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This week we continue our harvest season series focused on serving those who hunger.  Two weeks ago we heard what God is doing through Mennonite Disaster Service workers in hurricane ravaged Puerto Rico.  Last week we heard what God is doing in / through Kathleen Regier in her life as well as her mission trip.  On both Sundays I was again struck by the importance of hearing from our people what God is doing in here (inside us) and out there.  Ministering to hurting and hungry people—us and the people alongside us and the creation around us—is what God does.  This week I will explore some of the theology and practices of the early church which enabled Christianity to move from an “obscure, marginal Jesus movement” into the “dominant religious force in the western world”
.   In many ways it bridges the two Sundays leading up to today.   The early church grew through an evangelism rooted in piety which bore fruit in works of mercy and words of conviction.  Along these lines I offer a quote from Harvey and Lois Seifert:
“An ancient saying suggested that there are two wings by which we rise, one being personal piety and the other community charity.  No one can fly by flapping only one wing.  It is impossible to be sincere in our worship of God without expecting to do the will of God.  It is equally impossible to fulfill the will of God without the guidance and empowerment of a vital personal relationship with God.”

In our scripture text for today the crowds went looking for Jesus (v.24).  They craved presence with the holy.  They wanted to perform the works of God (v.28), and were not sure how.  Jesus told them that their first task was to believe in the One whom God had sent (v.29).   What does it mean to “believe” in Jesus Christ?   Faith / belief are the same word in Greek.  The biblical terms in both Hebrew and Greek which get translated as “faith” or “believe” is more about “trust” than some profession of theological statements.  Faith / Belief is about relationship more so than knowledge.
   To believe in Jesus is to trust a relationship with Jesus.
  Later in John’s gospel we hear that abiding in Jesus leads to the bearing of fruit (15:6-11).   If this is the case, the time invested abiding in Jesus, feasting on the bread come down from heaven, will produce people of integrity and authenticity who will draw others into deeper life.  It is my sense from the readings of the early church that they were able to hold the two wings of piety and charity together.  The plagues of 260-261 is a good case study. 
In commenting on the epidemic, Christian historian and ethicist Robert Ellsberg wrote:
“So virulent was the disease that every house in the city [of Alexandria] was affected.  The bodies of the dead, and even the dying of whom there was general dread, were cast into the streets, contributing to the stench of pestilence.
At this point a wonderful thing happened.  Christians of the city, who had been forced by persecution to hide themselves and conduct their meetings in secret, now emerged from their homes to attend to the dead and dying.  At great risk to themselves—both from infection and from the possibility of arrest—they nursed the sick, washed the bodies of the dead, and saw to their burial.  For many of these Christians, as their bishop observed, this service entailed the laying down of their own lives for their neighbors.

The Easter letter of that year from a bishop of Alexandria survives in a museum somewhere.  In it he gave tribute to the heroic efforts of his people, many of whom lost their lives while caring for others.

Most of our brother [and sister] Christians showed unbounded love and loyalty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another.  Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to their every need and ministering to them in Christ...Many, in nursing and curing others, transferred their death to themselves and died in their stead...The best of our brothers [and sisters] lost their lives in this manner...winning high commendation so that death in this form, the result of great piety and strong faith, seems in every way the equal of martyrdom
Having noted at length how the Christian community nursed the sick and dying, the bishop commented on the responses of most non-Christians.  They “behaved in the very opposite way.  At the first onset of the disease, they pushed the sufferers away and fled from their dearest, throwing them into the roads before they were dead and treated unburied corpses as dirt, hoping thereby to avert the spread and contagion of the fatal disease.
  According to Tertullian, a bishop from an early century, the outsiders witnessed the ministries and virtue of the Christians in the midst of epidemics like this, and said “Vide, look!  How they love one another.”

The consequence of Christian charity in the midst of city and empire wide crises had profound effects.  First, on account of mutual care within the church community more Jesus people survived the plagues than those left to fend the infections on their own--  amazing what basic care for people can do physically let alone emotionally.  Secondly, the pagans who received care at the hands of Christians immediately became receptive to the Christian world view capable of such commendable action.  Even when this charity didn’t lead to conversion, it no doubt contributed to sympathy.  If one considers that epidemics occurred every generation or two, one can see how over the long haul basic love for congregation and community impacted survival rates, growth of congregations, and tolerance within broader society.
   I think it is very worthwhile to consider the spirituality and theology of these Christians which so rooted them in the living Christ that they produced copious amounts of fruit drawing even more people to feast in and with the Bread of Life.

Theology

Incarnation:  Kathleen referenced this last week; Christians trust in a God who comes near to us.  We believe and trust a God who dwells with us and abides with us.  A God who we can hold.  A God who holds us as a loving parent holds a child.  A God who feeds us bread of life.  A God who dies for us.  This is an attractive option when comparison shopping in the pantheon of gods.  Regular communion was the ritual reinforcing this theology.
Discipleship:   Even as Christians held to a God who chose to be human, they understood the practice of their trust in this God to be incarnational.  To trust in the way, the truth and the life meant to live it among the congregation and their neighbours.  Trust / belief was discipleship.  In a self-centered world, this was unique and attractive.  Walking the way of the Bread of Life gives purpose and meaning, nourishment.  The woman on our bulletin cover is raising her hands in blessing--  blessing God and also the community around her.  The peace dove is present on either side of the picture.  Blessing those who curse, praying for those who persecute—this was the Christian practice to reinforce their trust in the incarnation of peace.   The mystery of life in Christ, however, was not limited to this world.  
Eternal Life:  Christians believed there was life beyond this life.   “Schooling and testing” was how Christians approached epidemics and other calamities.  Do not take the plague personally; it is not about you!  The concerns of this life are a stepping platform to a life beyond this life.  The Christians could more easily give themselves to death in this world knowing that greater life awaited them following this life.
  The Christian practice to reinforce this trust in a life after death was the respectful treatment of the deceased.  As our Alexandrian case study documents, this made a great impression on people.  Also, notice on the bulletin cover the peacock at the top of the fresco; the peacock was a symbol of eternal life.  For many this was the bread of heaven.
Patience:  God is working his purposes out—over time.  God is not hasty; why, then, should we be hasty?  A world view creating space for patience is bread from heaven.  Patience was also a key element to the survival and thriving of the early church.  Quoting church historian Alan Kreider :   “Patience was not a virtue dear to most Greco-Roman people...[b]ut it was centrally important to the early Christians.  They talked about patience and wrote about it; it was the first virtue about which they wrote a treatise, and they wrote no fewer than three treatises on it.  Christian writers called patience the “highest virtue”,” “the greatest of all virtues,” the virtue that was “peculiarly Christian.”  The Christians believed that God is patient and that Jesus visibly embodied patience.  And they concluded that they, trusting in God, should be patient—not controlling events, not anxious or in a hurry, and never using force to achieve their ends.

At its roots Christianity is an egalitarian religion.  I know that many people would say this has not been their experience, and one can not argue with those experiences.  Still, the first sources of our tradition reflect a teaching and practice in which every person, not just some people, were created in the image of God.  There is a sense in our tradition that every gender, not just a particular gender or gender identification, has been gifted by the Spirit for ministry.  This theological understanding inspired Christians to care for all the sick, not just some of the sick.  It permitted Christians to accept all those called to serve in crises, not just those of a particular race, gender or economic status.

Piety.    Now we move to a section on the habits of the early church which nurtured and encouraged expression of their theological positions. “there is no better way to prepare ourselves to be influencers for good than to get to know the greatest role model and person of influence who ever lived.  To get to know anyone, and become more like that person, we need to spend time with that individual.  As Christians, we are called to be imitators of God, by living in love as Jesus did (Ephesians 5:1-2).   Living this way requires us to know Jesus.  That is why we regularly engage in spiritual practices—to spend intentional time with Jesus so that we can be “transformed into the same image”...We engage in spiritual practices to conform to the character of Christ.”
   I appreciate the intent of this quote, but spiritual practices are meant to be life giving—not the drudgery of duty.  Yes, there is discipline; and they are life giving disciplines.
For example to be released, to be daily healed of resentments and shame, is a gift.  How do we get there?  We hold those who cause us frustration or pain in God’s light.  This is not complicate, but it does require an intention.  One early church instructional manual, The Didache, stipulated a reciting of the Lord’s Prayer three times a day
 in which we pray that our debts might be forgiven even as we release those indebted to us.  In spite of such a commendable habit we might find ourselves fixating on this grief or that wound and unable to break negative slide.   Church tradition encourages us to call upon God to aid us.  Psalm 22:19 models a saying which all God fearing can intone:  “O Lord, do not be far away!  O my help, come quickly to my aid”.  A pillar within Eastern Christian spirituality is the Jesus Prayer:  “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me a sinner”.
   Invoking the name of Jesus and inviting the presence of God can have amazing results.  The unholy flees from the holy.  Habits of spiritual grounding like this, as well as worship, made Jesus daily and hourly nourishment.    Feeding on the Bread of Heaven in these ways sustained people as they sought to do the work of God.
Transformed lives and transformed living made an immense impression upon non-Christians.  Compassion and moderation had become reflexive, and people took notice.  Second century Greek philosopher Athenagoras, trying to make sense of the Christian philosophy, noted that the teaching of the Jesus people “was rooted less in words than in the habits of people, who in reflexive behaviour ‘do not rehearse words but show forth good deeds that people could see’.  The behaviour that performed good deeds was shaped by intentional formation...As Tertullian put it around AD 200, ‘Christians are made, not born’”.
  Worship, daily reflection, the Lord’s Prayer--  all of these moulded Christians into the kind of people who ably and joyfully served as instruments of peace.
I return to our scripture lesson from John 6 as I conclude this sermon.  Most of us are attracted by this person called Jesus.  His holiness, compassion, courage, and sacrifice attract us.  Climbing into the boat to follow this one is not an easy choice.  Even when brave voyagers find him, his teachings are difficult to understand and even more challenging to live.  As one on the way, however, I would say it is a decision which has given my life meaning and purpose and relief.  Jesus said, “Come unto me all ye who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me for I am gentle and humble in heart and you will find rest for your souls” (Matt 11:28-30).   Being yoked to Jesus has meant serious plowing work, and yet this work has been made light through daily manna.  I am grateful for this in my life.  I celebrate it when I see among others.  God grant us courage entering the boat to follow after Jesus, to feast on his presence, to join him in yoke, to joyfully share our experiences ploughing alongside Jesus--  all that we might find rest for our souls whatever our circumstance.  Amen.
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