekiel is at least alluding
toitin 31: 3-9 and 47: 12. Then, beginning with Nebuchadnezzar's
dream in Daniel 4: 10-12, there is an increased use of the image
of the tree of life in the apocalyptic genre of texts. According to
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, commenting on Genesis 3: 22-24, the entire
saga of the creation comes to its climax in these verses. It turns
out that the story is all about this tree.

After succumbing to temptation and eating from the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil, Adam has been denied access
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to the tree of life, but the hunger and desire for it continues. Now
separated from it by the chasm of death, it reminds humanity of
the paradise lost, and of its divine source of life. This final and
decisive expulsion from life, with the doors firmly shut, has not
deterred Adam'’s descendants from continuing to try to find their
way back in. Now roaming the cursed earth, humankind is in
search for what has been lost — banging at the closed doors, only
to repeat the cycle of desperate rage against the burning sword
in the hand of the angel. It is all in vain. No matter what the seed
of Adam tries, access to life cannot be renewed on these terms.
A flagrant example is the futile attempt at the Tower of Babel
(Genesis 11: 1-9).

But God, who is the source of life, has not given up on the
crown of his creation — the humankind that is in His image and in
His likeness. The source of life, the life itself, the One who lives
forever, will not live without us! He wants to give us life that is life
in abundance (John 10: 10) — an eternal life (John 3: 16). As the
story of redemption unfolds, it becomes more and more clear that
all human beings in all human history have been ‘doing it wrong'.
The cherub guarding the closed doors is indomitable, inexorable
and indefatigable. This path back to life is simply out of reach. On
the contrary, the path provided by God is utterly counterintuitive,
as far as human ingenuity goes. It passes right through its oppo-
site — death. Humanity is invited to conquer death by participation
in the One who conquered it by His own death and resurrection —
“To the one who conquers, | will grant to eat of the tree of life,
which is in the paradise of God”; and “Blessed are those who
wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of
life and that they may enter the city by the gates” (Revelation 2: 7
and 22: 14).

Christian mysticism and spirituality use the symbol of the tree
in two distinct ways. The dying tree often featured in the Desert
Fathers’ stories, when they went through their prayers while
plaiting mats from palm leaves. This was a potent reminder, as
the palm tree was interpreted very early in Christian asceticism
as a symbol of sacrificial death and martyrdom. At the same time,
the tree is a symbol of life and growth — the benefits of trees for
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all kind of living creatures are numerous. It is precisely in such a
context that the tree of life is mentioned in Ezekiel 47: 12. The
prophet sees a river that flows from the temple to come. The
banks of the river are dotted with trees that bear much fruit. The
harvest of their fruit is ceaseless, and their leaves will not wither,
as the roots are constantly being watered by the flowing river
whose source is in the temple. The fruit is good for food, and the
leaves are good for healing. The similarities between Ezekiel 47
and Revelation 22 are more than obvious.

In Revelation however, the motif is developed. In the four
passages where it is mentioned (Revelation 2: 7; 22: 2, 14, 19)
the reader is told that all of the redeemed have access to this
tree and all can taste its life-giving fruit. This image is even more
impressive when read in the context of Revelation 22: 4 — "They
will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads." It
is under the trees with their delicious fruit and healing leaves,
mentioned in verse 2, that the countless peoples of all races and
nations will see God face to face. The ultimate fear that seeing
God’'s face means death is here reversed. This encounter goes
infinitely beyond seeing ‘in a mirror dimly’, as ‘what we will be
has not yet appeared’ (1 Corinthians 13: 12; 1 John 3: 2).

Besides this development, Revelation 22 makes a subtle but
substantial shift concerning the healing power of the leaves.
Whilst in Ezekiel 47 it is for healing (presumably for Israel only),
Revelation 22: 2 states that ‘the leaves of the tree were for the
healing of the nations’ (twv eBvwv). We are witnessing the finest
of literary devices, by which the author makes a link between the
fruit (the people of the Covenant, the twelve fruit), and the leaves
for healing of all nations, thus making them together participants
in the divine life. One more observation about the immediate
backdrop is in order. The phrase ‘water of life’ in Revelation
22: 1 is a plausible indication that the healing of the nations is
not meant as a medicine or remedy for illnesses, but rather as
an antidote, providing a sin-free life. This is confirmed in verse 3,
which says that there will be nothing accursed under these trees
in the New Jerusalem; the peoples will be healed from anything
that causes a curse, much as in the vision of Zechariah in 14: 11 -
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'For there shall never again be a decree of utter destruction.
Jerusalem shall dwell in security.’

Thus, the story of Revelation is one that encourages the reader
to take this world seriously. When we consider the historical
context of Revelation, we are able to see that the mythological
language of the cosmic war depicts the situation in the real world.
The application of the message of Revelation has more to do with
the earth than with heaven. It is the hope of heaven, the coming
Kingdom of God, which gives strength to Christians to continue
their fight against evil while on earth. This outlook is affected by
a certain view of the Atonement. The so-called classic view of
the Atonement is most emphatically committed to seeing the
Kingdom of God already established on the earth, standing in
utmost opposition to the evil kingdoms under the dominion of
Satan. Christ is the ‘eschaton’, or the divinely ordained climax or
crisis of history. It was as a gift of God and not on account of
human effort. It was the manifest and effective assertion of the
divine sovereignty in conflict with evil in the world.

Although it seems that we live in a period of 'the eclipse of
God’ (according to Buber) and that God's existence is far from
self-evident, remembering what God has done for us in the past
gives us hope that ultimately He will bring the history of creation
to a glorious victory over the powers of darkness, sin and evil.
Christians can confidently continue their active growth toward the
likeness of Christ and share in His victory. In Jesus we have exhi-
bited the power by which God rules the world. If Jesus conquered
the world (John 16: 33) then the believers who are joined to Him
have done the same too.

One is reminded of another powerful image that envisions
the glorious future of this present world. In Revelation 7: 16-17,
verses which are an adaptation of Isaiah 49: 10, we read: “They
shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not
strike them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb in the midst
of the throne will be their shepherd, and He will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from
their eyes.”
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All of this confirms the essential hope of apocalyptic literature,
and especially the Revelation. It is about quenching the ever-
elusive longing, finding rest in the personal relationship with the
Good Shepherd, and most of all about being in the ‘far-off country’
where tears are no more, and they are not even remembered.

In the words of the poet T. S. Eliot, who in Four Quartets: Little
Gidding V spoke of all this so evocatively:

‘We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.’

This is precisely what happens in Revelation 22: 1-5, and
this is the reason why we should regard this world with utter
seriousness. Read with such lenses, apocalyptic literature is, for
the Church today, a powerful incentive to never lose courage, and
never cease to hope.
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INTRODUCTION:. WHAT WISDOM ARE WE TALKING
ABOUT?

We read in the Book of Jeremiah 18: 18: ‘They said, “Come,
let's make plans against Jeremiah; for the teaching of the law
by the priest will not cease, nor will counsel from the wise, nor
the word from the prophets. So come, let's attack him with our
tongues and pay no attention to anything he says.”’ This verse
depicts the three categories of spiritual leaders among God's
people, each according to their mission: the priest who proclaims
the divine teaching of the law, the prophet who delivers the word
of God, and the wise man who provides counselling. Considering
these three responsibilities, the Hebrew Bible is organised into
three main sections: the Torah (or Law), the Prophets, and the
Wisdom books.

The Books of the Torah and the Prophets, that have always
been placed on the same level, are centred on God, the Master
of history and events, because the Torah (or books of law) are
God's Word that has been given to humans. The Lord has heard
the groaning of the people, promised to intervene (Exodus 6: 5-6)
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and fulfilled His promise, and the prophets’ primary mission is to
proclaim the Word of God and encourage people to trust in the
Lord and to stand firm in their faith (Isaiah 7: 9). In the Torah and
the prophetic books, man is the one who trusts in God. In the
Wisdom books, however, man becomes the centre of literature,
and God becomes the One Who places His trust in man. God
has blessed mankind with perception and wisdom to rule over
living creatures, according to what we read in Genesis 1: 27-28,
and based on what Jesus asked of those who wish to achieve a
certain objective: “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower.
Won't you first sit down and estimate the cost, to see if you have
enough money to complete it? Or suppose a king is about to go
to war against another king. Won't he first sit down and consider
whether he is able...?” (Luke 14: 28 and 31).

Thus, although the Books of the Law and the Prophets are
distinguished by the theology of the history of salvation, wisdom
literature introduces the theology of creation, which translates
into differences on the human level. In the theology of history,
it is God who dictates to man what to do and how to do it. The
Torah is in fact a divine revelation to Moses (Exodus 20: 1), and it
is the prophets who proclaim the Word of God and tell the people
what God requires of them (Micah 6: 6-8), so that man remains
safe, because a person cannot sin if God is guiding his steps —
although man remains free to accept or refuse, which is what the
Bible describes as obedience to God (or disobedience, which is
sin). However, wisdom literature offers a different approach to
the life of mankind. In fact, since God set man apart by giving him
perception, and trusted him to the extent of entrusting him to rule
over creation, man must decide for himself what he has to do,
knowing that this might entail the risk of committing mistakes. In
any case, there is no sin in committing mistakes because every
person learns from his mistakes. A person who observes what
is going on in daily life and how people around him are behaving,
and knows how to draw the appropriate lessons, learns how to
make the best choices, and with time acquires experience and
becomes wise. He might even sometimes aspire to share his
experience with others, especially with his children, so that they
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can discover early the approach that they need to adopt in life.
The advice of these wise men laid the first foundations of some
of the wisdom literature’s texts.

We can thus say that the first principle on which wisdom is
based is: Look, judge, act. At this level, since a person remains
free, we do not speak of obedience or sin, but rather of wisdom
and foolishness (ignorance). He who rejects good counsel has
not sinned, but rather is ignorant and made a mistake — but he
who accepts it is wise. Therefore, there is no limit to wisdom,
because the wise can always become wiser.

Wisdom literature in the Old Testament is not limited to the
Books of Wisdom, namely books of prayer (Psalms and the book
of Lamentations), Writings (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Wisdom,
Sirach), poetry that glorifies love (Song of Songs), in addition to
the Book of Job and the philosophy of revolution on pain and
lack of understanding it. There are also historical stories (Ruth,
Esther and Tobit) and historical records (Ezra, Nehemiah and
Maccabees). Wisdom literature, unlike prophetic literature, did
not emerge from and is not specific to the ‘Biblia’, as it was
found in all Eastern civilisations in the biblical era. Of course,
Joseph was known for his wisdom in Egypt (Genesis 41: 39), and
in the tenth century BC Solomon was the example of wisdom,
and the Queen of Sheba, who was also known for her wisdom,
revealed wisdom treasures in neighbouring civilisations in Sumer,
Babylon and Egypt. This demonstrates the efforts of human
thought to confront the realities of daily life, and to distinguish
what should and should not be done for the good of individuals
and the cohesion of society. These texts, which reflect practical
skills and life literature, were meant to be transmitted across
generations, and contain the ethics of family, community and
political behaviour, without delving into individual interests. This
is what we read in the Book of Proverbs, and it indicates the
ecumenical nature of wisdom, which seems to be a blueprint
for the contemporary humanist movement. Should we therefore
consider that wisdom was from the beginning independent of
religion?
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THE PATH AND DEVELOPMENT OF WISDOM

The wisdom of the ancients, which was centred on the
practical principles passed on from generation to generation
through popular sayings, pictorial expressions, and symbols
that can be memorised, is rooted in the land and agricultural
activity — 'He who gathers crops in summer is a prudent son,
but he who sleeps during harvest is a disgraceful son’ (Proverbs
10: 5) —and also covers the intimate personal life: ‘Better a small
serving of vegetables with love than a fattened calf with hatred’
(Proverbs 15: 17). However, over time it has become a sort of
metaphysical search, beyond concrete things and material and
historical events, and has become (for those influenced by Greek
thinking), a philosophy emanating from human understanding,
based on the mind alone and without recourse to any revelation
from outside of man. Philosophy freed man from religion, and
according to contemporary language, philosophy was completely
separate from theology. This ‘Greek wisdom’, however, came
late, and this was not the case in Eastern civilisations, that were
completely religious.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WISDOM AND
MONARCHY

In ancient times, the source of wisdom used to be considered
divine. Man, who was in search for happiness, realised his
inability to find the path to it, and concluded that he had no hope
of attaining happiness except through the gods who alone were
able to lead him towards his goal. The gods gave people a king
to reign in their name, lead his people, and rule with justice and
righteousness, which is what the Jewish people had demanded
from Samuel: “Now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the other
nations have” (1 Samuel 8: 5). In order for the king to fulfil this
royal responsibility, he had to surround himself with people who
were able to recognise the divine will (fortune tellers, wise men)
according to the Book of Proverbs: ‘By me (wisdom) kings reign
and rulers issue decrees that are just’ (8: 15).
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WISDOM FROM THE LORD HIMSELF

This royal wisdom, which was common to all civilisations, was
regarded by the prophets as special, in that they declared that
kings' wisdom was related to the extent of their application of
God's teachings. Prophets used to mercilessly mock the ‘wisdom’
of kings who enriched themselves at the expense of the poor, and
who abandoned true wisdom (that is, ‘the fear of God’), for corrupt
political calculations. The strong condemnation by the prophets of
royal authorities led to taking the throne of wisdom from the king
and giving it to the Lord Himself: ‘All this also comes from the Lord
Almighty, whose plan is wonderful, whose wisdom is magnificent’
(Isaiah 28: 29).

Like the manna provided for His people liberated from Egypt,
God’'s Law will give birth to and nourish the people. With this
transcendent Law, confrontation will break out with the human
wisdom emanating from man. The divine wisdom coming from
above is not the prerogative of kings and rulers, governed by their
changing desires and depending on their interests, but it is rather
the wisdom of God that provides clear teaching, that everyone
can assimilate and that nourishes everyone’s understanding. This
wisdom does not treat people coercively, nor does it compel them
to follow it, to be submissive to a god and flatter him to gain his
favour. On the contrary, this wisdom is described in the biblical
texts as a fountain that quenches people’s thirst for perfection
and joy.

Thus, according to the Book of Proverbs, the pursuit of
understanding and the search for consciousness is vital, and this
Is why wisdom urges a person to do so, exactly like a mother
who encourages her children to eat healthy foods: “Now then, my
children, listen to me...” (Proverbs 8: 32). "“Let all who are simple
come to my house!” To those who have no sense she says,
“Come, eat my food and drink the wine | have mixed. Leave your
simple ways and you will live"" (Proverbs 9: 4-6). Sirach goes so
far as to consider wisdom as a woman that a man has to search for
and marry (Sirach 14: 20). It is as if wisdom is the feminine image
of God, who, since creation, wanted man to enjoy happiness: ‘Her
ways are pleasant ways, and all her paths are peace. She is a tree
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of life to those who take hold of her; those who hold her fast
will be blessed. By wisdom the Lord laid the earth’s foundations,
by understanding he set the heavens in place; by his knowledge
the watery depths were divided, and the clouds let drop the dew’
(Proverbs 3: 17-20). Human wisdom is then essentially nothing but
‘the fear of God' — 'The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,
and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding’ (Proverbs 9: 10).
It is wisdom that liberates man from every fear: 'When you lie
down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be
sweet. Have no fear of sudden disaster or of the ruin that overtakes
the wicked, for the Lord will be at your side and will keep your foot
from being snared’ (Proverbs 3: 24-26). Thus, the world will enjoy
the shining light of wisdom, while the corrupt and ignorant will
drown in deep darkness (Proverbs 4: 18-19). The moral equation is
hence clear: good acts lead to happiness, while wicked acts lead to
unhappiness; ‘The Lord’s curse is on the house of the wicked, but
he blesses the home of the righteous’ (Proverbs 3: 33). However,
this equation entails serious difficulties!

THE EVOLUTION OF THE CONCEPT OF WISDOM
AFTER THE EXILE

The prophets, for whom wisdom was separate from power,
were the first to attempt to separate religion from politics. In
Babylon, wisdom thinking developed to the extent that the ‘wise’
gradually replaced the prophets. Wisdom, due to its adherence
to God and His Law, is capable of enriching the understanding
of those who seek it; therefore, intellectual study and research
are necessary for the growth of wisdom, to reach God. These are
prerequisites for life and cannot, in any case, be optional. This
wisdom is the creational mind that controls the universe (Proverbs
8: 22-36), it is the word of the Most High (Sirach 24: 3), and a
person must meet it to assimilate it and live on.

In contrast to the priests, who were the guardians of religious
institutions and responsible for rituals and ceremonies in the
Jewish communities in Babylon, Alexandria, and Jerusalem, this
wisdom movement generated a new group, the ‘sopherim’ (or
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scribes). These sopherim, who gathered both sources of divine
and popular wisdom, took upon themselves the task of teaching
writing, grammar, arithmetic and natural sciences to form the
cadres of political and religious administration in the country,
based on popular wisdom as well as royal and religious wisdom.

Ever since the royal era, there were sopherim who transcribed
oral traditions, which formed later the foundation of the Torah.
These sopherim would later collect all popular sayings in classified
collections for educational and ethical purposes; the Book of
Proverbs is one result of this work. During the exile, the work of
the sopherim took on great importance and contributed greatly to
the development of the Jewish religion, which, in addition to the
collective nature of faith, was enriched with an internal personal
dimension. Infact, in the absence of atemple, praying became even
more important than ritualistic sacrifices — ‘'The Lord detests the
sacrifice of the wicked, but the prayer of the upright pleases him’
(Proverbs 15: 8). Personal understanding of religion as a source
of wisdom assumed great importance, namely through studying
and contemplating texts and praying. However, this wisdom with
a personal dimension still encountered numerous difficulties.
What the Book of Proverbs proclaims seemingly constitutes a
contradiction between encouraging understanding and warning
against personal discernment and wisdom: ‘Trust in the Lord with
all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your
ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight. Do not
be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil’ (Proverbs
3: B5-7). As the prophet Isaiah warned, ‘Woe to those who are
wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight’ (Isaiah 5: 21);
“Therefore once more | will astound these people with wonder
upon wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence
of the intelligent will vanish” (Isaiah 29: 14).

However, do the Lord’'s wisdom and man’s wisdom contradict
one another? Is the fear of the Lord consistent with the efforts of
the mind that is free from all authority and submission? The Book
of Proverbs depicts a person’s submission to God's law as a happy
submission, because knowledge is a dimension that resembles
pleasure according to the way Proverbs describes marital
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faithfulness (Proverbs 5: 15). With the personal dimension that
faith took during the Captivity, the covenant that God made with
His people became a covenant that every believer should preserve
through his personal relationship with the Lord. This engendered
a powerful pietist movement during the post-captivity era, but the
promise of happiness to those who ‘fear’ the Lord has not always
been fulfilled. Believers have in fact even felt that the wicked were
living in luxury whilst the righteous suffered tragedies. However,
despite everything, human experience transcends this poetic
vision.

Although the prophets considered that their people’s suffering
was the result of them drifting away from God's Word, the Book of
Lamentations confirms that these calamities are not related to the
sins committed, thus affirming the difficulty of understanding the
divine word. Hence the logic of rewarding the pious conflicts with
their experience of pain and death, which is reflected in the Book of
Job, who rebelled and was angry at his lack of understanding, and
in Ecclesiastes, which highlights the confusion and submission to
an apparently unfair and inconsistent divine wisdom. They hence
concluded that if there is no meaning to life, and nothing new
under the sun, man should finally understand that ‘living now’
is the happiness that he can obtain, so we read: "You who are
young, be happy while you are young, and let your heart give you
joy in the days of your youth. Follow the ways of your heart and
whatever your eyes see..." (Ecclesiastes 11: 9). We have only one
life to live —and no one knows what tomorrow will bring. There is a
time to be born and a time to die, but God alone knows when this
time will come (Ecclesiastes 3: 1-11). Let us therefore rejoice in
the short moments of happiness that the Lord gives us. Isn't this
the prevailing logic in our world today?

In any case, we can conclude that biblical wisdom is not
one coherent and uniform intellectual movement, but rather a
researching intellectual movement, with a thinking and debating
approach. Although it began as practical know-how, it has devel-
oped into a lifelong approach, leading to a new knowledge of
‘how to be'. This movement oscillates between observing reality
on the one hand, and ideology on the other. It started through
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observing social reality, contemplated observations and tried to
draw lessons to find happiness.

This practical wisdom was then subject to criticism in the
name of the Torah revealed to Moses, and then in the name of
the theology of reward and punishment, which differs from actual
experiences. That doctrine was also called into question, based on
life experience.

If it is true that wisdom is the path to happiness, then the search
for this path has not ended.

HOW DOES THIS RELATE TO OUR WORLD TODAY?

Biblical wisdom began with the material dimension before
moving to the religious dimension; however, it took quite some
time to move from the realistic material dimension to God and
His relationship with man and society, from understanding the
experience without returning to the divine authority, to a thinking
in which the relationship with God plays a pivotal role and governs
daily life behaviours. This wisdom understood that God was the
One who created the world and He who rules it. For man to
observe the Law and its rituals in the different areas of personal
and public life, is to take his right place in the order of the cosmos,
in his relationship with God and with his fellow man. We can hence
understand how respecting the divine will is a source of joy, as this
reflects the unity of man, and strengthens the unity of society and
its harmony with God.

Today, however, we live in a secularised world, in which, for
many of our contemporaries, turning to God in their quest to live
joyfully has become incomprehensible or illogical. Whilst biblical
texts are for them similar to the voices of the prophets, inherent
to a tradition that concerns only a specific people, and ruled by
the fact that God intervened in history, wisdom literature connects
more with the concepts and logic of today’s world. It is based on
daily experience, in a quest to sense the divine will in the human
world, and the fundamental unity between this will, the universe
and man.
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WISDOM LITERATURE AS INSPIRATION FOR
CONTEMPORARY CHURCHES

The Word of God has always represented a challenge to the
human mind and to both human and historical concepts of ‘truth’.
How many times has the divine revelation declared, through the
prophets, that what people might consider a state of peace and
prosperity is, in fact, a situation of crisis? This was the case, for
example, in the economically prosperous era of Jeroboam Il (786-
746), during which Amos’ prophecy denounced social injustice
that rendered all liturgical and religious practices meaningless.

The ‘Biblia’ depicted the journey of the people of the Covenantas
being marked by human betrayals that God faced with faithfulness
and the call to repentance. What is considered a crisis for God's
people is not governed by social or economic criteria, but by the
life-giving Word of God. Much of the Bible comprises the history
of the people’s crises and their testimonies about God’'s Word in
various forms, and during different periods.

How can wisdom literature be a source of inspiration for our
world today and for our churches?

We read in Ephesians b: 15-16: ‘Be very careful, then,
how you live — not as unwise but as wise, making the most of
every opportunity, because the days are evil." The phrase ‘the
days are evil’ is a metaphor that expresses rampant evil, which
has become evident in the empty words of humans and their
ignorant behaviour; these are days in which evil people prevalil,
interest groups manipulate, and overtly arrogant pressure groups
control the world; days dominated by misery, difficulties, and
pain for believers. This letter to the Ephesians does not imply an
invitation to evade commitment, but is rather a call to resist the
sweeping current. It is a time when believers should know how to
demonstrate their faith through their ability to resist, by declaring
their commitment to the Gospel and to the inalienable rights of
the poor.

Times of crises are at the same time opportunities for effective
action by believers to confront wickedness in society. They have
a responsibility to expose the truth about the wicked, and to
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confront them appropriately. In the Epistle to the Ephesians, the
phrase ‘not... but..." is repeated three times to describe what a
Christian must do to reverse the actions of the world, although
its ways may appear to have prevailed (Ephesians 5: 15, 17, 18);
vigilance, attention, clarity, awareness and discrimination are all
required. Times of crises are opportunities to explore and proclaim
Christian wisdom. These are times to live in the present moment
by testifying to Christian distinctiveness. This is how we ‘make
the most of every opportunity’ (Ephesians 5: 16) or redeem the
time. We live in the present even though evil sometimes prevails
at the expense of the Gospel's mission. We redeem the time by
giving it a positive meaning, making the most of every opportunity,
considering it as an opportunity to reveal the truth and to discern
God’s will in all the details of life — in love and passion (the Song
of Songs), pain (Job), death and meaninglessness (Ecclesiastes),
work, friendship, use of property, anger, joy, hate and desire
(Proverbs) and in prayer (Psalms).

Yes, our modern world desperately needs to re-learn human-
istic rules and rediscover the salvific nature of its limits and
weaknesses. At this level, wisdom literature provides us with a
rich path that we can follow. These times of crisis that we are going
through today provide us with the opportunity of emphasising the
importance of teaching wisdom literature centred around two
poles. The first of these is attention to man, and the position of
research based on experience and awareness of the changing and
mysterious reality, which sometimes remains without answers —
'For who knows what is good for a person in life...?" (Ecclesiastes
6: 12), and ‘what is man...?" (Psalm 8: 4; 144: 3) — in addition to
all the questions that we find in the Books of Job and Proverbs.
Wisdom literature leaves the door open to inter-civilizational and
intercultural dialogues. The second pole creates a spiritual path
that can be taken in times of crises, to give meaning to existence,
whilst respecting man, whom God created in His own image.

We find in the New Testament an inspiring parable about
the wise and foolish virgins (Matthew 25: 1-13), which reveals
the essential wisdom required to meet the bridegroom and live
happily according to the Book of Proverbs: ‘My son, if your heart
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is wise... there is surely a future hope for you, and your hope will
not be cut off’ (Proverbs 23: 15-18). Wisdom here is tantamount to
faithfulness to God and obedience to His commandments. These
are not compulsory commandments, but rather a basis for sound
thought and a path to follow in life. A person who follows these
commandments is a wise person who wins life and happiness. This
is the case for the wise virgins who knew how to keep their faith in
God, and followed His path leading to life. The foolish on the other
hand are those who do not choose wisdom, who oppose God and
do not listen to His words, thus reaping disastrous results — exactly
like the foolish virgins, who did not observe God’'s commandments
and lived indifferently to the consequences of their situation.

What matters in wisdom is anticipation and acting with a
view to the future, rather than merely being concerned with the
present. The wise virgins had taken oil with them, and were hence
prepared for the divine future. They understood that wisdom is
what leads to the good, the eternal truth, as Paul the Apostle wrote
in his first letter to the Corinthians, ‘For the wisdom of this world
is foolishness in God's sight' (1 Corinthians 3: 19) and ‘For the
foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom’ (1: 25). God's
wisdom might seem foolish to people because they are unable to
understand what His purposes will lead to. What appears foolish
to people today is, in fact, beyond what we understand simply as
good and bad.

Wisdom transcends us, because we have a limited intellectual
capacity and are constrained by time — so we still need revelation,
that guides our steps to participate in God's work in leading man and
in creation. In this context, Jesus Christ came as an example of the
new creation and the new man; an example whom we can follow
and in whose footprints we can walk, confident that He is the way,
and the truth, and the life. Faith involves joining God'’s programlmme.
It is the wisdom from God (1 Corinthians 1: 30), although it seems
foolish in our selfish material world. Giving Himself, serving
others, forgiving, and sharing is not a ‘logical’ strategy in this world
dominated by personal interests, consumerism, power, authority,
and money — a world in which man considers himself to be its
epicentre and puts his interests above all other considerations.
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It is indeed foolish. Therefore, the need arises to provide an
example that our world can understand and accept. We need
to crystallise a theology which is rather a teleology, the science
of 'telos’ or ‘finality’. If the Cross is ‘foolishness to Gentiles’
(1 Corinthians 1: 23), this is because it represents a wisdom that
cannot be understood by those who do not see the purpose of it
and where it can lead. The true wisdom is rather a ‘lack of wisdom'
for those who do not understand that after death comes a life that
is more important than biological life, and a salvation that is not an
earthly pleasure but an eternal good.

What is required is to hear the Word in order to recover from
foolishness. The fool who says in his heart “There is no God' (Psalm
53: 1) is the one who does not take God's Word into account and
acts only according to his whims. He is the one who pays no regard
to God in his decisions and actions, because, according to him,
God is not a reference to which he returns in order to know which
path to follow — unlike the wise, because ‘the wise have eyes in
their heads, while the fool walks in the darkness’ (Ecclesiastes
2: 14), and the only antidote for foolishness is the Word of God.
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“FRIENDSHIP” IN WISDOM LITERATURE AND
ECUMENICAL RELATIONS

The biblical wisdom literature is not typically viewed as a source
of inspiration for contemporary ecumenical relations. In handbooks
and histories of the ecumenical movement we do not find many
references to this part of the Scriptures. So, we find ourselves in
rather uncharted territory this afternoon.

Our daunting task is to bring together insights from the ancient
sages on the one hand, and the modern missionary and ecumenical
movement on the other. We will try to do that by exploring the
concept of ‘friendship’ or ‘partnership’ in the wisdom literature
through two representative texts. We will then briefly consider
what role this concept played in twentieth century ecumenism.

FRIENDSHIP IN THE BOOK OF PROVERBS
‘bechal-'ét ohév haréa’ (Proverbs 17: 17)
This Hebrew sentence is often translated as ‘a friend loves at all
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times’, and provides a neat summary of the concept of friendship
in the wisdom literature. It is often used as an inspirational and
devotional text; we have it embroidered on a little cushion on our
living room sofa.

This little sentence contains the two main terms for ‘friend’
that are used in the Hebrew Bible, from the two verbs aax and nv.
The first (2n8) is the stem whose primary meaning is ‘to love’. As
participle it is in some places best translated as ‘friend’. Think, for
example of the famous designation of Abraham as God's friend
(Isaiah 41: 8, referred to in James 2: 23). This form of the verb as
Is used here in Proverbs 17: 17. The Jerusalem Bible emphasises
this and translates: ‘A friend is a friend at all times.’

The primary meaning of the stem nv1 is ‘to feed' and as a
participle it becomes ‘shepherd’ or ‘keeper’. A secondary meaning
of this stem is ‘friend’, and in various derivative forms it then takes
on the meaning of ‘companion’, ‘friend’, or ‘neighbour’.

In light of all this, Bruce Waltke seems to offer a translation
of Proverbs 17: 17 that is spot-on: ‘At all times a friend is one
who loves’ (Proverbs 15-31, Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans, 2005,
NICOT, p. 45). Waltke comments that friend (haréa) here is best
interpreted as ‘the ideal neighbour’, one who is prepared to
help out in emergencies, such as leaking roofs, and one who is
willing to share food. Waltke continues to say that the verb ohev
here means ‘a friend's recognition of the inherent worth and
dignity of the one with whom he desires to be at all times in a
reciprocal relationship, even in extreme anguish and suffering.’ He
continues to say that ‘the true character of love expresses itself by
substantive, unselfish action in adversity, not by outward kisses.’

The short sentence of Proverbs 17: 17 carries a rich meaning.
Friendship means loyalty, care for the other, faithful support at all
times (especially times of suffering), and a willingness to share
one's food.

FRIENDSHIP IN THE WISDOM OF JESUS BEN SIRACH

The second key text we consider is the sixth chapter of the
Wisdom of Jesus, Son of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus). This book is
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much younger than the Proverbs, but uses the same Hebrew
terms for ‘friend’.

Sirach repeats that true friends stand by you in your time of
trouble (7% ov), a term that was also used in the Proverbs. That
is why Sirach likens a faithful friend (71mx 27%) to a shelter, a
treasure, and a life-saving medicine. True friends show unselfish
solidarity, and as such may be closer than one’s closest family,
as Proverbs 18: 24 also suggests. False or unworthy friends are
interested in you only in times of prosperity, but disappear when
you fall on hard times.

Like Proverbs, Sirach takes it for granted that friends eat
together. But eating together is no guarantee of lasting friendship.
Those who are interested in sharing a meal with you may abandon
you or even turn against you and become your enemies, Sirach
warns.

Sirach adds the dimension of good counsel, which can
come only from a true friend, whilst the words of false friends
are shallow and clichéd. Throughout the wisdom literature it is
evident that this good, friendly counsel will not always affirm us,
but may be painfully critical. As Proverbs 27: 6 says: 'Faithful are
the wounds of [inflicted by] a friend.” The famous image of iron
sharpening iron in the same chapter (v. 17) appears to have the
same intention.

Sirach links true friendship with the ‘fear of the Lord" (6: 17).
Those who fear God will know how to choose the right friends
and how to behave as friends. This statement is followed by that
of 'like himself, so is his friend.” The point cannot be missed: faith
is an important foundation of friendship.

FRIENDSHIP IN ECUMENICAL RELATIONS

According to the eminent mission historian Dana L. Robert,
the story of Christian mission in the twentieth century pivots on
friendships, especially intercultural friendships. She retells the
story of the ecumenical missionary movement by referring to the
bonds between church leaders from the West and church leaders
from the East, starting with two leaders from the Christian student
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movements: the Indian V.S. Azariah and the American Sherwood
Eddy. (Christian Mission: How Christianity Became a World
Religion, Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, pp. 58-59).

Whilst researching the history of the Dutch Protestant mission
in Indonesia, | also found out that friendships were crucial to
the development of churches, to ecumenical relations, and to
missionary initiatives. A famous friendship that considerably
advanced the self-determination of the Indonesian Protestant
churches was that between Dutch missionary Hendrik Kraemer
and a Batak church and political leader by the name of T.S.G. Mulia.

Such friendships reflected many of the characteristics that we
discerned in the texts from Proverbs and Sirach. The friendships
between individuals were not infrequently the essential building
blocks for partnerships between churches. Partnership and
friendship are not exactly the same thing, for it is possible to be
in a partnership whilst not having feelings of friendship for the
representative of the partner organisation or church. Nevertheless,
partnership and friendship have many traits in common.

By way of closing, | would like to suggest three of the key
traits: equality, mutuality, and reciprocity. This is, in a sense,
a mere repetition of the observations on Proverbs and Sirach.
These three qualities are, in my view, essential elements of both
friendship and partnership. They build on each other. There can be
no mutuality without equality, and no reciprocity without the other
two qualities.

We need equality in East-West relations. For centuries Western
nations have lived with an illusory superiority complex, which has
created a corresponding inferiority complex. This inequality has
caused Western Christians to dominate their friends and partners
from other cultures. V.S. Azariah was painfully aware of this,
and that is why he used his speaking time at the famous 1910
Edinburgh conference to plead for friendship!

We need mutuality in East-West relations. Mutuality means that
the initiative in the relationship may be taken by both partners. \We
are each other’s shepherds and neighbours. Today the invitation
may be yours; tomorrow it will be mine. Sirach speaks of table-
fellows who no longer accept invitations in bad times. Are they
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too important to dine with a partner who has fallen into poverty?
Mutuality is a matter of power-sharing.

Lastly, we need reciprocity in East-West relations. Support
has traditionally been a one-way street, and often continues to be
so. Do Western Christians really think that they do not need any
assistance? Reciprocity means that we know how to give and how
to receive. This may be more difficult than it sounds, for only the
humble are willing to receive. Reciprocity also means that we are
ready to receive both friendly and critical words — ‘Faithful are the
wounds of a friend.’

The history of the twentieth-century missionary and ecumenical
movement shows us the slow discovery of the values of friendship
as they are expounded in the wisdom literature. At the beginning
of the twenty-first century, this quest between East and West
continues. There is more to learn; there are deeper dimensions
to discover in our ecumenical relations; so let us not tire, and
continue to build our friendships and partnerships. To quote Sirach
once more (6: 14): ‘Faithful friends are a sturdy shelter; whoever
finds one has found a treasure.’
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INTRODUCTION
Your Eminences, dear sisters and brothers —
Allow me to start by quoting from Psalm 55:

‘Give ear to my prayer, O God, and hide not yourself from my
plea for mercy! Attend to me, and answer me; | am restless in
my complaint and | moan, because of the noise of the enemy,
because of the oppression of the wicked. For they drop trouble
upon me, and in anger they bear a grudge against me. My heart
is in anguish within me; the terrors of death have fallen upon me.
Fear and trembling come upon me, and horror overwhelms me.
And | say, “Oh, that | had wings like a dove! | would fly away and
be at rest; yes, | would wander far away; | would lodge in the
wilderness; (Selah) | would hurry to find a shelter from the raging
wind and tempest.” ...But | call to God, and the Lord will save me.
Evening and morning and at noon | utter my complaint and moan,
and he hears my voice. He redeems my soul in safety from the
battle that | wage, for many are arrayed against me... Cast your
burden on the Lord, and he will sustain you; he will never permit
the righteous to be moved... But | will trust in you.'
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The words of this psalm and others were repeated by the
Early Church and more recently in Iraq and Syria...in our Eastern
countries.

When my friend Mike Bassous asked me to take part in this
conference by addressing this topic, | asked for some clarifications
from my dear brother Issa Diab. Because of the limited time
available, and in an attempt to explore people’s opinions and views
of the subject, | asked believers in the church where | serve to stay
after prayer for a few minutes, and asked them: “What comes
to your mind when we talk about: ‘'The Early Church models of
engagement’ — how they lived through suffering and persecution,
and how they resisted? The answer was straightforward: “Father,
we are living in bliss in Lebanon — the Early Church suffered
greatly.” They then began giving me names and examples: Ignatius
of Antioch, Saint Thecla...

The approach | am adopting in this paper is neither a theological
nor a purely historical one. It is a simple attempt to present some
models of engagement that are engraved in the historical memory
of our church’s people. This approach is therefore limited and aims
to represent a word of encouragement for our present and future,
while shedding light on this aspect of the Early Church.

The figures | will be talking about in my contribution have lived
through their Christian engagement, embodying a resisting attitude
— not with arms but with flesh, blood, thought, the Word of God,
and the Holy Spirit. These various figures — male and female, old
and young — provide an image of the early Christian community
and its stance in relation to persecution and pressure.

Our aim in reading history is not to sing the praises of pain,
encourage sacrifice or venerate heroes. We can rather talk about
the ‘genius of the resistance’, and about their love of the Master
of life, despite the death that was surrounding them. What | will
say is not intended to encourage anyone to imitate this person
or that from the past, but what these people have gone through
helps us to draw some conclusions. They raise great questions
about us and our reactions. It is a step forward, although it might
appear that what they lived through was nothing but death and
persecution. However, they saw the light of Christ despite the
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blackness surrounding them. They were exposed to the madness
of hatred, as were Jesus, the disciples, and all those who chose
to follow Christ.

I will thus talk about three figures: Ignatius of Antioch, Saint
Thecla and Irenaeus of Lyon.

IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH, ‘THE GOD-BEARER’
(DIED C.107 AD)

As a bishop and pastor of a church, he came under external
pressure and faced internal difficulties. He encouraged believers
to stand firm in their faith and maintain unity. Saint Ignatius called
himself'the'God-bearer'andhistrialandmartyrdomcorrespondence
are a true embodiment of this expression: "Whoever believes in
God and that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and whoever acts
with goodness for God and out of love for Him, carries God in his
heart...and | carry God in my heart because Christ said: “Whoever
has my commands and keeps them is the one who loves me. The
one who loves me will be loved by my Father, and | too will love
him and show myself to him” (John 14: 21).’

While enroute to Rome, where he met his martyrdom, he seized
every opportunity to testify of Christ and teach the churches. The
letters he wrote expressly reflect his Christian engagement and
the model he gave. In fact, he left us seven epistles, which are
considered ‘'masterpieces of the Patristics’ writings, as they reveal
the Spirit of the Lord, the firm belief in Jesus Christ and the ardent
concern for churches, as well as valuable information about the
Early Church and some of its difficulties, interests and positions.

What strikes us is his description of martyrs in his Epistle to the
Ephesians: ‘| am far inferior to you, and require to be sanctified by
your Church of Ephesus’ (Ephesians 8). He affirms in his Epistle
to the Smyrnaeans: ‘Prisoner as | am, | am giving my life for you’
(Smyrnaeans 10). He speaks also about martyrdom in the name of
the Lord Jesus as an honour and a purpose, following the example
of the Passion of the Saviour, who is life: ‘For the simple reason
that near the sword means near God. To be with wild beasts means
to be with God. But it must all be in the name of Jesus Christ.
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To share in his Passion, | go through everything’ (Smyrnaeans 4);
‘These bonds, these spiritual jewels’ (Ephesians 11).

His great humanity is reflected when he, as a martyr, asks for
the love and prayers of churches everywhere. He wrote to the
Ephesians that he hoped, through their prayers, to be permitted to
fight with beasts at Rome, so that he might become a true disciple
of God (Ephesians 1).

He insisted on pursuing his teaching mission, even during his
captivity, and used to send churches instructions to encourage the
believers to preserve unity in love: ‘Seek by meekness to subdue
the more troublesome’ (Epistle to Polycarp 2); ‘By our patience let
us show we are their brothers, intent on imitating the Lord, seeing
which of us can be the more wronged, robbed, and despised.
Thus no devil's weed will be found among you' (Ephesians 11);
‘Avoid divisions, as being the beginning of evils’ (Smyrnaeans 7).

The martyr entrusted God with his widowed church and asked
local churches to take care of it, pray for it and love it: ‘Remember
in your prayers the Church in Syria, which now has God for its
shepherd instead of me. Jesus Christ alone will oversee it, and your
love will also regard it" (Romans 9). He clearly writes in his Epistle
to the Romans: ‘For | am afraid of your love, lest it should do me
an injury...for neither shall | ever have such another opportunity of
attaining to God... Do not seek to confer any greater favour upon
me than that | be sacrificed to God while the altar is still prepared...
Only request in my behalf both inward and outward strength, that
| may not only speak, but truly will; and that | may not merely
be called a Christian, but really be found to be one... Christianity
shows its greatness even when it is hated by the world... | write
to the Churches, and impress on them all, that | shall willingly die
for God... | beseech of you not to show an unseasonable good-
will towards me. Allow me to become food for the wild beasts,
through whose instrumentality it will be granted me to attain to
God. | am the wheat of God, and let me be ground by the teeth
of the wild beasts, that | may be found the pure bread of Christ.
Entreat Christ for me, that by these instruments | may be found
a sacrifice to God...may | enjoy the wild beasts that are prepared
for me... Pardon me in this: | know what is for my benefit. Now
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| begin to be a disciple...| am about to be born again. Pardon me,
brethren: do not hinder me from living, do not wish to keep me in
a state of death... Permit me to be an imitator of the passion of
my God.’

SAINT THECLA (DIED C.90 AD)

A well-known figure in our East, Saint Thecla believed in Christ
though the preaching of the Apostle Paul. She was engaged, but
refused to get married and wanted to dedicate her life to Christ,
abandoning everything, especially her wealthy family.

She was subjected to domestic violence and pressure from her
mother and father; she was a young but strong girl. She did not
bow to the pressures of the Roman authorities and the viceroy's
threats. She rejected idolatry, preferring martyrdom as a new way
of life, which gave rise to many questions. She did not care about
her problems, and despite the permanent danger she faced, she
did not resort to self-withdrawal but rather continued her journey.
She joined Paul in Antioch, and became an evangelist. Church
Fathers from the East and the West regard her as an example of
a holy virgin.

We read in Tone 3 a Troparion for Saint Thecla: ‘O Glorious
Thecla, companion of Paul the divine, thou wast inflamed with the
love of thy Creator. By the teaching of the divine Preacher thou
didst despise the passing earthly pleasures and offered thyself
to God as an acceptable and pleasing sacrifice, disregarding all
suffering.’

We canalsoreadin Tone 2: "You were enlightened by the words
of Paul, O Bride of God, Thecla, and your faith was confirmed
by Peter, O Chosen One of God. You became the first sufferer
and martyr among women, by entering into the flames as into a
place of gladness. For when you accepted the Cross of Christ,
the demonic powers were frightened away. O all-praised One,
intercede before Christ God that our souls may be saved.’

We read too a Troparion for Saint Thecla in Tone 4: ‘Jesus, your
lamb Thecla cries out to You with great love: “O my Bridegroom, |
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long for you in great pain, | am crucified with You, and in baptism
| am buried with You. | suffer for your sake in order to reign with
You, | die for You in order to live in You."’

John Chrysostom gave Thecla as an example in his homily to
the people of Constantinople: “Hear then of the blessed Thecla,
who, for the sake of seeing Paul, gave up her jewels; but you, who
have always been Christians and are proud of your Christianity, will
not give an obolus to the needy for the sake of seeing Christ.”

IRENAEUS OF LYON (DIED C.202 AD)

Irenaeus was born in the East and went west to Smyrna
(modern-day Izmir in Turkey) between 135 and 140, and was a
student of Bishop Polycarp, who in turn had been a disciple of the
Apostle John. We do not know when he moved from Asia Minor
to Lyon, France.

He lived his Christian engagement by transferring and defending
the true faith in his struggle with Gnosticism, his primary concern
being to announce the evangelical message of salvation, and
protect the baptised from wrong ideas. He succeeded in guiding
many to the path of the Gospel. His life was marked by service to
the needy, and by humility and being faithful to the message of
Christ.

According to the historian Eusebius, Irenaeus, whose name
means ‘the peacemaker’, had worked for unity and reconciliation
between the Pope in Rome and the bishops of the Asia Minor
Church. He went back, as he used to say, to his memories with
his teacher Polycarp, who was the disciple of John the Apostle, to
emphasise the importance of faithfulness to the teaching. Irenaeus
was above all a man of faith and a shepherd, whose passion was
to preach about salvation.

As Pope Benedict says in his teaching about Irenaeus, his
writings had a dual objective: to defend the true creed in the
face of heretical attacks, and to clearly announce true faith. His
writings open up new horizons in our quest for Christian unity.
It is important to distinguish between faith and its multiple
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expressions, in addition to acknowledging a basic element of
unity — that anything unnecessary must not be imposed. Unity is
important in foundational matters — freedom in diversity and love
in everything. Irenaeus is a figure who calls us to adhere to the
transmitted Word of God, acknowledge Christ as the Saviour of
mankind, and embrace the biblical view of man.

There are undoubtedly many other notable people whom we
could mention, who lived a different kind of engagement in the
Early Church. As | have already said, in speaking about these
figures | do not really mean to adopt an archaeological approach to
the past, but rather to highlight some of what these people have
done — how they adapted to their circumstances, used language,
addressed social questions, and spoke about salvation.

We repeat in our prayers, according to the rituals of the Maronite
Syriac Church: “Remember, O Lord, the true teachers, who clung
on to true faith; especially Peter, Paul, Mark, Clement, Ignatius,
Dionysius and Julius, who endured torture and persecution for the
sake of the steadfastness of your Church.”

| conclude with some thoughts prompted by considering the
above models:

—They announced and testified for Christ, which cost them
their lives. How are we announcing Christ, and what is this
costing us?

—The Early Church provided many examples and models of
persecution, by people made of flesh and blood like us. What
models are we presenting to the world today and in the details
of our daily lives?

— They were ‘'weak’, but strong in clinging on to the Word of
life. Is God's Word a source of inspiration and power for us
too?

— They lived the Gospel and became an open and living Gospel,
a basis for the unity of the Church. How are we living the
Gospel, and is it the centre of our lives?

—They used to say that the martyrs’ blood is the seed of

Christianity. Today we can say that the martyrs’ blood is the
seed of Christian unity.
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— How can persecutions and pressures help us to achieve
greater unity among ourselves as Christians? Are persecu-
tions not an opportunity, and an invitation, for us to live in
a greater mutual solidarity as Christians, in spite of all our
diversity?

Our people need realistic answers. Our joint work as a faculty
with the Bible Society in Homs is in fact a source of hope and
great joy after the bloody war.

Thank you.
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A POLYPHONE VOICE — THE NEW TESTAMENT
AND ITS RESPONSES TO PRESSURE ON
CHRISTIANS

1. The Reality of Suffering and Persecution as Part of the
Christian Identity According to the New Testament

The New Testament bears witness to the fact that rejection,
suffering and persecution are integral parts of Christian identity.
According to the Gospel of John there is no Christian faith without
facing persecution in one form or another: “Remember the word
that | said to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.” If
they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. If they kept
my word, they will also keep yours” (John 15: 20).4?

42)  All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV): The Holy
Bible, English Standard Version, Crossway, 2011.
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(i) Jesus and the tradition of the Gospels

According to the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus came proclaiming
the Kingdom of God and inviting His disciples to follow him. Even a
superficial analysis will clearly demonstrate that ‘persecution’ and
‘pressure’ are a key element of Jesus’ teachings.

To follow Jesus, this is the clear message — reiterated by Him
and to be found again and again in the tradition of the Synoptic
Gospels — which includes predicted experiences of rejection,
suffering and persecution. This message was not always
welcomed, even by His closest disciples, as the example of
Peter in Mark 8: 32 shows. “If anyone would come after me,”
Jesus tells them, “let him deny himself and take up his cross
and follow me"” (Mark 8: 34 and paralleled in Matthew 10: 38 and
Luke 9: 23). Jesus continues: “For whoever would save his life
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s
will save it” (Mark 8: 35). Similar is the message of Mark 13: 13
(paralleled in Matthew 10: 22 and Luke 21: 17): "And you will be
hated by all for my name’s sake. But the one who endures to the
end will be saved.” In Luke 12: 4 (paralleled in Matthew 10: 28)
Jesus reminds His disciples, “I tell you, my friends, do not fear
those who kill the body, and after that have nothing more that
they can do.”

Jesus Christ himself, proclaiming the Kingdom of God,
experienced an ever-increasing hostility — mainly from the Jewish
religious authorities — culminating in his death on the cross.
The contemporary Jewish authorities rejected Jesus' way of
interpreting the Scripture in teaching and living. Jesus experienced
rejection that the prophets of the Old Testament had previously
experienced in a similar way.

The Gospel of John adds to these voices by stressing the
internal Jewish conflict between those who believe that Jesus of
Nazareth is the Messiah and those rejecting such identification.
Jesus announces that a violent separation from the synagogues
will await his followers: “They will put you out of the synagogues.
Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is
offering service to God"” (John 16: 2).
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In collaboration with the Roman authorities and the Governor
Pontius Pilate, the Jewish religious authorities pushed for the
violent death of Jesus on the cross — a death sentence that could
be implemented only by the Romans. Here the tradition of the
Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John is similar.

(ii) The Apostolic tradition — the Apostle Paul and the Acts
of the Apostles

For the writer of the most ancient books of the New Testament,
the Apostle Paul, the suffering Jesus Christ is the role model for
any Christian (and in particular for those in situations of) suffering
persecution: “For | consider that the sufferings of this present
time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed
in us” (Romans 8: 18). Paul's theology of the cross is in fact a
theology of suffering. Paul, himself privileged to be a Roman
citizen, is mainly experiencing rejection and persecution by his
fellow Jews, but also from local authorities beyond. Indeed, Paul
is even, in some ways, proud of all the experiences of hardship
during his life.*

According to the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus’ followers, the
Apostles and the first believers were facing hardship, pressure,
punishment and even persecution, which led to the death of the
first martyr, Stephen (Acts 7). It is not without significance that
only two of the 28 chapters of the Book of Acts do not refer to
any situation of persecution. Whilst Peter and John are arrested
and flogged (Acts 4), Stephen is the first one to be stoned to
death by the Jews because of his faith in the crucified and risen
Jesus Christ. The Apostle Paul, who persecuted the Early Church
himself, will likewise experience persecution after his conversion.

In the report of the Book of Acts, however, the ‘great persecu-
tion’ (Acts 8: 1) turns into a blessing, with the spread of the Gospel

43) Are they servants of Christ? | am a better one — | am talking like a madman — with far
greater labours, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near death.
Five times | received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times | was
beaten with rods. Once | was stoned. Three times | was shipwrecked, a night and a day |
was adrift at sea, on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger
from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness,
danger at sea, danger from false brothers (2 Corinthians 11: 23-26).
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beyond Jerusalem.* Further persecution leads to the violent death
of James, the brother of John, and the arrest of several Christians
(Acts 12: 1-5).

Even if the voices in the New Testament are polyphone, the
message of comfort, encouragement and hope is clear: authorities,
whether religious or political, may demonstrate a hostile attitude
towards the followers of Jesus Christ, but in the end the victory
is with God. The Beatitudes, at the beginning of the Sermon on
the Mount, are only one example: “Blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven” (Matthew 5: 10).

2. Pressure on Jesus, his Followers and the Early Church
from the Roman Authorities

Whilst some of the pressure on early Christianity is from the
Jewish religious authorities in the Roman province of Judaea
at the time of Jesus and the Apostles, as well as from some
synagogue leaders in the diaspora where Paul preaches the
Gospel, increasingly pressure is put on the growing Church by
the Roman authorities. In the last book of the Bible, Revelation, it
seems that the faithful are experiencing extreme pressure from a
hostile Roman state.

In respect of pressure from the Roman authorities on the early
Christian Church, it has been argued that persecution in the second
half of the first century might rather have been local or regional
at most, and mainly sporadic, but not yet widespread throughout
the Roman Empire, where systematic persecution occurred only
in later centuries. Indeed, for the period when the writings of the
New Testament came into being, this might be true. However,
for those affected by it the experience of persecution would have
been the same, irrespective of whether it was only in their own
local environment or was already empire-wide.

44)  And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and
they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles
(Acts 8: 1).
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Nevertheless, the totally unjust claim of scholars like Candide
Moss in her provocative publication ‘The Myth of Persecution’ —
that Christians invented a story of martyrdom, since there would
have been no persecution at all before the third century AD — has
to be clearly refuted.

It is not only the Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea in his
'History of the Church’, written in the fourth century, who depicts
the previous three centuries as a time of suffering and persecu-
tion, nor is it the increased production of Christian literature about
martyrs from the second century onwards. There is extensive
documentation about the fact that pressure had been put on the
Christians. The legal framework of the Roman Empire left space
for interpretation in the provinces. At the very least the Emperors
Nero, Domitian and Trajan were known for the pressures that they
imposed on the early Christian Church.

It is not necessary to quote all the non-Christian sources from
Antiquity like Tacitus,*® who deals with the cruel treatment of
Christians in Rome under Emperor Nero after the fire in Rome. |
could also quote the first letter of Clement,*® referring to the death
of the Apostles Paul and Peter in Rome, or the mention of strict
measures against Christians during the reign of Nero, as described
in Suetonius’ biography of Nero.#

Whether Nero's persecution was primarily local to Rome might
be arguable, but under Emperor Domitian (90-95 AD) it spread
wider, even if Tertullian in his Apologeticum refers to Domitian
‘being not as cruel as Nero'.*® Emperor Trajan was hostile towards
Christians who refused to join in with public sacrifices in Asia
Minor — they were sentenced to death. Evidence of this appears in
the correspondence of Governor Plinius.*

In the Christian tradition persecution has been interpreted as
beneficial to the Church. | could, for example, quote the (Western)

45)  Tacitus, Annales (XV, 44, 2-5).

46) 1 Clement 5-6.

47) 16, 2.

48)  Tertullian, Apologeticum 5, 3: “...portio Neronis de crudelitate!

49)  Plinius, Letters X, 96.
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Church Father Augustine, who claims that persecutions would
strengthen the Church.%°

Of course, the Christian teaching (following the Jewish
tradition) of an exclusive monotheism was not easily compatible
with the widespread polytheistic traditions at the time of the
Early Church. The authors of the New Testament were well
aware that the preaching of the Gospel, of the crucified and risen
Jesus Christ, was offensive — to Jews as well as to Romans
(1 Corinthians 1: 23).°"

This focus on the crucified and risen Jesus Christ, who had
been sentenced to death like a criminal, did not improve the image
of the Christians. That Christians, by their absence from official
feasts, spectacles and sacrifices, led a life different from the
norm made them seem suspect. They had their own ‘strange’ and
mysterious rites, similar to those of the diaspora Jews. However,
whilst growth in Judaism was limited due to its bond to ethnicity,
Christianity experienced a continuous expansion throughout the
Roman Empire.

The relationship between the Early Church and the Roman
State, in the first century at least, sometimes shows co-existence,
sometimes adversity, and at some times and in some places
elements of interconnection. Acknowledging the polyphony of
the New Testament with regard to how the Roman state should
be viewed by Christians, a few elements should be taken into
consideration. The authors of the New Testament writings, and
in particular the Apostle Paul, were living, preaching and writing
with the conviction that the parousia (the return of Christ) is very
near. From this rather ‘eschatological’ perspective, the sufferings
of the time were interpreted merely as a sign that Christ’s return
would happen imminently. Hence the call for patient endurance
dominates in these New Testament writings.

50) De Civitate Dei, XVIII, 52; ("...quibus exerceri oportet ecclesiam!).

51) '...but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles!
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3. How Should Believers Interact With Religious or Polit-
ical Authorities, Especially in Situations of Conflict?

(i) Holding on to Faith in the Midst of Suffering

In a time of pressure, the authors of the New Testament texts
reiterate their warnings not to compromise, to maintain Christian
identity and to remain firm in the faith. The earliest example is the
Apostle Paul writing to the Church at Thessalonica: ... that no one
be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves know that we
are destined for this’ (1 Thessalonians 3: 3).

The same message is propounded in a more elaborate way
in the Letter to the Hebrews — the time of pressure will pass,
endurance is what is needed during this period: ‘But recall the
former days when, after you were enlightened, you endured a
hard struggle with sufferings, sometimes being publicly exposed
to reproach and affliction, and sometimes being partners with
those so treated. For you had compassion on those in prison, and
you joyfully accepted the plundering of your property, since you
knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding
one. Therefore, do not throw away your confidence, which has a
great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you
have done the will of God you may receive what is promised. For,
yet a little while, and the coming one will come and will not delay;
but my righteous one shall live by faith, and if he shrinks back, my
soul has no pleasure in him. But we are not of those who shrink
back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and preserve
their souls’ (Hebrews 10: 32-39).

(ii) Fulfilling Obligations of Citizenship (e.g. taxes)

Before going into detail, it has to be stated that despite
the experience of discrimination, and even persecution, early
Christianity was not against the Roman Empire and its institutions
in general. It is clearly evident in the New Testament writings that
the Christian believers did not have a generally hostile attitude to
the state, or even a significant wariness of it.

The most prominent example is certainly what Paul writes to
the church in Rome, in Romans 13. One might claim that Paul had
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already written his letter to this church in Rome in 56 AD, from
Corinth —years before the first persecutions by Emperor Nero would
trouble his fellow Christians in Rome. One might also claim that
Paul, as a Roman citizen, being proud of his identity and benefitting
from the institutions of the Roman Empire during his travels, had a
relatively positive view of the state. And one might also claim that
Paul, expecting the parousia of Christ in the near future, did not
take into consideration a change of relationship between the state
and the growing number of followers of Jesus Christ.

However, Paul already had knowledge of the not always
friendly political attitude towards the Jewish religion, for example
by the Emperor Claudius, who, according to Suetonius, expelled
the Jews from Rome, probably in the year 48 or 49 AD — which
is the reason why the Apostle came to meet Priscilla and Aquila.%?

Nevertheless, Paul wrote to the Church in Rome: ‘Let every
person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no
authority except from God, and those that exist have been
instituted by God’ (Romans 13: 1).

Whilst, particularly after the experiences of the 20" century,
the concept that governing authorities have been ‘put there by
God' is strongly disputed, especially in Western Theology, the call
of the Apostle Paul to lead a Christian life, to obey the rules of the
state and to pay all forms of taxes and tributes has proven to be a
way to show loyalty to state authorities without compromising the
believer’'s own Christian identity: 'For because of this you also pay
taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this
very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes
are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom
respect is owed, honour to whom honour is owed’ (Romans
13: 6-7).

The advice given by Paul to his brothers and sisters in Christ
in Rome is in line with the teaching of Jesus in Mark 12: 14-17,
when Jesus is asked whether obedience to the Law of Moses

52) Cf. also the report in the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 18: 1-2): After this Paul left Athens
and went to Corinth. And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, recently come
from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave
Rome.
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is compatible with the Roman Emperor's demand for taxes. In
this encounter Jesus does encourage the payment of taxes to the
emperor, but then makes the clear statement that veneration and
love are merited only by the one and only God®.

In another letter the Apostle Paul, writing to his beloved church
in Philippi, whilst himself being in prison and hoping for death
rather than for life, reminds his brothers and sisters in Christ that
Christians are simultaneously living in two worlds, and that they
have a dual identity. But, even in his particular situation, Paul does
not reject the existing political authority when he says: ‘But our
citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Saviour, the Lord
Jesus Christ’ (Philippians 3: 20).

Loyalty towards the authorities is also what the letter to Titus,
written probably a generation later, urges: ‘Remind them to be
submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready
for every good work..." (Titus 3: 1).

However, following the teachings of Jesus and the advice of
the Apostle Paul, a clear definition of the limits of obedience is
given in the first letter of Peter: ‘Be subject for the Lord’s sake to
every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme,
or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to
praise those who do good. For this is the will of God, that by doing
good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish people.
Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up
for evil, but living as servants of God. Honour everyone. Love the
brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the emperor’ (1 Peter 2: 13-17).

(iii) Praying for the (Even if Hostile) State

Following the tradition of Jeremiah 29: 7, various writings of the
New Testament urge prayer, even for enemies; this also includes a

53) And they came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are true and do not care
about anyone’s opinion. For you are not swayed by appearances, but truly teach the way of
God. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?”
But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring me a dena-
rius and let me look at it.” And they brought one. And he said to them, “Whose likeness and
inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar’s.” Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the
things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God's.” And they marveled at him.
(Mk 12:14-17).
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hostile religious or state authority.** The most prominent example
is Matthew b5: 44, where Jesus calls for love for one’s enemy and
prayer for the persecutors: “But | say to you, love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you.”

Irrespective of whether the government is friendly, neutral or
hostile towards the Christians living in the empire, the call for
prayer for the authorities advocated in Paul’s first letter to Timothy
is very clear (1 Timothy 2: 1-4). This call for prayer, echoed by the
first letter of Clement (61),%° will be the biblical foundation for all
liturgical intercessions for the emperor in liturgies of the Western
and Eastern Christian traditions:

‘Firstofall, then, lurge that supplications, prayers, intercessions,
and thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings and all who
are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life,
godly and dignified in every way. This is good, and it is pleasing in
the sight of God our Saviour, who desires all people to be saved
and to come to the knowledge of the truth’ (1 Timothy 2: 1-4).

(iv) Dialogue to Overcome Misconceptions and Misunder-
standings
Within scholarly debate there is dispute about whether the
encounter, in Cyprus, of the governor Sergius Paulus with the
Apostle Paul and his travel companion Barnabas (Acts 13: 4-12)
led only to mutual respect and understanding or actually to the
conversion of the governor — or even the entire island.®®

Furthermore, the occasions depicted in the account of the
Acts of the Apostles of Paul’s encounters with representatives of
the Roman Empire during his travels to Rome as a prisoner — with
the opportunities to explain what the Christian faith is (and also
what it is not) — show that dialogue and explanation, elimination
of misunderstandings and false concepts are a key element of

54)  “But seek the welfare of the city where | have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord
on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29: 7).

55) 1 Clement 61.

56) Cf. Acts 13: 4-12, esp. Acts 13: 12: Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what
had occurred, for he was astonished at the teaching of the Lord.
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Christian interaction with suspicious or hostile authorities. The
opportunity that Paul, as a prisoner, uses to explain his Christian
faith to the governor Festus (in Acts 25) could serve as an example.

(v) In (only) the ultimate conflict situation: opposition!

The New Testament of course recognises the situation in which
loyalty towards a hostile authority is no longer possible, since the
demand of an earthly authority to be venerated as god is not at
all acceptable for Christians! Following the Jewish tradition, love
and adoration is due only to God, the creator of heaven and earth.
This is not the time to recall the respective traditions of the Old
Testament and the stories of conflict as depicted, for example,
in the books of the Maccabees. In this ultimate conflict situation
Christians are challenged not to compromise their faith, and to
embody what, according to the account of the Book of Acts, Peter
and the other apostles stated: “"We must obey God rather than
men"” (Acts 5: 29). The most prominent example advocating strict
opposition towards a hostile state is the last book of the New
Testament, the Book of Revelation.

The Book of Revelation goes a long way in urging active
rebellion and opposition in a situation where a hostile emperor
demands the unacceptable: veneration as god. In his seven letters
to the seven churches in Asia Minor, the Prophet John, during
his involuntary sojourn on the island of Patmos, responds to the
different reactions of the churches to the claim of the emperor to
be venerated as god. Resistance? Opposition? Or participating ‘pro
forma’ in the required rites, albeit half-heartedly, in order that daily
life can continue as usual? John uncompromisingly depicts the life
of each of the churches —including their dealings with some groups
within these churches. Even the church of Pergamon, praised for
the testimony of the Martyr Antipas (Revelation 2: 13), is in danger
of losing its focus and compromising in day-to-day life. Obviously
there was no unity among each of the seven churches about how
to respond to the challenges that they were facing from within,
as well as from without, through the emperor’s requirement to
participate in pagan rituals.

In dramatic visions the Prophet John paints a picture of the
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ultimate battle between Jerusalem and Babel — the Church and
the Roman Empire — and with images of hope he encourages his
fellow Christians in Asia Minor to make the right decisions, and to
remain firm in their faith without compromise.

The Book of Revelation also voices a cry for justice and for an
end to suffering: "They cried out with a loud voice, “O Sovereign
Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our
blood on those who dwell on the earth?”’ (6: 10).

It should be noted that in Revelation not only are those suffering
for their faith in Jesus Christ mentioned, but the author also takes
a universal perspective and recalls all victims of the injustice and
cruelty of the Roman Empire: ‘And in her was found the blood of
prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slain on earth’
(18: 24).

However, the Book of Revelation is also one of comfort and
reassurance for Christians under extreme pressure. The clear
message of this last, and often disputed, book of the New
Testament is that, whatever the current situation might be, God
Himself is the One who rules the world. This calls for the Church
to live as the contrast to the political empire — the new Jerusalem
in contrast to the current Rome. ‘Here is a call for the endurance of
the saints, those who keep the commandments of God and their
faith in Jesus' (14: 12).

(vi) The Christian response to suffering by those not (yet)
suffering

But the New Testament not only has a message for those
Christians suffering oppression or persecution; it also challenges
those who are able to live out their faith undisturbed and in freedom.
Most important here is the call for prayer for suffering brothers and
sisters in Christ; but there is also a call for compassion, solidarity
and advocacy for those who are suffering, from those who are not
(yet) affected.

The image of the Church as the Body of Christ calls for Christian
solidarity in different ways.®” As 1 Corinthians 12: 26 says, 'If one

57) Cf. 1 Corinthians 12: 26: If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is
honoured, all rejoice together.



134

PROGRAMME

member suffers, all suffer together; if one memberis honoured, all
rejoice together.” In his second letter to the Church in Corinth Paul
also refers to the power of prayer for those under pressure: ‘For
we do not want you to be unaware, brothers, of the affliction we
experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our
strength that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we
had received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely
not on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. He delivered
us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we
have set our hope that he will deliver us again. You also must help
us by prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the
blessing granted us through the prayers of many’ (2 Corinthians
1:8-11).

Imprisoned brothers and sisters suffering for their faith in
Jesus Christ are requesting practical solidarity: visits to those
imprisoned for their faith (Matthew 25: 36) are only one example,
mentioned more than once in the New Testament: ‘Remember
those who are in prison, as though in prison with them, and those
who are mistreated, since you also are in the body’ (Hebrews
13: 3).

Those not (yet) living under circumstances of oppression or
persecution should not forget those living in a far more difficult
situation! However, the experience of ‘religious freedom’ should
be gratefully used as an opportunity to spread the Gospel. It
should also be seen as a call to prayer for those in a far more
difficult situation, for practical solidarity, assistance and advocacy
for brothers and sisters under pressure, wherever and whenever
possible.

Let me close my thoughts with a perhaps rather unconventional
thought. Could it be that the absence of any negative attitude
towards Christian faith might indicate that our proclamation of the
Gospel, that our core Christian identity, is endangered because
it has become ‘lukewarm’ — to quote the prophetic words of
John in Revelation? That living out the Christian faith in the
so-called comfort zone of traditional ‘Christendom’ has become
a tradition rather than a conviction? That talking about values,
ethics and socio-political issues has overtaken our core calling,
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the proclamation of ‘Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews
and folly to Gentiles’ (1 Corinthians 1: 23)?

Could the deepened dialogue with Churches living under more
difficult circumstances help Western Churches and Western
Theology to re-focus on the heart of the Gospel? Could intensified
prayer and solidarity for Christians under pressure turn into a
blessing for Western Churches? Could our Christian witness be
inspired and deepened through encounters and partnerships,
for the mutual benefit of all? We can learn much from the New
Testament writings, especially the Pauline letters, but also from
Revelation, about connecting with one another (e.g. Romans 16)
to grow in thankfulness and passion.
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OVERCOMING FEAR WITH INFORMED HEALTHY
RELATIONSHIPS

We live in a culture of fear.

One only needs to pass through an airport to realise anew
how terrified we are of each other. There are security checks,
alarms, cameras, ways to trace people’s records, etc. An attitude
of suspicion prevails in almost all the airports in the world. Every
time someone wants to visit a country in the Middle East we
are asked: is it safe? Embassies guide their citizens by providing
them with coloured maps, on which safety is indicated at different
levels. And every time an attack happens, particularly in Europe,
the fear barometer rises again. Fear of strangers, fear of violence,
fear for our economic security...

We all seem to be gripped by fear, and the concepts of safety
and security are becoming our guiding principles. We have come
to love safety more than God and our neighbour, and we find
ourselves making strange and uninformed choices and alliances
to secure our safety. Out of fear, we try to combat our vulnerability
through a search for strength and empowerment.

138
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It has been pointed out that fear creates one of two
reactions: retreat or attack. While some strong powers choose to
attack when faced with fear, the rest of us retreat. We retreat by
trying to draw more defined borders around our countries or our
communities, to protect ourselves and to protect our identities.
It is no wonder that in today’s political discourse the proposal for
strict borders, or even for separating walls — for withdrawing — are
very appealing to those who are genuinely afraid for their safety,
their future, or their identity.

However, the experience of the disciples on the day of
Pentecost challenges us and our fears. After Christ’s resurrection
and ascension, the disciples were retreating and recoiling out
of fear. In effect, they erected borders around themselves
and closed the doors. They were afraid for their lives and they
remained an inward-looking group protecting their traditions. The
day of Pentecost made them open the doors and go outside. From
that day on, empowered by the Holy Spirit, they could connect
to numerous people from foreign lands, from various ethnicities,
languages and cultures. Fear was brushed aside and they stood in
all vulnerability, and accepted being ridiculed!

Much of the fear we experience today is related to ignorance
and misinformation — or ‘fake news'. Ignorance of ‘the other’, his
culture, her world, his hopes and her dreams. Most of us operate
with prejudices that only serve to isolate us from each other.

| was asked to speak about a project that illustrates the Church
working together to support its community under pressure, and to
be honest there are many such wonderful projects in the country;
from educational centres for Syrian refugee kids, to training courses
for single Syrian mothers, equipping them to support themselves,
to trauma healing workshops in many forms and shapes...

But | have witnessed during the past few years the power
of that which is stronger than isolated projects: relationships,
connections. Relationships within and among the various Christian
communities in this region of the world, and connections and
relationships with our sisters and brothers outside of the region.

This might sound like an old story — aren’'t we here together
this morning because of relationships and connections? Sure! But
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there also seems to be such a big focus these days on projects
that we tend to lose sight of the value of relationships — of being
together, of opening up to each other and of listening to each
other.

A wonderful event, that illustrates this opening up and
connection, happened — also in cooperation with the Middle East
Council of Churches — a few months ago. | am referring to the
International Ecumenical Youth Meeting, at which all the churches
of Lebanon (some 14 or 15 different traditions in total) worked
together to bring hundreds of young people — from all our churches,
from neighbouring countries and from the West — to spend a few
days in each other’'s homes and churches here in Beirut. The
aim was to pray together and to sit together around Bible texts,
and listen to each other’s stories, through and in dialogue with a
number of selected Scriptural texts.

In order for this to happen, local churches had to open their
gates. They had to trust each other. Families had to open their
homes to host young people from suspicious areas. And young
people had to overcome prejudice about each other’s countries,
confessional backgrounds and cultures. Western young people
had to overcome their fear of the Middle East’s bad reputation.

It was not easy to convince groups and individuals to open
the gates. To welcome each other and to host strangers who are
different in so many ways. To stand in a position of vulnerability,
not being in control of what will happen and how their relationships
will develop. Each one of our communities would rather have
withdrawn, remaining within the safety of its own territory, hosting
people from their own denomination or country.

However, at the end of the event a multitude of new
connections and relationships were established across geographic
and denominational borders — on the level of churches, church
leaders, and young people. Many went back home encouraged and
supported by the realisation that they are not alone! That someone
heard their story and knows about their struggles and hopes. That
they were welcomed by strangers who became friends. That trust
is still possible!
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Today, as the situation in north-east Syria is deteriorating, |
see on social media these connections coming to life. | see how
the level of empathy has increased, as the names of villages and
churches under attack are not simply names but represent pictures
of known faces — of friends. Similarly, when attacks happen in
European cities, solidarity is more easily achieved, despite the
distances.

As Christians, we cannot accept that fear should dictate our
choices. Even though many of our communities today are surroun-
ded by all the ingredients for panic, neither recoiling nor attacking
are Christlike reactions.

| believe it is our call today to foster a culture of trust to counter
the culture of fear, both in the Middle East and internationally. A
culture in which we are not eying each other with suspicion, nor
dealing with each other in a utilitarian manner. A culture of trust in
which right relationships are valued more than project proposals
and budgets. A culture in which we are genuinely interested in
each other as Christian communities and are not threatened by
differences or diversity.

This culture of trust is possible because it is not dependent
on ‘princes and mortal men’ (Psalm 146: 3), but on our God and
Maker who Himself did not hide behind barriers and borders to
protect Himself, but in all vulnerability came to us in the person of
Jesus Christ to establish right relationships.

Even if this vulnerability looked ridiculous to the wisdom of this
world and resulted in the cross.
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THE MARTYRS OF THE COPTIC ORTHODOX
CHURCH IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

The topic of martyrdom is the clearest reflection of early
Christianity, when Christians were the exemplar of love, sacrifice,
faith, endurance, love of enemies and other virtues. The story
of martyrdom is the story of preaching the Gospel to the whole
world, and to all people. Christian faith spread quickly and was
rooted in the depths of humanity, expanding in all directions,
more through martyrdom than through preaching and teaching.%®

Although this was the case for the early martyrs of Christianity,
we find that today history is repeating itself. The Coptic Orthodox
Church has in fact experienced a number of martyrdoms in the
twenty-first century during successive violent attacks, and we
have chosen to talk about these assaults, starting with the bom-
bing of the Saints Church in Alexandria, which claimed the lives of
20 people on the first day of 2011.

58) His Grace AnbaYouannes, Martyrdom in Christianity, p.13
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This attack, which had a great resonance in the whole world,
was denounced by various countries and by all other churches and
also Islamic figures.

LIBYA’S COPTIC MARTYRS

On Sunday, February 15, 2015, 21 young martyrs of the Christ
(including a man from Ghana) lost their lives in Libya, at the hands of
the Islamic State in Irag and the Levant (Daesh), and their shocking
martyrdom was caught on video. After they were kidnapped, these
men were killed because they refused to deny their faith in Christ,
although they had ample time to compromise with their assailants.
However, our Coptic martyrs categorically refused to abandon their
faith. The last words they uttered while raising their eyes to heaven
were “Lord Jesus"” before they were slaughtered.

MARTYRS OF ST. PETER AND ST. PAUL’S
(COMMONLY KNOWN AS EL-BOTROSEYA) CHURCH

The painful assaults did not end there. On December 11, 2016,
a bombing targeted St. Peter and St. Paul's Church, adjacent to
St. Mark’s Cathedral, seat of the Coptic Orthodox Pope, killing 29
people (mostly women) and injuring around 30 others.

National unity manifested itself clearly after the attack as
President Abdel Fattah EI-Sisi ordered that an official memorial
service for the martyrs be held at the Memorial of the Unknown
Soldier; this service was attended by the President himself and by
His Holiness Pope Tawadros Il, who had cut short his visit to the
Greek Church and returned to Egypt immediately after hearing the
news.

The State restored St. Peter and St. Paul's Church within less
than 20 days so that worshippers could celebrate the beginning
of 2017 in it. His Holiness Pope Francis, Pope of the Vatican,
later visited this church during his visit to Egypt, where a meeting
was held with His Holiness Pope Tawadros Il, His All-Holiness
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, His Beatitude Theodoros I,
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Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church, His Beatitude lbrahim
Ishag, the Coptic Catholic Patriarch, His Beatitude Gregory Il
Lahham, former Patriarch of the Melkite Greek Catholic Church in
Alexandria, Reverend Dr. Andrea Zaki, President of the Protestant
Community of Egypt and His Eminence Bishop Mouneer Hanna
Anis, Head of the Anglican Church.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French President Emmanuel
Macron and many other world leaders visited the church, which
became, after the attack, a witness to the resilience of the Copts’
faith.

THE BOMBING IN ST. GEORGE’S CATHEDRAL IN
TANTA

A few months later, on the morning of April 9, 2017 (Palm
Sunday), a terrible explosion at St. George's Cathedral in Tanta left
28 martyrs, and 46 injured.

While deacons were chanting a joyful melody (Eviogimenos) in
commemoration of the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem, evildoers
killed 28 of the best deacons and young people at St. George's
Cathedral, leaving an awful scar in the hearts of worshippers and
the martyrs’ families. This, however, was a true reflection of what
is written in the Bible: 'l consider that our present sufferings are
not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us’
(Romans 8: 18).

Prayers joyfully began at 6 in the morning; and after finishing
reading Ebraxis (biography of the saints), the chorus of deacons
started chanting Palm Sunday’s hymn (Eviogimenos). It was 9: 04
in the morning when a massive explosion shook the cathedral,
filling it with shrapnel, human remains and bodies. The scene was
terrifying and frightening, and worshippers could not grasp what
was happening. As the situation became clearer, they saw the
bodies of deacons lying on the ground with torn service clothes,
amputated limbs, and body parts scattered around. Twenty-eight
died as martyrs during this bloody attack, and many others were
injured, especially among the men and women sitting in the
front pews. Security camera footage later showed that a terrorist
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detonated his bomb while walking from the pews reserved for
men and heading towards the deacons’ chorus.

The Church cancelled Easter greetings events and His Holiness
Pope Tawadros came to visit the martyrs’ families on the morning
of Easter Day. His Grace Anba Paula, Bishop of Tanta, celebrated
Easter Vigil Mass with the families of the martyrs in the Diocese
of Tanta.

ST. MARK’S CHURCH BOMBING IN ALEXANDRIA

On the same day (April 9, Palm Sunday), in an attack similar
to that perpetrated in Tanta, another terrorist detonated himself
at the entrance to St. Mark’s Church in Alexandria, in which His
Holiness the Pope was celebrating Palm Sunday Mass.

The terrorist had repeatedly attempted to enter the church, but
when the guard insisted on directing him towards a metal detector,
he blew himself up, leading to the martyrdom of seven Copts. On
the same day, the Coptic Church presented the martyrs of Tanta
and Alexandria as a sacrifice of love, anointed with the smell of
incense, to the Lord.

His Holiness Pope Tawadros, who had visited the martyrs’
families in Tanta on Easter Day, also paid visits to the families of
the martyrs of Alexandria, and to the injured. His Holiness' meeting
with the families and the injured in the hospitals, whether Christians
or Muslim police officers, was intended to lift their spirits.

THE MARTYRS OF ST. SAMUEL MONASTERY
IN MOUNT QALAMOUN

On May 20, 2017, while on its way to visit the Monastery of
St. Samuel the Confessor in Mount Qalamoun, a tourist bus had
Jjust crossed the desert road when it encountered a car with ten
gunmen camouflaged in uniforms and gloves, who opened fire at
the bus after leaving the plateau at a location called Abu Tartour.
They first fired on the tyres to prevent the bus from moving, then
fired on the driver. When one of the passengers left the bus to
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check what was happening, they killed him immediately, before
climbing in and shooting at the men’s heads and necks. They shot
at the women'’s feet to prevent them from moving, also wounding
a number of children, and stole the women’'s jewellery. Two
other cars coming from Deir Jarnous, transporting workers to the
monastery, were also attacked, whilst three other persons from
Beni Mzar were shot dead in their car.

The gunmen had demanded that the martyrs deny their faith,
but they refused to do this; so when their car broke down, the
gunmen set fire to it. The total number of martyrs in Mount
Qalamoun thus rose to 28 people while 23 others were wounded.

Therefore, attacks on the Copts up to May 2017 raised the
number of martyrs to 95, and of those injured to 218, as follows:

— St. Peter and St. Paul's Church - 29 martyrs and 50 wounded
— St. George's Cathedral in Tanta - 30 martyrs and 105 injured
— Alexandria attacks on Palm Sunday - 7 martyrs and 40 injured

— Monastery of St. Samuel the Confessor in Mount Qalamoun
attack - 28 martyrs and 23 wounded.

MARTYRDOM OF HEGUMEN SAMAAN SHEHATA,
PRIEST OF ST. JULIUS AL-AQFAH’S CHURCH

IN EZBET GERGES BEIK IN BEBA AND EL-FASHN
DIOCESE ON OCTOBER 12, 2017

Father Semaan Shehata and Reverend Bayman Mouftah,
pastor of Al-Malak Church in Matay Diocese in Ezbet Francis were
on a mission in Al-Salam city in Cairo. While walking, they were
attacked by a man named Ahmed Saeed, aged 19, who ran after
Father Semaan and struck him several times with a cleaver until
he killed him, before fleeing the scene; he was later arrested.

MARTYRS OF ST. SAMUEL MONASTERY, MOUNT
QALAMOUN (SECOND ATTACK):

Other martyrs from the Coptic Orthodox Church lost their lives
on Friday, February 2, 2018 on the road leading to the Monastery
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of St. Samuel the Confessor. At 1Tpm a minibus carrying a group
of people from Kawamel Bahri in Sohag Governorate, who had
visited the monastery and attended a baptism, was attacked by
four terrorists. These terrorists, who came out of the mountains in
a four-wheel-drive vehicle, opened fire on the bus, wounding five
people. The terrorists then headed to a bus behind it which was
carrying 20 people from Minya, aged between eight and 55; first
they killed the driver, then fired at the tyres and started shooting
intensively at the passengers, killing 7 people and wounding 21
others, before fleeing to the desert. As a result of this assault, the
overall number of martyrs rose to 102 and the injured to 239.

MARTYRDOM MOTIVES AMONG COPTS

Mankind has never known martyrs like Christian martyrs,
characterised by their enthusiasm, courage, faith, gentleness,
patience, endurance and joy in martyrdom. They embraced death
with a joy, calmness and meekness that stunned the whole
world.

This is the case for the Coptic martyrs and there are many
reasons behind it:

— This world is ephemeral compared with eternal life — ‘So we
fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since
what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal’ (2
Corinthians 4: 18).

— Christians, and particularly Copts, feel that they are strangers
in this world — ‘Dear friends, | urge you, as foreigners and
exiles, to abstain from sinful desires, which wage war against
your soul’ (1 Peter 2: 11).

— The martyrs knew that this world is full of evil and that we go
through sadness, pain and distress in life — “the whole world
is under the control of the evil one’; 'you will weep and mourn
while the world rejoices’; ‘He will wipe every tear from their
eyes.’

— The Copts understood that the troubles, sorrows, and pain of
this world will eventually lead to a great glory in heaven — I
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reckon that the pain of present times is nothing compared to
the glory that is to be revealed’ (Romans 8: 18).%°

That is why they let go of their bodily lives and surrendered to
Christ, probably encouraged by the words of Jesus: “I will come
back and take you to be with me, that you also may be where |
am” (John 14: 3).

All this was done out of the love which was explicitly expressed
by Saint Paul: ‘Neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in
Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Romans 8: 39).

THE MARTYRS’ CHARACTER

it is beyond the limits of logic, and contrary to human nature,
to acknowledge that sorrows create joy and distress generates
solace — but this is Christianity, and the spiritual impact of the work
of the Holy Spirit, in the words of St. Paul: "...dying, and yet we
live on... sorrowful yet always rejoicing..." (2 Corinthians 6: 9-10).
This is perhaps due to:

— The divine help that God promised all the persecuted for the
sake of His name.

—The Church’s sympathy with the persecuted, the families of
the martyrs and the injured.

— Their feeling that they are honoured to suffer for the noblest
of reasons.

— Their looking forward to the great glory awaiting them.

— Glorious revelations that had the greatest impact in encourag-
ing them.

THE PROBABLE RESULTS OF THESE MARTYRDOMS

— Many Copts were eager to die as martyrs and viewed martyr-
dom as a route to receiving the crown of glory.

59) His Grace Anba Youannes, In commemoration of Christian Martyrs, pp. 30-33.



»*
’ THE MAGI INITIATIVE: EAST s WEST

— Martyrdom for these people was not recklessness, but reflect-
ed the courage of virtue.

— Martyrdom was a way of preaching. Christian faith spread
in the past more by the martyrdom of saints than through
education, and in the modern era the phrase ‘the martyrs’
blood is the seed of the Church’ has taken on a whole new
dimension.

— This was a practical proof of the sincerity of their Christian
faith. Some of the injured who had lost parts of their bodies
were glad to testify to Christ.

— This is also a practical proof of Christians’ virtues, as threats
and menaces did not affect them. They stood strong, showing
meekness and compassion for their enemies, living ascetically
in this world and longing for heaven.

THE STATUS OF MARTYRS IN THE CHURCH

Our Coptic Church has designated a day to commemorate
modern-day martyrs, a date coinciding with the martyrdom of the
Copts in Libya, has preserved their bodies and relics, and has set
up a shrine for them and their clothes.

As St. Augustine says: “We do not pray for the martyrs, for

they have fulfilled their love for the Lord more than anyone; we
ask them to remember us.”
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THE STRUGGLE FOR CONFORMITY

A CASE-STUDY OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION IN
WESTERN (GERMAN-SPEAKING) SOCIETY

Introduction

My words on this wonderful occasion (and my thanks to
all those who have made it happen!) are words of anxiety and
concern. Looking at the role that the Bible is playing in our Western
mainstream churches gives me a feeling of unease.

On the one hand the Bible is still foundational. It is read and
interpreted in every Sunday service, and research concerning the
Scriptures abounds. But if we look below the surface, things have
changedalot. Protestant churches, officially still clinging to Luther's
heritage of ‘sola scriptura’, have to admit that behind this slogan
theology and the churches are moving in another direction, which
often uses the Bible to confirm decisions and attitudes which have
their origin much more in societal attitudes and changes than in
the Bible itself.
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My perspective on this topic is threefold:

As a regional bishop of the Lutheran diocese of Upper Austria,
| experience a tension within the Church, with different groups no
longer understanding each other when it comes to their central
point of reference. The question of unity is no longer simply a
matter of debate between the churches, but more and more
becomes an issue within the churches.®

As a theologian, primarily in the field of New Testament studies,
| observe a growing irritation about the outcomes of the prevailing
attitude and method in interpreting the Scriptures.

And finally, as an individual my own journey has brought me
close to the fundamentalist as well as to the liberal approach to
the Scriptures. | have come to know the good intentions of both
approaches, as well as their shortcomings.

SETTING THE SCENE

When Paul writes, in Romans 12: 2, ‘kai. mh. suschmati,zesqe
tw/ aivw/ni tou,tw’ (‘do not conform®' to this time and world’), he
knows what he is talking about. ‘suschmati,zw’ means to become
a part of the scheme of this world, part of the world itself, sharing
its values, its way of thinking and behaving. It is a basic human
need to want to conform to the surrounding society, since man is
a social being, depending on the acceptance of his fellow beings.
Being different creates pressure, both internally and externally. In
this respect Christians have, at all times, been living in a tension
created by their twofold existence: they are citizens of heaven, but
they live on earth.

Why do | begin this paper by considering this basic Christian
constitution? Because | think it helps to explain the situation of

60) Catholicos Aram | Keshishian, in his keynote speech, emphatically pointed out that
we have to find unity in going back to the Bible. | share this view. But as a Protestant, | have
to admit that going back to the Bible in the times of the Reformation had a uniting as well
as a separating effect (cf. Gregory, Brad S., The Unintended Reformation - How a religious
revolution secularized society, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2012. Reaching for
unity, we have to integrate the Bible, tradition and hermeneutics into the process, because
the Bible never stands isolated but is always part of a tradition and of a hermeneutic.

61) Thatis how the Latin translation of the Vulgata has it: ‘et nolite conformari huic saeculo’.
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a certain kind of attitude towards the Sacred Scriptures that is
prevalent in Western societies.

Christianity in Western society is living in freedom. There are
no persecutions and there is no discrimination, at least not in the
German- and the English-speaking worlds — although France, with
its system of /aicite might be considered an exception.

But Christianity in Western society is no longer living in
a Christian society.?? It is living in a secular society today. And
this situation also generates a kind of pressure — a pressure to
conform to a pluralistic society, which fears strong claims of truth,
and is suspicious about mission and ‘strong transcendence’.®® It
Is a society which welcomes religions in their social and diaconal
engagement, but feels uncomfortable about any talk of God.

The present state of society as being secular and liberal has
been developing for about 200 years. And during the course of
this evolution, parts of the Church began to alter their attitude
concerning the Scriptures. They began to conform to society more
than the other way around. Consequently, the Scriptures are now
read in the light of the present much more than the present being
read in the light of the Scriptures.®

The source of change, its origin and its promoting power — and

its lasting influence — can be identified as being in the intellectual
circles of enlightenment, and as a consequence in the universities.®

62) | will certainly leave aside the question of whether there has ever really been
something like a ‘Christian’ era or empire — although it is obvious that there has been a long
time in which Christianity has been the single and dominant religion in Western Europe.

63) | have discussed this topic at some length in an essay entitled, "The Fear concerning
Religion in the Public Space’ (Die Angst vor der Religion im o6ffentlichen Raum. Einige
Uberlegungen zu einem kontroversen Thema, in: Michael Biinker, Ernst Hofhansl, Raoul
Kneucker (Hrsg.), Donauwellen. Zum Protestantismus in der Mitte Europas. Festschrift fur
Karl Schwarz, Wien, Evangelischer Presseverband, 2012, 163-179).

64) Of course, this is a form of oversimplification, but still the fact remains that the
churches and theology have become selective as to their response to the Scriptures.

65) Cf. Notker Hammerstein, Die Universitaten in der Aufkldrung, in: Geschichte der
Universitat in Europa, hrsg. von Walter Riegg, Bd. II: Von der Reformation zur Franzdsischen
Revolution, Minchen, C.H. Beck, 1996, 495-506. This development did, at first, not take
place in the universities themselves but outside them. In fact, the universities were, in
‘enlightened’ circles, considered ‘old-fashioned’. But in the long run the universities
conformed to the intellectual and societal shift that took place. ‘Die Universitaten nahmen
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To understand the present situation, it might be helpful to
consider the current debate about the role of Islam in our societies.
We are struggling with a religion which we think has to be ‘tamed’
by enlightenment. If there is talk of a so-called ‘Euro-Islam’, we
think of a kind of Islam which, by reading the Quran in the light of
historical and critical research, will cool from being a 'hot’ religion
to a ‘cold’ religion, and that, in relativizing its claim to absolute
truth, in contextualising the words of the Quran, will end up being
compatible to a relativistic and pluralistic Western society. The
means envisaged to reach that goal are twofold: on the one hand
we need promoters of such ideas within the Islamic community,
and on the other hand we try to achieve this by giving Islamic
theology a place in the universities. Because many think that in the
long run, if Islamic theology is part of the intellectual climate and
the scientific community of Western universities, it cannot and will
not resist the pressure to conform to Western patterns of thought.
And then from the universities, this new way of thinking will reach
the community of Islamic believers through their theologians,
preachers and teachers.

The key question is: what makes people so sure about the
outcome of this experiment? And the answer might be: the way
that the churches have altered and changed in Western societies.

Of course, | appreciate that on the whole this model of
interpreting the development of the Church, and the role of the
theological faculties, is far too simple to tell the whole story, and
to tell it in a fair and sound way. But still, it contains an element
that cannot be ignored and might help us to understand our
present situation.

die aufgeklarten, modernen Vorstellungen und ihr Wissenschaftsverstandnis, ihre Lehren auf
und reformierten sich — so kdnnte man sagen — aus und in sich selbst. Die protestantischen
Universitaten und Territorien gingen voran und zwangen die katholischen Reichsteile — hier
mittels der Landesherren und Regierungen, also mittels verordneter Aufkléarung — zu folgen.
Die Universitaten dieser Lander waren im allgemeinen Volluniversitdten, sie verflgten
Uber alle vier Fakultdten. So nahmen alle Wissenschaften, nicht zuletzt die Theologie, an
dieser Erneuerung teil. Das erhielt die Hochschulen nicht nur lebensféahig, lebendig und
geistig bestimmend, sondern garantierte ihren Anspruch, den gesamten Kosmos der
Wissenschaften zu umfassen und zu verwalten.” (505)
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TODAY’S SITUATION

So, what does today’s situation involve? Initially | focus on
theology as it is taught at almost all German-speaking universities
in Germany, Switzerland and Austria. Of course, | cannot avoid
the danger of oversimplification and generalisation. But still, the
people | will quote as examples are highly respected members
of the scientific community, being representative of many others,
who might not put it so frankly but are clearly acting according
to the same attitude. The famous New Testament scholar Gerd
Theiflsen writes in his “critical catechism':

‘Everywhere we have to distinguish between the traditional
faith and the truth and sense that we can find in him today. In a
condensed way | have written what is important for me concerning
the Christian faith. Conformity with me has priority over against
conformity with dogmas or churches. With such a conviction a
Protestant does not find himself at the edge of his church, but in
the very middle of it. For Protestantism is a religion of freedom
and reason.'®®

Such an attitude is in general typical of a wide range of theology,
and especially of biblical criticism. To put it bluntly, the point of
reference has changed. The Bible indeed remains important, but
it Is regarded as important as a great and marvellous historical
document of Israel’s and the Church’s faith. As such it is treated
as not essentially different from our present experience and
reasoning and believing. In fact, the response to it is critical. VWhat
is regarded as 'acceptable’ is what can be accepted in the light of
the experience and knowledge of today.

A similar line of thought is represented by the eminent Swiss
scholar Ulrich Luz. Let us hear what he thinks of the Church and
the Bible:

66) Gerd Theif3en, Glaubenssétze. Ein kritischer Katechismus, Gutersloh: Gutersloher
Verlagshaus, 2. Aufl. 2013, 11. ‘Uberall missen wir zwischen dem traditionellen Glauben und
dem, was wir in ihm heute an Wahrheit und Sinn entdecken, unterscheiden. In moglichst
knappen Aussagen habe ich flir mich niedergeschrieben, was mir am christlichen Glauben
wichtig ist. Ubereinstimmung mit mir hat Vorrang vor der Ubereinstimmung mit Dogmen
und Kirchen. Doch ein Protestant steht mit solch einer Uberzeugung nicht am Rande sei-
ner Kirche, sondern mitten in ihr. Der Protestantismus ist eine Religion der Freiheit und
Vernunft! The translation is my own.
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‘'What do | mean by the ‘church’? | will try to give a preliminary
definition: for me the church is a dialogical community without
any boundaries; a community of confessions and people, who are
listening to the Bible and are interpreting it; a community on its
way to mutual understanding, consensus and love."®’

This is an appealing description of the church — although one
notices that the definition is quite anthropological in its focus. But
let us continue:

‘But if she is a listening community, and she knows that in a
dialogue hearing always precedes defining, deciding and acting,
then she cannot formulate creeds which are valid forever, and can-
not make decisions that cannot be revised, because this would
render permanent listening and searching superfluous. But it is
only this attitude which fits my vision of “small meta-stories”."®®

Listening to these sentences, we notice, that the author’s ‘I’
begins to gain a normative quality. The ‘I' chooses from tradition
what it considers fitting for itself. And it is precisely this attitude
which can be seen in the general hermeneutical approach to the
Bible:

‘The Bible | understand to be a multi-coloured book, that tells
“small meta-stories” about God and man. Stories that are fasci-
nating, but cannot be put together in such a way that they create
a "great meta-story” which claims dominance and lays hold on
other people.’®®

67) ‘Was verstehe ich unter ‘Kirche'? Ich versuche eine vorlaufige Definition: Fir mich ist
Kirche eine grenzenlose Dialoggemeinschaft von Konfessionen und von Menschen, die auf
die Bibel héren und sie auslegen, die unterwegs sind auf einem Weg zu wechselseitigem
Verstéandnis, zu Konsens und zur Liebe. Ulrich Luz, Theologische Hermeneutik des Neuen
Testaments, Neukirchen-Viuyn: Neukirchener 2014, 556.

68) ‘Aber wenn sie eine horende Gemeinschaft ist und weil, dass in einem Dialog das
Hoéren immer vor dem Definieren, Entscheiden und Handeln kommt, dann kann sie keine
Bekenntnisse formulieren, die flr immer glltig sind, und keine Entscheidungen fallen, die
unrevidierbar sind, weil dies ein andauerndes Horen und Suchen Uberfllissig machen wiirde.
Nur dies aber passt zu meiner Vision “kleiner Meta-Erzahlungen’’ Ulrich Luz, Theologische
Hermeneutik des Neuen Testaments, Neukirchen-Viuyn: Neukirchener 2014, 557

69) 'Die Bibel verstehe ich als ein vielfarbiges Buch, das >kleine Meta-Erzahlungen< von
Gott und den Menschen erzéhlt, die faszinierend sind, sich aber nicht zu einer Herrschaft
beanspruchenden, andere Menschen vereinnahmenden >groen Meta-Erzédhlung<
zusammenflgen lassen. Ulrich Luz, Theologische Hermeneutik des Neuen Testaments,
Neukirchen-Vluyn, Neukirchener, 2014, 558.
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Once again, as sympathetic as this approach may appear
humanly, it raises the question of whether it does notin fact radically
alter the claim that the Scriptures themselves are representing. If
we listen to the first commandment, or to the prophet Isaiah, or
to the words of Jesus, or to the teaching of St. Paul — all of them
are proclaiming the one God, the Creator and Judge of all people,
and Jesus Christ as the first and last Word of God. The call for
repentance and belief is universal. It is not thought of as being one
story among many others. It simply is the one story that overrules
all stories.

What we see in Theissen and Luz is a Christian faith modelled to
fit into the western society of the twenty-first century. This society
is not willing to accept a claim of truth that is superior to all other
claims; Western societies fear religions that make such claims.
They have good reason to do so — if, for example, we consider the
Thirty Years" War of 1618-48.7°

But for we Christians, and for the Church itself, the question
is a simple one: if we try to transform Christianity and adapt it for
the twenty-first century, are we changing it in a way that not only
loosens its connections to the faith and tradition of two thousand
years, but rather cuts them off?

Let me give you a short list of problems that are (admittedly)
connected with the axioms of the historical-critical method:

— The pioneers of the historical-critical method were searching
for the original, the authentic, that they thought had been
buried by the heap of tradition. From the outset there existed
an antagonism between criticism and tradition.”” One example
for this was the denouncing term of ‘Frihkatholizismus’ —
early Catholicism within the New Testament.

— The search for the historical Jesus has proved to be impossible.
It produced many different pictures of a supposed historical
Jesus, reflecting the interests and goals of the researchers.

70)  Frankly, we have to admit that a church which is not able to balance the claim for truth
with the command to love is in danger of becoming destructive.

71) cf. Reiser, Marius, Bibelkritik und Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift. Beitrdge zur
Geschichte der biblischen Exegese und Hermeneutik, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen
zum Neuen Testament 217 Tubingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2007, 1-38.
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To distinguish between a ‘historical Jesus' and a ‘Christ of
faith’ means to separate what belongs together.

— Consider the topic of pseudepigraphy in the New Testament
epistles.”? In the German speaking scholarly community,
there seems to be agreement that out of 13 epistles only
seven of the Pauline epistles are letters by the real Paul.
All other 'Pauline’ letters (the pastoral epistles, Colossians,
Ephesians, 2 Thessalonians), like those bearing the names
of Peter, John, James and Jude, are pseudepigrapha,
oscillating between fiction and forgery. The justifications
offered for this view, concerning the fact that these letters
are nevertheless part of the New Testament canon, are
not convincing, and so the issue becomes ever more
complicated. On the whole, the assumption that somebody
other than Paul is speaking, although this person constantly
creates the illusion that Paul himself is speaking, is difficult
to integrate into a sound understanding of truthfulness.
And so the whole topic of pseudepigraphy in the New
Testament is no more dominated by the simple assumption
that pseudepigraphy has been a commonly acknowledged
practice, but there is now discussion about the pastoral
epistles (at least 2 Timothy and Titus) being not just fiction
but actually deception.”

It is not difficult to list several other current problems (these
being just a few examples):

— The historicity of many central events of the Old Testament
(such as the events of the Exodus and the Sinai) is questioned.
Not discussed, however, is what such a thesis means for a
principally historically grounded faith, which confesses that
God acted in history on behalf of Israel’s and our salvation.

72) Concerning this topic see: Frey, Jorg, Herzer, Jens, Janssen, Martina, Rothschild,
Clarke K. (Hrsg.), Pseudepigraphie und Verfasserfiktion in frihchristlichen Briefen,
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament Bd. 246, Tibingen, Mohr
Siebeck, 2009

73) cf. Herzer, Jens, Fiktion oder Tauschung? Zur Diskussion Uber die Pseudepigraphie
der Pastoralbriefe, in: Frey, Jorg, Herzer, Jens, Janssen, Martina, Rothschild, Clarke K.
(Hrsg.), Pseudepigraphie und Verfasserfiktion in frihchristlichen Briefen, Wissenschaftliche
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament Bd. 246, Tibingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2009, 489-536.
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— The Old Testament, as part of the Christian canon, ison the one
hand seen as a corpus of books that should be downgraded
in their importance and authority,74 and on the other hand
seen as a Jewish book to which the Church has no right —
especially not to interpret it in a ‘Christian way'.

— There is an ongoing debate about the possibility and therefore
the historicity of the resurrection (and miracles in general).

— A heated debate is currently occurring about the complex
issues relating to homosexuality and marriage, which is
changing the traditional (and biblical) teaching of the Church.
It is becoming clear that there exist fundamentally different
hermeneutics — very different ways of understanding the
Bible. The relationship between revelation, history and reason
is defined in a way that no longer gives revelation the primary
importance that it deserves.

The problem is, that these debates are not occurring in the
departments of religion, but in the faculties of theology. The
faculties of theology are the places of study for the pastors of
the future. When they begin working in the parishes, they either
abandon their university background, or they cling to it but keep
it in the background, or (very seldom indeed) they provoke open
conflict as they frankly discuss the aforementioned themes in their
sermons. As a result, the chasm between university and parishes
deepens. Increasingly they seem to be two systems being forced
to cooperate, but having difficulties in understanding each other.
This situation is highly dissatisfying.

The Bible Societies, and especially those of the Western world,
should face these questions and should not ignore them, because
they relate to the core purpose of their work. If the Scriptures
and their message are not decisive for the salvation of the world,
why should we undertake the immense effort to spread them and
make them accessible to all people?

John Riches sums up the developments of the last 250 years,
in describing two major movements:

74)  This hot debate has been initiated by Notker Slenczka. Cf. https: //www.theologie.
hu-berlin.de/de/professuren/professuren/st/AT.
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‘The last 250 years have seen dramatic changes in the history
of the reception of the Bible. Its availability and distribution have
increased immeasurably. Thanks to the development of new
printing technologies and the work of the Bible Societies and
churches and other faith communities both in distribution and
translation, it is now available almost universally. {(...)

The same period has also seen the development of new
directions and methods in the study of the Bible. The rise of
historical consciousness in Western Europe and North America
initiated a period of great critical scrutiny and theological debate,
as scholars and theologians sought to understand the origins of
the religious beliefs which were documented in the Bible, and also
to understand the process by which these beliefs had come to be
in written form, and by which individual writings had subsequently
been collected together as authoritative texts. (...)

These developments in, on the one hand, the distribution of the
Bible and, on the other, the critical historical understanding of it,
have progressed side by side. Their interaction has been complex
and requires much further study.’”®

However, in our situation today simply stating the existence of
these parallel movements is not enough.

About 50 years ago, S.L. Greenslade summed up his epilogue
of the first edition of the Cambridge History of the Bible in different
words: ‘But a Christian must say his last words as a Christian.
No piecemeal treatment of the Bible can suffice. It must be
allowed its unifying principle: Jesus Christ. Its personal and living
God is one who reveals himself in action, and the culminating
act is his self-giving in Christ. But with its own kind of clarity it
combines mystery, the holiness of the transcendent God whose
ways are not our ways, nor his thoughts our thoughts, but who,
being beyond our finding, has revealed himself in the mystery of
the Incarnation. It is his self-giving in revelation and redemption
which finds us in and through Christ, and shows us, and lays upon
us, the way of eternal truth and life. This is the Gospel which the

75) Riches, John, conclusion in The New Cambridge History of the Bible 1V, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 2015, p. 750.
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Bible perpetually proclaims. It is to be found nowhere else. We
rejoice in all truth, but to Christian faith — and the Christian does
not pretend to dispense with faith — the Gospel is the measure
of, the key to, all truth. In the coronation of the British Sovereign
the Holy Bible is presented with these words: “...this Book, the
most valuable thing that this world affords. Here is Wisdom; this
is the royal Law; these are the lively Oracles of God."'’®

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

The Scriptures are a witness that we can never substitute nor
overcome. They are unique because they connect us to the very
moments where God acted in history’”” on behalf of our salvation.
God chose Abraham and in him the people of Israel. He liberated
them from Egypt, made a covenant with them and led them to
the Promised Land. He spoke through the prophets and in the last
days through His Son. He sent the Holy Spirit, who has led the
Church ever since.

The Church is the living witness of these acts of God. And the
Church living today has become what it is through the living witness
of yesterday’s Church. There is an ongoing chain of witnesses
passing through time and reaching to the present. But the Church
of all times is connected to the Scriptures, and without them as
nurturing ground, as point of reference and everlasting ‘other’,
there would be no Church. The Church needs the Scriptures to
learn over again about God and His ways of dealing with mankind.
The Church will never outgrow the Scriptures, but will be tied
to them, connected with them, inspired by them, judged and
comforted by them for as long as it exists.

To loosen this connection means weakening the Church in its
very essence, depriving it of its vital source of orientation.

76) Greenslade, S.L., epilogue in The Cambridge History of the Bible Ill, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1963, pp. 517f., 518f.

77) cf. Deines, Roland, Acts of God in History: Studies Towards Recovering a Theological
Historiography, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum neuen Testament 317, Tlbingen,
Mohr Siebeck, 2013.
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To reiterate — to loosen the connection and the relationship
between the Church and the Scriptures would mean to loosen
the connection to the beginning, the starting point, the history
of the relationship between God and man. A Church loosening
this connectedness will become independent, self-assured, self-
confident, but also self-contained. It would become a religion in
the sense of Karl Barth — a human institution, but no more God's
creature. It would become ‘incurvatus in se ipsum’.

So once again | return to Paul:

kai. mh. suschmati,zesge tw/| aivw/ni tou,tw|(
avlla. metamorfou/sge th/| avnakainw,sei tou/ noo.|
eivj to. dokima,zein u'ma/j

ti, to. ge,lhma tou/ geou/(

to. avgago.n kai. euva,reston kai. te,leionA

Do not conform to this world

but be transformed by the renewal of your mind

that you may discern

what is the will of God,

the good and acceptable and perfect (Romans 12: 2).

WHAT ABOUT THE SCRIPTURES? A FRAGMENTARY
CONCLUSION

First of all, the Scriptures are facing us and we are facing them.
The Scriptures are deeply rooted in the Church and are in their
beginnings a fruit of the Church and of the Spirit. But still we have
to acknowledge the fact that they are confronting us, they are an
entity of their own, and they have been regarded as such ever
since their beginnings, by the people of Israel as well as by the
Church.

That is a kind of mystery: they were conceived within the
Church, they are in a sense a fruit and product of the Church,
but they came to be viewed in a different, a ‘transcending’ way.
They were still the letters written by Paul. But through Paul the
Church perceived and heard the Spirit speaking. It was still Paul
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writing, but in his letters it was more than Paul speaking. What we
are focusing on is the twofold nature of the Scriptures; without
ceasing to be human in origin and outcome, they are believed to
be the work of God's Spirit as well. We see the analogy of the
nature of Scripture with the nature of Christ. But we have to be
careful. We are talking about the Scriptures as representing an
analogy, not being the same as Christ in this respect. An analogy
always contains both a similarity and a difference. The Church
has never gone so far as to define the Scriptures in a role equal
to that of Christ. Although the creeds are actually based on the
Scriptures, the Scriptures were never made part of the creeds.
That seems remarkable even in the light of the Reformation,
which depended so heavily on the principle of ‘sola scriptura’.

The Scriptures are a gift, a grace given to us, and should be
regarded as such by us. If science, and scientifically viewing them,
leads us to an increasing disregard concerning this characteristic
of the Scriptures, then we should be on our guard. Otherwise
what we lose might be far more significant than what we gain.

This is not in the least meant as an argument against
researching the Scriptures with all our abilities. And | do not
mean that we should leave critical questions aside; indeed, the
Church has never done this. But we should always keep in mind
what, and in consequence who, we are dealing with. We should
not hand over or deliver the Scriptures to science as though to
become their master, telling us in consequence what we have
to believe and what might be regarded as obsolete. Science can
never be the master of Scripture, because science is a human
undertaking. Making the Scriptures subservient to the limitations
of human reason ultimately means to deny salvation — because
the purpose of salvation is to free man from the limitations that
he cannot overcome himself.”®

78) It is not only science and human reason that may claim to define the relevance and
limitations of the Bible. This is also the case when the Bible is said to gain its authority from
human experience. So Wilfried Engemann states: ‘Biblical texts are gaining authority in so
far as they show themselves to be faithful witnesses of human ability to cope with life’
(Wilfried Engemann, Autoritat der Bibel - Erfahrungssache, in: SAAT 9/2019, 14). It is true
that the Scriptures are deeply connected to human experience. In fact, they are witnesses
of human experience and they are able to create and transform experience. But to reduce
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Although the Scriptures aim at faith and their claim to witness
and reveal the truth cannot simply be demonstrated, how the
Scriptures are being handled in the Church and in theology is
of great importance. Church and theology should approach the
Scriptures with reverence and respect, and with clear knowledge
that too critical an attitude towards their reliability will do serious
damage to faith, theology and the Church. You cannot treat the
Scriptures simultaneously as being merely human witnesses
of human faith whilst also witnessing God's revelatory acts in
history. The latter dominates the former and it is here that the
core understanding of the Scriptures is expressed. Being part
of God's revelation makes them ‘Holy Scripture’. Being simply
the expression of human religiosity makes them the object of
the science of religions, but nothing more. Their divine character
is able to integrate their human dimension, but not the other
way around. One could illustrate this fact by pointing to the
philosophical premise: ‘finitum non capax infinitum sed infinitum
capax finitum’ — the finite is not able to grasp the infinite, but the
infinite is able to grasp the finite.

Western theology, generally speaking, aims to hold on to both
dimensions of the Scriptures simultaneously. But as this almost
always begins with considering the human side of the enterprise,
it often remains there and there is no breaking through to the divine
and revelatory dimension. But this is where the real importance of
the Scriptures lies.

No wonder, then, that there has been a strong and lasting
reaction to this development, which is nowadays often and all
too easily reduced to the cliché of ‘fundamentalism’. In fact, we
can observe a dual movement since the beginning of the era of
Enlightenment. On the one hand theology tries to conform to
human reason and make religion a case of 'natural religion’, and
on the other hand theology tries to conform to the authority of
the Scriptures and remain orthodox. Both movements try to stay

them to this ability, and to regard this ability as crucial to their authority, means to hand
them over to the rule of experience. Some dimensions of faith are simply not grounded in
experience, but may be quite contrary to it. The Bible is a ‘singular Vedemecum for living
out of faith” as Engemann states - but it is more, because it relates all our experience to him
who is Lord and who is alive.
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connected to their counterparts to varying degrees. Orthodoxy
does not wish to abandon reasoning — as in fact it has never done
— and liberalism does not want to abandon revelation. Many tried
quite successfully to handle this tension. But the radical elements
on both sides gained the attention, and in the long run what has
always been a critical dialogue seems to have become a bitter
and divisive conflict. That is where we now stand. But that is not
where we should remain.



WESTERN EUROPEAN
CASE-STUDIES

Prof. Alexander Schweitzer

United Bible Societies
Director of Global Bible
Translation

THE PRESSURE OF SECULARISATION, AND THE
MOTU PROPRIO ON THE WORD OF GOD APERUIT
ILLIS

It seems risky to talk about the pressure of secularisation in
the context of the theme of Christians under pressure or even
persecution. By no means do | wish to compare the sufferings and
existential threats that Christians are exposed to in many parts of
the world with the pressures Christians experience in secularised
societies. Nonetheless, in an attitude of solidarity and exchange,
within the framework of this conference, it is worthwhile looking
at the diverse situations our Christian brothers and sisters find
themselves in worldwide. Therefore, | have accepted the invitation
to present the recent Motu Proprio of Pope Francis in this context
of Christians under pressure.

My 16 year-old son Paul recently asked me: “Why don't you
have a decent job, Dad? | hate it if friends ask me what you are
doing. Saying that you work with the Bible often provokes strange

165
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questions or reactions.” We live in Germany, and Paul attends a
Christian school.

Tolerance, ignorance, indifference and sometimes even hostil-
ity towards religion describe the atmosphere which we often
find in secularised societies. Religion comes under suspicion,
is seen as something ideological, as indoctrination, as prone
to fundamentalism, as a safe but narrow place for people who
struggle with the liberalism and freedom of an enlightened society.
In addition, there are the negative examples given by Christians
and Christian leaders, and the attitudes which seem so far away
from modern societies’ standards — whether from child abuse to
clericalism to the discussions about women's roles etc. Finally,
the Bible is frequently viewed as standing for a fundamentalist
attitude: “The Bible says... therefore you must or mustn’t behave
like this. Full stop.”

This situation creates pressure; not persecution, usually not
physical suffering or existential threat, but, yes, a situation in which
people increasingly hide their faith or at least don't publicly confess
it, but rather limit it to Sunday Mass and the parish community.

Needless to say, the reality is more diverse than what | describe
here. There are differences between various countries—from
an explicitly lay state like France to Germany, where the major
churches are public corporations, receive tax income and are
among the biggest employers in the fields of kindergartens and
hospitals; to Scandinavia, where there are state churches with
high numbers of nominal members but low numbers of church
goers... And of course, there are flourishing Christian communities
and Christians engaged in society, and there are Christian values
— not always identified as such — that underpin the social, moral
and political systems in many of the Northern and Western
European countries. Bible Societies are responding to the realities
of secularisation with Bible advocacy programmes, wanting to
become not an alternative to church but a space for hospitality,
discussion, encounter and convergence.

Let us now look at Pope Francis’ latest Motu Proprio Aperuit
illis, issued on 30 September — the Feast of St. Jerome, patron
of (Bible) translation — in the light of the ‘pressure situations’ for
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Christians. Given the time limitations, this can be done only in a
random, superficial way.

With this letter, Pope Francis institutes a ‘Sunday of the Word
of God' for Roman Catholics worldwide. This is not a small thing,
and constitutes a real change compared with the usual Vatican
position towards universally proclaimed occasions of this type. As
the document itself states, for years there have been suggestions
for a Bible year, month, or Sunday, and in the past the Vatican
was reluctant to establish anything on a global level, pointing out
the role of Bishops’ Conferences and adopting a decentralised
attitude. In addition to this ‘ecclesiological’ reason, there was a
theological argument: The Bible is everywhere, the Word of God
is the centre and basis of all expressions of Church, and therefore
any separate ‘place’ for it might not be appropriate or helpful. So,
this decision is really noteworthy.

The date chosen for this Sunday of the Word of God is
meaningful, too. The third Sunday in Ordinary Time lies within the
prayer week for Christian unity, as well as being the day dedicated
to Christian-Jewish dialogue. And it comes ten years after the
publication of the post-synodal apostolic exhortation Verbum
Domini, emphasising the Bible being at the centre and as the
‘soul’ of all church activities.

Reading through Aperuit illis, you encounter several recurring
themes or concepts. One of these is unity. Pope Francis sees, in
the universal celebration of a Sunday of the Word of God, a strong
symbol and a catalyst for unity. On a theological level, Aperuit illis
highlights unity as a consequence of the biblical message: ‘...the
Scriptures point out, to those who listen, the path to authentic
and firm unity’ (Al 3). Ecclesiologically, Aperuit illis stresses the
fact that the Bible must not be monopolised by any group but,
on the contrary, only by valuing its contribution towards a deeper
understanding by all Christian faithful is it being used appropriately.
Aperuit illis reads: ‘'The Bible cannot be just the heritage of some,
much less a collection of books for the benefit of a privileged
few. It belongs above all to those called to hear its message and
to recognise themselves in its words. At times, there can be a
tendency to monopolise the sacred text by restricting it to certain
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circles or to select groups. It cannot be that way! The Bible is
the book of the Lord’s people, who, in listening to it, move from
dispersion and division towards unity’ (Al 4).

A golden thread in Aperuit illis refers to the centrality of the
Word of God, which is very much in line with central themes in
Dei Verbum, and responding to the encouragements in Verbum
Domini. Aperuit illis reflects on the various areas which need to
be firmly based on the Word of God and to reliably use the Bible,
such as in homily, catechism and liturgy. The five decades since
Dei Verbum have seen a development, a dynamic, in the Roman
Catholic Church, in which the role of the Bible has evolved from
a special apostolate — one among other apostolates — to a biblical
pastoral ministry, to — as underlined in Verbum Domini — an
inspiration or animation of all pastoral activities of the Church.

Another important dimension developed in the Pope's letter
is that of the context in which reading of the Bible needs to be
embedded; it emphasises the need for interpretation — in the
Spirit in which the Bible was written — and in that context the
role of tradition, not least to avoid a fundamentalist use of the
Bible: ‘Without the work of the Spirit, there would always be a risk
of remaining limited to the written text alone. This would open
the way to a fundamentalist reading, which needs to be avoided,
lest we betray the inspired, dynamic and spiritual character of the
sacred text. As the Apostle reminds us: “The letter kills, but the
Spirit gives life” (2 Corinthians 3: 6)' (Al 9).

Soon commentaries on and analyses of Aperuit illis will appear,
and will go much deeper. But one last thing that | would like to
share is my impression — reading the document as a whole — that
with Aperuit illis and with the establishing of the Sunday of the
Word of God Pope Francis really wants to draw our attention to
the essence of our Christian identity. Not to a book, but to the
living Word which we find in the book. He wants to draw our
attention to its performative character, to the transformation
which happens if we relate our lives to the message of the Bible.
To underline this, Pope Francis recalls the quasi-sacramental cha-
racter of the Word of God (the table of the Word - the table of the
body of Christ).
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How does all this relate to our lives as Christians; as Christians
in the world, as Christians under pressure?

Aperuit illis reminds us that our being Christians in the world
is not about perfection, professionalism, performance, but about
transformation. We don’t need to be perfect; we don't need to
be specialists in theology, heroes, saints, high performers in
moral standards. ‘Those who draw daily nourishment from God's
Word become, like Jesus, a contemporary of all those whom they
encounter: they are not tempted to fall into sterile nostalgia for the
past, or to dream of ethereal utopias yet to come’ (A/ 12).

The unity that the Word of God can produce in our lives and
communities is a unity that doesn’t exclude others, that isn't
defensive and limiting, but which gives identity, strength and the
ability to dialogue with people of other religions, different values;
it is a unity which strengthens us and helps us to be a living
testimony in a very pluralistic world.

And there is an encouragement in Aperuit illis not to give up — to
persevere. In a reflection on the sweetness and the bitterness of
the Word of God, Pope Francis reminds us that the bitterness ...
often comes from our realisation of how difficult it is to live that
Word consistently, or our personal experience of seeing it rejected
as meaningless for life. We should never take God’'s Word for
granted, but instead let ourselves be nourished by it, in order to
acknowledge and live fully our relationship with Him and with our
brothers and sisters’ (Al 12).

In Aperuit illis, Pope Francis calls out to us. He says: Nourish
your own faith, your Christian identity, your spiritual DNA, by
an ever growing familiarity with the Word of God! Develop an
ever closer relationship with Sacred Scripture! Let your heart be
strengthened! As vitamins and a healthy lifestyle energise the body
and lead to balance, strength and resilience, this nourishment you
receive from the Bible will make you healthy, will strengthen your
heart, will lead to openness, courage, patience, kindness, trust
and perseverance.

He tells us, as Christians in the world, often under pressure and
sometimes persecution: You can be a witness of God’s love in so
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many ways, in such diverse circumstances — according to where
you are, according to who you are. There is no one heroic way;
there is seldom a life without contradictions. Strive for God's Word
to fill your heart, strive for His love to transform yourself, and you
will become a vessel of His love and a witness for others, whoever
they are.
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A Dialogue Conference Among
Church Leaders

BRINGING CHRISTIANS TOGETHER,
THROUGH GOD’S WORD, TO SUPPORT THEIR COMMUNITIES
DURING CRITICAL TIMES

October 10-12, 2019
Bethania, Harissa, Lebanon

The Bible Society in Lebanon, Syria, and Irag, and the British
Bible Society, in cooperation with the Middle East Council of
Churches, held a dialogue conference within the framework of the
Magi Initiative: East $ West, under the title ‘Bringing Christians
together, through God's Word, to support their communities
during critical times’, from October 10 to 12, 2019, in Bethania -
Harissa, Lebanon.

The conference began with a plenary session attended by His
Holiness Aram | Kechichian, head of the Catholicosate of the Great
House of Cilicia of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church;
Archbishop Joseph Spiteri, Apostolic Nuncio to Lebanon, repre-
senting Cardinal Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the Congregation for
the Oriental Churches; Bishop Boulos Sayyah, representing His
Beatitude Maronite Patriarch Mar Bechara Boutros Al-Rahi; Bishop
George Asadourian, representing His Beatitude Krikor Bedros XX
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Gabroyan, Catholicos-Patriarch of the Armenian Catholic Church;
Metropolitan George Bacouni, board member of the Bible Society,
representing His Beatitude Patriarch Youssef El-Absi; Bishop
Michel Kassarji, Head of the Chaldean Church in Lebanon; Father
Karim Kalach and Father Roni Momika, representing Patriarch Mor
Ignatius Youssef Il Younan, Patriarch of Antioch and All the East
for the Syriac Catholic Church; Mr. Joseph Rida, representing His
Holiness Pope Tawadros Il, Pope of Alexandria and Patriarch of
the See of St. Marc; Bishop George Saliba, Bishop of the Syriac
Orthodox Church in Mount-Lebanon; Dr. Souraya Bechealany,
Secretary General of the Middle East Council of Churches; Dr.
Mike Bassous, General Secretary and CEO of the Bible Society,
in addition to other religious and educational figures and regional
and international associations.

After the opening session, and on the second and third days
of the conference, participants representing various Eastern and
Western Churches held specialised workshops, which addressed
within a biblical framework the pressures faced by Christian com-
munities, and the available opportunities, under the title ‘Christian
communities during critical times’, and discussed practical ways
of promoting sustainable biblical engagement, presenting case
studies from the Middle East and Western Europe.

The conferees concluded their meetings with a series of recom-
mendations, in which they affirmed the following:

First: Return to the Bible at all times, especially in
times of crisis.

Second: Invite all churches and believers to true repen-
tance and appreciating the richness of diversity within
the framework of unity within the image of God.

Third: Call upon Christians in the Middle East, who are
going through difficult times along with their partners
in citizenship from all religions, to draw inspiration
from the Word of God to build peace, regain hope,
and rid themselves of the phobia of minorities and the
delusion of invoking protections, because their main
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compass is the dignity of man and their ecumenical
work testifies to their unity in faith.

Fourth: Return to the Word of God, that consoles
God's people, because adopting an approach which
tackles only the repercussions of crises, without going
in-depth to dismantle their roots, leads Christians and
their partners in citizenship to become stuck in the
realm of short-term reactions — when what is truly
needed is formulating preventive and sustainable
public policies that help Middle Eastern societies to
regain stability and prosperity.

A follow-up committee was formed of Rev. Dr. Graham Tomlin,
Bishop of Kensington in the Diocese of London’ Archbishop Mgr.
Yousif Thomas Mirkis, Archbishop of the Chaldean Catholic
Archeparchy of Kirkuk-Sulaimaniya; Dr. Cristian Romocea,
Director of the International Bible Advocacy Centre; Dr. Souraya
Bechealany, the Middle East Council of Churches Secretary
General; and Dr. Mike Bassous, General Secretary and CEQO of
the Bible Society in Lebanon, Syria, and Irag. The committee,
in coordination with the conference participants, will publish all
the conference’s lectures and decisions, and prepare for future
conferences and meetings.
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The Magi Initiative: East s West

A dialogue conference among church leaders
Bringing Christians together, through God’s Word, to support their
communities during critical times

bz c;av Gy pom Y0+ ©
Ol ¢ el LS dmed

Uu e \’(‘U; (Lé)b RGP | G
OL-J Iy J(\U,Z ;:\.OUa.U JL«.& £l JL«.& :wuo“\

ISBN 978-614-8001-71-0

F!@!
_ Bible Society
Lol bhlliome

Proclaiming the Word ~ del <1 M_cf

Old B il LSl dner
cL,a_“ u.’il.i) G\ — 'Vi\/l.g P
Ol — g NNV Y

www.biblesociety.org.lb

Sleglall 83lazl Gl (3 a2 ol cae e sl 51 e OUSTN Min Sl Balels peay Y by G gk o
A e Gos 03] 0 ISV e IS8 6l bl Ll



9ol 6)abio
w2l S (§paudl

=l dojll g4
all &0J8 Il £l U 2o (Hganswmo



