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CHAPTER 6 

O GOD OUR HELP IN AGES PAST: 

CHRISTIANITIES THAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN 

 

There in Antioch the Lord's followers were first called Christians.1  

St. Luke 

Apostle 

 

Time, like an ever-rolling stream, bears all its sons away; 

they fly, forgotten, as a dream dies at the opening day. 

Isaac Watts 

English Hymn Writer, Theologian, and Pastor, 1674-1748 

From Hymns and Spiritual Psalms 

 

Christian – A Definition 

I suppose that the first question to be asked when looking at what it means to be a 

Christian is to define the word. What, in fact, does the word “Christian” mean? 

What were the people of Antioch accusing these followers of the “Way” of being? 

The word in Greek is “ Χριστιανούς” (pron. khris-tee-an-os') literally translated, it 

would mean “little Christs,” and it was originally not a complementary term, as it 

was given by the pagans to those who would have called themselves disciples, or 

followers of the “Way.” . . . by the middle of the second century the reference had 

come into common use both within the Christian community and without.
2
 

 

Christianities that Might Have Been? 

 

This chapter is entitled “Christianities that Might Have Been” because in it we will be exploring 

three – or four, depending on how you look at them – unique expressions of Christianity which 

once flourished in the Church but no that longer exist. These three Christian movements are: 

 The Jewish-Christian and Gentile-Christian (Pauline) movements of the first century 

through the fourth century, 

 The radical monastic movement led by Martin of Tours of the fourth century, and 

 The Celtic Christian movement of the fourth century through the eighth century. 

I call these movements rather than denominations or traditions because they tended to be a-

religious or trans-religious in nature. They did not define themselves as distinct denominations. 

                                                           
1
 Acts: 11:26. Cf. Acts 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:16. 

2
 Doubet, Shawn A. (2007). If We Are the Body. Peoria, IL: Episcopal Diocese of Quincy. 

http://dioceseofquincy.org/youth.html.  
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They had little interest in “converting” people from membership in other religious groups to their 

own. Their focus was on knowing, following, and sharing the love of the person of Jesus Christ. 

 

Why These Movements? 

 

There was an organic connection between them. The Jewish-Christian and Gentile-Christian 

movements were not only aware of each other, but interacted with and supported each other – 

like two branches of a single movement. Two centuries later Martin of Tours’ radical monastic 

movement would draw much of its inspiration from these first century communities (as well as 

from the desert monastic movement). Similarly, the Celtic Christian movement, which 

overlapped Martin of Tours’ movement, drew inspiration from it and from those earlier 

communities. Of course, these are not the only movements worthy of study. A comprehensive 

study of Christian movements could contain many move that these. But this chapter is not 

intended as a comprehensive history, but rather an offering of a few historical vignettes, in the 

hope that we, like the movements we are studying, might also draw inspiration from them.  

Another reason for choosing to explore these movements is that, despite their disinterest in 

converting people from other religious groups to their own, they sparked massive expansions of 

faith in Christ. They spread the love of Christ like it was an infectious agent. And the result in 

each case was a contagion of faith. 

 

Anything but Monolithic 

 

Most of us, when we try to imagine what the Church must have been like in earlier times, tend to 

project our thoughts backward to envision a Church much like our own, except a little (or a lot) 

more primitive, a little (or a lot) more perfect, and a little (or a lot) more monolithic. But like 

most anachronistic imaginings, this picture is not accurate (except for the more primitive part). 

 

From the Church’s earliest days it was anything but monolithic. Just as many Jewish authorities 

describe the condition of Judaism in the first century as “many Judaisms,” it would also be 

accurate to say that there were “many Christianities” as well.
3
 Apparently, in the earliest Church, 

as various national, cultural, and religious groups came face to face with the Living God in the 

person of Jesus Christ through the spread of the Gospel, each was transformed. Transformed, not 

obliterated. The forms of Christian practice that sprung from these intersections with Christ 

maintained many of the characteristics of the spiritual practices of the groups from which they 

sprung.4  Those, like Apostle Paul, who came out of the Pharisaic movement, retained many of 

                                                           
3
 Ehrman, Bart D. (2003). Lost Christianities – The Battles for Scripture and the Faiths We Never Knew. New York: 

Oxford University Press; Howard, K. W. (1993). Jewish Christianity in the Early Church. Alexandria, VA: Virginia 

Theological Seminary. 
4
 Danielou, Jean. (1964). The Development of Christian Doctrine Before the Council of Nicea. Vol. I, The Theology 

of Jewish-Christianity. Chicago: Regnery; cf. Acts 15:4-5 (refers to believers who were members of the party of the 

Pharisees. 
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their spiritual practices and ways of thought. His biblical interpretation had a distinctly midrashic 

character.
5
 He never renounced his Judaism, and in almost every town he visited, he worshiped 

in the synagogue as well as with the Christian assembly there. While we don’t have direct 

evidence that Simon the Zealot retained any of his more radical practices, there is evidence of 

Jewish Christians coming out of Zealot backgrounds who did. The religious practices of the 

Jewish Christians of eastern Syria had a strong rabbinical flavor. And there were groups of 

Jewish Christians in Rome who seemed to be influenced by Essene practices.
6
 And some 

researchers believe that John’s apocalyptic imagery in his book of the Revelation is evidence of 

an Essene background.
7
   

 

Early Christianity followed this same pattern of diversity as it spread among the Gentiles. For 

example, Paul’s letters to the churches in Galatia, Ephesus, and Rome show many differences in 

style and substance, which could well be attributed to their pre-Christian cultural and religious 

differences. It would not be until the time of Constantine that this diversity of expression began 

to be strongly suppressed in favor of uniformity. And even then Christian diversity could be 

found springing up on the fringes of the Empire, among the converted barbarians in Gaul and 

Celtic Britain. Martin of Tours drew his inspiration from the eclectic desert monastic movement 

rather than the increasingly uniform practices of the institutional Church, and gave of the 

perquisites of Roman citizenship, so he could live and work among the poor “barbarians” of 

Gaul on their own terms. Celtic Christianity was similarly diverse, while they considered 

themselves a part of the larger Church, had a fierce independent streak in them, and were happy 

to adapt to local pre-Christian cultural and spiritual differences whenever possible. 

 

"Christianity started out in Palestine as a fellowship; 

it moved to Greece and became a philosophy; 

it moved to Italy and became an institution; 

it moved to Europe and became a culture; 

it came to America and became an enterprise."8 

Sam Pascoe 

American scholar 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Pritz, Raymond A. (1981). “The Jewish Christian Sect of the Nazarenes and the Mishnah.” In Proceedings of the 

Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies. Division A – The Period of the Bible, Held in Jerusalem 16-21 

September 1981, 125-130. Jerusalem, Israel: Magnes Press. 
6
 Danielou, ibid. 

7
 Fitzmyer, Joseph A. (1971). “Jewish-Christianity in Acts in the Light of the Qumran Scrolls.” Chap in Essays on 

the Semitic Background of the New Testament.  London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1971. 
8
 Variously attributed to Sam Pascoe American scholar and to Richard Halverson, former chaplain to the U.S. 

Senate. Pascoe is cited as the author more than ten times as often as Halverson on the Internet.  
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The Response of the Institutional Church 

 

On might think that, given the fact that these movements spread faith in Christ so quickly, they 

might have been looked upon with favor by the institutional Church, and that the Church would 

seek to learn from them the secrets of their success. But this was not the case. Instead, the 

institutional Church seemed to view these movements’ out-of-control spreading of the Gospel 

and class-less diversity a threat. In each case, the institutional Church sought to reign in these 

movements, suppressing both their diversity and their independence. As the official Church 

moved in behind them, their diversity tended to be squelched.  

 

The Institutional Church (ecclesia) has killed only two kinds of people: 

Those who do not believe in the teachings of Jesus Christ, and those who do. 

Will Durant 

American philosopher, historian, and writer, 1885-1981 

 

The suppression of these groups took many forms. The various groups which made up the 

Jewish-Christian part of the first century Jesus movement were branded as heretics and 

excommunicated from the larger Church. The Pauline congregations which made up the Gentile-

Christian part of the movement were eventually absorbed into the emerging organized Church. 

And while Paul’s radical notion of salvation through God’s grace alone became officially 

acknowledged as a Church doctrine, in practice the Church tended more toward canonical 

legalism. In other cases, such as with Martin of Tours and his radical monasticism, the Imperial 

Church simply bided its time until the leader of the movement passed from the scene, then 

appointed other leaders that would enforce the Church’s uniform preferences. Still others, like 

the Celtic Christian movement in Britain, were partially suppressed as a result of compromises 

made to avoid excommunication, official adopting the Imperial Church’s practices but 

maintaining at least some of the heart of their unique spirituality hidden beneath their outward 

practices. 

 

Learning from these Movements (and the Church’s Response) 

 

I believe that these movements, these Christianities that might have been, can offer us some 

important insights that can help us identify the outlines of what the new paradigm of Church 

might be. If we can understand how the maintained unity in the midst of their diversity, and how 

they sustained the vitality of community that seemed To So attract people into their body of 

believers, then maybe we can apply those understandings to the task of being Church in our own 

day. Not to imitate them – which would be impossible because of the many differences between 

them – but to learn from them. 
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The world is equally shocked 

at hearing Christianity criticized 

and seeing it practiced. 

Elton Trueblood 

American author and theologian, 1900 - 1994 

 

And we can also learn from the Church’s response. My late father-in-law used to say, “Nothing 

is ever a total loss. If nothing else, it can always be used it as a bad example.” If we can better 

understand what motivated the Church’s reaction against these groups, we may be better 

prepared to avoid those kinds of reactions in ourselves. 

 

“Neither Jew nor Greek” 

Peter, Paul, James, and Fellowships of Grace: 

A Way of Faith that Supersedes Religion 

 

One Tree, Two Branches: 

The Jesus Movements of the Early Church 

 

The reason I want to talk about the Jewish Christian and Gentile Christian movements of the 

primitive Church together is that while they might seem very different on the outside, on the 

inside they shared much in common. They both saw themselves as parts of a movement centered 

on the person of Jesus Christ. So rather than seeing them as separate movements, it is more 

accurate to see them as two sides of the same coin – two streams flowing from the same well – 

two branches of the same tree. 

 

It is clear that at its beginning the Church was a Jewish Christian phenomenon: all of its 

members were Jews. That the controversy dealt with by the First Church Council at Jerusalem 

was whether a person could become a follower of Jesus without first effectively converting to 

Judaism (i.e., without observing the ceremonial law) indicates that the majority opinion in the 

earliest Church was that Jewish Christianity was the norm and that an exception was being made 

for Gentile Christians. That the Apostles wore generally supportive of Jewish Christianity should 

not come as a surprise, as they were themselves Jewish Christians. Jewish Christianity was the 

conservative practice in the earliest Church. Paul’s idea – that the Gentiles not be required to 

observe the ceremonial law - was a liberal, if not radical, concept. However, the Apostles 

evidently found Paul’s arguments persuasive and agreed that the requirements of the Law would 

not be laid upon Gentile Christians.
9 

The Jerusalem Decree represented a compromise which 

went deeper than merely dividing up the evangelistic work between Paul and the “pillar 

Apostles.” The agreement not only committed the Jewish Christian Church in Jerusalem to 

                                                           
9
 Acts 15:4-30; cf. Gal. 2:4, 11-12. 
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respect Paul’s law-free mission to the Gentiles; it also committed Paul and his Gentile churches 

to respect the right of the Jewish Christian church to observe the ceremonial law.
10

 

 

The Nazarene Jewish Christian Movement 

 

Because of its eventual suppression by the institutional Church and the destruction of its 

documents, our knowledge of the Nazarene Jewish Christian movement is limited. But even 

through the documents of it persecutors in the Church, we can piece together enough evidence 

for some useful conclusions. We know that it had its birth in Jerusalem on the day of the Jewish 

feast of Shavuot (which was also know as Pentecost), within months of the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, somewhere between 26 C.E. and 36 C.E. We know that among its 

founders/early leaders were Peter and James, the brother of Jesus. We know that it was very 

diverse, including Jews from a wide variety of religious origins – from Pharisees to Sadducees to 

Essenes to proselytes), socio-economic levels (from fishermen to members of the Sanhedrin), 

national origins (from Judea and Galilee to Egypt and Libya, and from Mesopotamia and Asia to 

Rome and the Mediterranean isles).  

 

We also know that Nazarene Jewish Christianity was a thriving, fast-growing faith movement – 

adding over 3,000 on its first day alone
11

– in large part because they were very adaptable the 

diversity within Judaism at the time. They were active in sharing the Gospel with their Jewish 

brethren in the synagogues (to whom they were known as the Nozrim), though they seemed more 

interested in telling the story of Christ and introducing people to Christ than in trying to convert 

them in the sense of changing religions. They seemed just as happy worshiping in synagogues 

with non-Christian Jews as they did in worshiping in Christian-only groups. And they also 

appeared very open and hospital to non-Christian Jews and even Gentiles participating in their 

community life. 

 

Rabbi Eleazar ben Dama was bitten by a snake. 

And Jacob ha-Nozri of K’far Sama came to heal him in the name of Y’shua.12 

Babylonian Talmud, t’Hul 2:22f 

 

Because of recent research, we also now know that, their later excommunication by the larger 

Church notwithstanding, the Nazarene movement was as orthodox in their beliefs as it was 

possible to be in their time. They accepted the entirety of the Scriptures, both the Old and New 

Testaments, though they did appear to be partial to the Gospel of Matthew, because of it’s strong 

allusions to the Hebrew Scriptures, and which they had in Hebrew. They acknowledged that God 

                                                           
10

 Craig C. Hill, Hellenists and Hebrews: Reassessing Division within the Earliest Church (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1992): 146-l47. 
11

 Acts 2:1-41. 
12

 Schafer, Peter.  (2007).  Jesus in the Talmud.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
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was the Creator of all things and that Jesus Christ was the Son of God. They believed in The 

Holy Spirit. They believed in the resurrection of the dead, as well as Jesus’ death and 

resurrection. Their focus was on the life of Jesus Christ and on living and worshiping like him, 

That Is, in a Jewish manner. So while they did follow the Jewish ceremonial law, they did not 

believe it was essential for salvation. Rather, their motivation for following the ceremonial law 

was to be “imitators of Christ.”
13 

And they recognized the authority of the Apostle Paul and his 

mission to the Gentiles, as well as the authority of the greater Church, of which they considered 

themselves a part. 

 

And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, 

not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, 

but encouraging one another.14 

The Letter to the Hebrews 

 

We know that the Nazarene community continued to grow rapidly until the Roman siege of 

Jerusalem, around 70 C.E., at which time they escaped en mass to area of Pella near the 

Decapolis, east of the Sea of Galilee, having been warned by a revelation of Jesus.
15

 

Unfortunately, their departure from the Jerusalem area severely limited their contact with the 

larger Church. By the time the Nazarene community attempted to return to the Jerusalem area 

around 129 C.E., they found there a mostly Gentile Christian community that was unfamiliar and 

somewhat suspicious of Jewish Christian practices. After several years of attempting to integrate 

with the Gentile Christian community there, the Nazarene community abandoned Jerusalem and 

resettled in the Pella area for good. Continued isolation from the Gentile Christian community, 

along with rising levels of anti-Semitism in the larger Church, led to increasing 

misunderstanding of Jewish Christian practices, especially their practice of observing Easter on 

the same day as the Jewish Passover. This eventually led to their excommunication at the 

Council of Nicaea at the insistence of Emperor Constantine, who stated that it was the Church’s 

duty to have nothing in common with the murderers of our Lord . . . nothing in common with the 

Jews.”
16 Officially branded as heretics and cut off from the rest of the Church, the Nazarene 

movement died out by the end of the fourth century. 

 

The Pauline Gentile Christian Movement 

 

Unlike the Nazarene Jewish Christian movement, the problem we have with the Pauline Gentile 

Christian movement not that we know too little but that we think we know more than we do. The 

name of the Apostle Paul is ubiquitous in Christianity. At the time of the birth of the Church on 

                                                           
13

 Epiphanius, pan. 29.7.2 (PE, 173); cf. 1 Cor. 11; Eph. 5:1; 1 Thess. 1:6. 
14

 Heb 10:25-26 FFE 
15

 Cf. Luke 21:20-22. 
16

 Eusebius, vita Const. 3.18-20, quoted in Hefele, Vol. 1, and 323f. 
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that first Pentecost, Paul (then known as Saul) was a young man, a Roman citizen born in 

Tarshish, a Jew educated in the religious traditions of the Pharisees. Offended by this upstart 

movement that had sprung up around this failed Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth (who himself had 

likely grown up within the same Pharisaic tradition), Paul began his adult years as an avid 

opponent of the Nazarene Jewish Christian movement. But as a result of some mysterious 

revelation by Jesus in the wilderness, he was transformed from one of its chief antagonists into 

its foremost Apostle. But in an ironic twist, this former Pharisee had been chosen by God to 

bring Christ to the Gentile citizens of the Roman Empire. Soon after he returned from his “Road 

to Damascus” experience he petitioned and won approval from the leadership of the nascent – 

and then almost entirely Jewish Christian – Church in Jerusalem to allow Gentiles to become 

followers of Christ without first converting to Judaism, and with this approval was born his 

Gentile Christian movement. Over the next decade or so Paul planted and nurtured a dozen or 

more vibrant and rapidly-growing church communities around the predominantly Gentile 

northern Mediterranean. These communities would continue to grow and expand after his death, 

until eventually, his Gentile Christian movement would far surpass in numbers the 

predominantly Jewish Christian Church which gave it birth. 

 

Without love faith can indeed exist, 

but can be of no avail.17 

Clement of Rome 

 

Over the two to three decades of Paul’s ministry, as an integral part of the process of planting 

and guiding his Gentile Christian communities, he carried out an intense correspondence with 

them, most of which was helping them to figure out what it meant to be communities centered 

Christ. A half-dozen to a dozen of these letters (depending on whose opinion you ask) would 

become canonized as Holy Scripture – what we now call the New Testament. Within these letters 

he set forth the words of institution for Holy Communion (“this is my body, which is broken for 

you . . . this is my blood, which is shed for you . . .
18

) and articulated the theological principle of 

salvation through faith in God’s grace extended to us through death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, not to mention offering much practical advice about the communal life of faith. Many 

view him as the founder of Christianity as we know it today. And in many ways his teachings are 

foundational. But I also view him as the catalyst for a Christianity that might have been, had the 

Church not misunderstood and misapplied his teachings. 

                                                           
17

 De Trin. XV 18, 32 
18

 1 Cor. 11:23-26. 
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And count the forbearance of our Lord as salvation. 

So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, 

speaking of this as he does in all his letters. 

There are some things in them hard to understand, 

which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction.19 

Simon Peter of Galilee 

Fisherman, Apostle and Martyr 

 

Much of what we think we know about Paul does not hold up under close scrutiny. As one of my 

seminary professors once put it, “Paul got a bad rap.”
20

 For example, Paul is often perceived as 

being antagonistic toward Judaism and toward followers of Christ who observed Jewish 

ceremonial law. But a closer look at his writings shows that his attitude towards Judaism and 

Jewish Christianity was more open than popularly believed. He never described himself as a 

convert from Judaism.
21

 Rather, he appears to regard the issue of conversion as irrelevant, seeing 

faith in Christ as the spiritual equivalent of the faith of Abraham, rather than a religion of 

Christianity as a successor to the religion of Judaism.
22

 He was willing to observe the ceremonial 

law in his dealings with Jews in order to win them to Christ.
23

 And he was willing to require that 

Gentile converts observe basic Jewish ethics.
24

 He did not object to Jewish Christians following 

the ceremonial law, as long as they did not make the case that it was necessary for salvation (as 

did the so-called “Judaizers”).
25

 And with reference to Judaism as a whole, it is clear from Paul’s 

letter to the Romans, that he does not believe that his Jewish brothers and sisters who have not 

accepted Jesus as the Messiah are lost to God. After much agonized wrestling with the issue, he 

realizes that he must learn to live with the paradox that while the name of Jesus is the only name 

by which people are saved, Gods promises of salvation to the Jewish people cannot be broken. 

So he resolved to continue to try to persuade them, but to leave their ultimate fate to God.
26

 

 

Paul is viewed as being rather authoritarian in his oversight of the Churches he founded, handing 

out and rigidly enforcing rules for individual and community conduct. Yet a closer and 

comparative reading of his letters reveals a much more flexible leadership style: advice and 

                                                           
19

 2 Pet 15-16. 
20

 Hall, Barbara. (2001). Introduction to the New Testament – 2. Alexandria, VA: Virginia Theological Seminary. 
21

 Gal 1:15ff; cf. Phil. 3:4ff. In Paul’s own account of his coming to faith in Christ, he never calls himself a proselyte 

nor does he use the term conversion to describe his experience. Rather, he speaks of his experience as a calling. 

Even in his letter to the Philippians, in which he accounts all of his achievements as a devout Jew as loss and 

irrelevant to his salvation, he does not renounce his Jewishness or speak of himself as an ex-Jew. 
22

 Rom 4:1ff; cf. Patrick J. Hartin, “Jewish Christianity: Focus on Antioch in the First Century,” Scriptura 36 (1991): 

50. 
23

 1 Cor. 9:19ff; cf. Acts 21:23-26.  
24

 Acts 15:6-21; cf. Carras, “Jewish Ethics,” 306-315. 
25

 Rom. 14:5f; cf. Roger T. Beckwith. “The Origin of the Festivals Easter and Whitsun,” Studia Liturgica 13(1979): 

7-8. Beckwith argues that Paul allowed Jewish Christians to observe Jewish festivals privately.  
26

 Rom. 9-11. 
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counsel about the implications of the love of Christ and the grace of God as it applies to the 

unique circumstances of each community. For example, in Ephesians he appears to be 

encouraging the community to strive for a greater and more charismatic experience of the Holy 

Spirit. But in his letters to the Corinthians, he seems to trying to turn the thermostat down on 

such experiences. In his first letter to the Corinthian church, he advises them to put a person 

outside the community for sexual immorality, but in the second letter he advises them that they 

have taken this corrective measure too far and that now that he has repented they should 

welcome him back. Space does not allow an exhaust review, but such examples abound in Paul’s 

letters, if you don’t come at them with the preconception that Paul is trying to enforce rigid rules. 

In every case, in every community, he seems to ask the question, “If Christ, than what?” In other 

words, if the love of Christ and the grace of God are true and transformative, than how ought this 

to be acted out in the life of this community and in the situation at hand. Paul is not the 

authoritarian rule giver with believe him to be. He was not about uniformity, but rather seemed 

to revel in raucous diversity within his communities as obvious evidence that it could only be the 

Holy Spirit making such community happen. In fact, the one thing absolutely consistent across 

all of Paul’s correspondence was his desire that he – and his communities – “know only Christ 

and him crucified.”
27

 

 

We know that the communities that Paul founded – and their humble, radical, grace-centered 

approach to community in Christ – certainly survived Paul’s death at the hands at the Romans. 

What we don’t know is for how long. What we do know is that the more organized the Church 

became, the less this approach was followed. As early as the second century – as evidenced by 

the so-called Pastoral epistle – we do begin to see a much greater emphasis on uniformity and 

much more authoritarian approach to life in Christian community. This emphasis and approach 

would only grow as Christianity merged with the empire in the fourth century, and as more and 

more canon law developed over time. While the Church would continue to acknowledge the 

concept of radical grace as foundational to the way of Christ and Paul as its greatest apostle, it 

would increasingly operate as though Christian community was based on obedience to Church 

law. 

 

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all." 

Martin of Tours and Servant Leadership: A Christianity without Hierarchy or Control 

 

Martin of Tours is remembered in the Church as Bishop, Confessor, and Theologian. Born 

around 316 C.E. in what is now known as the Balkans, he lived to the ripe old age of 85 and died 

at the turn of the 5
th

 century. The vast majority of what we know about Martin and his movement 

comes from one original source, The Life of St. Martin, written by his contemporary and admirer, 

Sepulpitus Severus. However, one of the few things we know independent of this biography is 

                                                           
27

 1 Cor. 2:2. 
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this: his work among the people of the region of Gaul resulted in one of the most rapid 

expansions of the Church since its birth – so prolific that some have called it “The Great 

Barbarian Conversion.”
28

 

 

It is said that Martin became interested in Christianity in his early teens, attending Christian 

meetings, asking questions, and eventually inquiring about baptism. His interests in and activities 

among the still persecuted Christians caused his parents – who practiced the worship of the 

Roman pantheon – much embarrassment. It especially rankled Martin's father, who was a high-

ranking Roman military officer. His father expected Martin to follow in his footsteps, as did the 

Roman military, which legally could press the son of an officer into the officer corps upon the 

retirement or death of the officer. And so in his late teens, with great reservations, he bowed to 

the pressure and joined the Roman officer corps.  

 

Whoever wants to be first 

must be last of all and servant of all.29 

Jesus of Nazareth 

 

But Martin was not your typical Roman officer. He was reticent to wield his sword, cared for the 

poorer and lower class foot soldiers, and was always attentive to the beggars who followed the 

army from camp to camp.  It is said that on one occasion, on the way into camp he attempted to 

give his officer’s cloak to a freezing beggar at the gates. When told by his superior that without a 

cloak he would be considered “out of uniform,” he cut his cloak in two and gave one-half to the 

beggar. Eventually, Martin came to believe he could serve no longer, in large part because he 

strongly wished to be baptized and it was illegal for Christians to serve in the Roman military. 

And the story of how Martin bargained with the Emperor to release him from military service is 

remarkable. When the Emperor refused to release him from service, fearing that would set a bad 

example, Martin proposed a deal. The Emperor’s army was currently engaged with a barbarian 

army on the outskirts of Rome. Martin would walk out to face the enemy army alone, without 

armor or sword, carrying only a cross. If he was killed, the matter was settled in the Emperor’s 

favor, but if he came back alive, the Emperor would allow him to retire. The Emperor thought it 

a safe bet. But he was wrong. Not only did the barbarians allow him to live, his faith struck such 

fear into them that later the same day, they sued for peace.  Martin retired and was baptized by 

Bishop Hilary of Poitiers, who became his mentor. 

 

 

 

                                                           
28

 Fletcher, Richard (1999). The Barbarian Conversion: From Paganism to Christianity. Los Angeles: University of 

California Press. 
29

 Mk 9:35 
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I cannot fight. 

I am a Christian.30 

Martin of Tours. 

 

Hilary saw such promise in Martin that he soon wanted to ordain him. At first Martin declined 

but eventually agreed to be ordained to the lowest possible position in the Church at the time: 

that of exorcist. And then he took up a semi-hermetic lifestyle, in a cave by a stream outside the 

nearby city of Tours. People came to him from far and wide to seek release from their demons. 

He did not actively seek to convert anyone, yet people were drawn to him by his strong faith, 

simple lifestyle, and his confidence in the power of the Holy Spirit. Before long, a growing 

community of hermits and holy men gathered around his hermitage, which eventually became a 

monastery. When the current Bishop of Tours died, the people of Tours turned to Martin, and 

asked him to consent to become their Bishop. He declined. Eventually, the people resorted to a 

subterfuge, asking him to come into town to pray for the healing of a sick person. As he entered 

the town, they grabbed him and carried him into the cathedral, and refused to let him out unless 

he consented. Finally, he agreed, on two conditions:  (1) When not required at the cathedral, he 

would live a simple life at his monastery, and (2) when he was required at the cathedral, he 

would not sit enthroned on the bishop’s seat, but on a simple wooden stool. 

 

He displayed such marvelous patience and the endurance of injuries, 

that even when he was chief priest, 

he allowed himself to be wronged by the lowest clerics with impunity.31 

Sulpitius Severus 

Friend and biographer of Martin of Tours 

 

As bishop, he established several dozens of churches across the part of Gaul that is now central 

France. He led as one without authority. He visited all of his congregations annually, always 

traveling on foot or by donkey.  Many people sought him out for training for the priesthood, and 

he was well loved among the priests that served under him, not to mention the people his priests 

led. On the other hand, he was not very popular among the powers that be, both ecclesiastical 

and secular. His humble lifestyle and egalitarian style leadership aroused the ire of those bishops 

who chose a more elevated lifestyle and practiced a more authoritarian leadership. In addition, he 

frequently intervened on behalf of those whom the ecclesiastical authorities were investigating 

for heresy, and strongly opposed the execution of those convicted of heresy. The vibrant 

movement started by Martin would survive his death, but only for a few generations. The 

hierarchy of the Church tolerated Martin and his movement while he was alive because of his 
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popularity with the people and priests who followed him. But once he died, they appointed in 

Martin’s place bishops less likely to rock the boat of ecclesiastical and secular authority. Then 

they began a waiting game. As the priests trained and ordained by Martin retired or died, they 

were replaced with priests more to their liking. Eventually, vibrant, egalitarian communities 

established by Martin were reabsorbed into the more familiar structure of authority. 

 

“Fools for the Sake of the Gospel” 

Celtic Christians and Radical Hospitality: Christianity without Boundaries 

 

It is impossible to give a precise date of origin or to name a founder for the Celtic Christian 

movement, since both are shrouded by the mists of time. But we can make some educated 

guesses. 

 

It is likely followers of Christ first visited the British Isles not long after the death of Christ and 

the missionary journeys of the Apostle Paul. Some scholars believe that the church Paul founded 

in Galatia was composed largely of members of one of the many Celtic tribal groups that moved 

across the Near East and Europe. The Roman’s called them the Gauls, from which comes the 

term “Gallic” (and also “Galatia” and “Galicia”). These scholars propose that these Christianized 

Celts from the area around Galatia migrated along the trade routes first to Gaul in southern 

France, then to the area now known as Galicia in Spain, and then on to the Celtic areas of 

Britain: Scotland, Wales, and Ireland. 

 

But we can’t really speak of a Celtic Christian “Movement” until the third Century, when Celtic 

members of Martin of Tours’ communities in Gaul brought word of his movement to their 

cousins in the Isles. They were greatly inspired by the egalitarian and communal nature of his 

movement. But even more were they inspired by the spiritual power inherent in his movement. 

Martin and his followers dispensed with much of the ancillary structure and doctrine that the 

institution of the Church had been accumulating, and focused on living as though the core 

supernatural mysteries of the spiritual body of Christ were true (there is a great difference 

between believing these thing and living as though the were true. The Celts had always been a 

hot-blooded and warlike people, but now they could don the “armor of God” and fight the 

greatest battles of all, against “the cosmic powers of . . . darkness” and “the spiritual forces of 

evil.”
32

  

 

A person without a soul friend is like a body without a head.33 

Brigid of Kildare 

 

                                                           
32

 Eph. 6:12-13. 
33
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So broad-based was this movement that it is impossible to name a single founder or leader at any 

point in time. The Celtic Christian movement generated a veritable “pantheon” of heroes, far too 

numerous to list here (a number of writers have, though, and their works are well worth 

reading).
34

 A few notables come to mind. Patrick, who brought the faith to Ireland; Columba, 

who brought it to Scotland; David, who brought it to Wales; Aidan, who brought it to the 

Scottish Borders area on the east coast of England. But there was much common among the 

communities they founded. 

 An open monasticism. Their monastic communities involved lay and clergy, nobility 

and common people. Many involved both men and women. Participants could take 

permanent vows or temporary ones. The communities were not cloistered but rather open 

to the communities near where they were located. People from the local community 

participated in monastic community, and vice versa. 

 

 An egalitarian, non-hierarchical structure. Their communities were organized based 

on calling and gifts, rather than hierarchy of position. For example, bishops were chosen 

because they were gifted in the raising up, training, and supporting of priests. And 

everyone in the community, including bishops were under the guidance of an abbot or 

abbess. Interestingly, all of the mixed-sex monastic communities were headed by 

abbesses. But even these monastic overseers were non-authoritarian – more like what we 

know as a spiritual director today. And most important in the Celtic monastic movement 

was one’s relationship with an “anam cara” or “soul friend,” a person with whom one 

partnered in order to receive (and give) unconditional truthful insight and unconditional 

love. 

 

 Faith with Power. As mentioned earlier, these communities where focused on helping 

people “live as though they believed. 

 

 Fellowship Evangelism.  Unlike the evangelistic approach of the Roman Church, which 

started with sharing doctrine and then offering full fellowship only after one assented, the 

Celtic movement switched the order. Full fellowship was offered from the very 

beginning, pulling their visitors deep into the life and love of the community. Sooner or 

later these visitors would realize that they were no longer visitors but had become a part 

of the worshiping community and by experience had come to believe in the love of Christ 

and the power of the Holy Spirit. That’s when they asked to be baptized, so they could 

“make it official,” as it were. In effect, they employed the evangelistic approach of the 

“Borg” of Star Trek: “You will be assimilated – resistance is futile.” 

                                                           
34
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Hail guest, we ask not what thou art; 

If friend, we greet thee, hand and heart; 

If stranger, such no longer be; 

If foe, our love shall conquer thee. 

An ancient Celtic welcome 

(found over the door of an old inn in Wales) 

 

The Celtic Christian movement had much more success in bringing Christian faith to the Isle 

than did the official Roman evangelistic mission. The success of that effort, led by Augustine, 

later of Canterbury, was limited mainly to the more populous urban areas around the few major 

cities in the south of England, and mainly those that had been settled by the Romans. The vast 

majority of those who came to faith in the Isles did so through the lively but unauthorized efforts 

of the members of the more organic Celtic Christian communities. 

What happened to the Celtic Christian movement? In the end, things came to a head between the 

Celtic movement and the official Roman delegation. Ostensibly, the arguments seem to be over 

tangential matters, such as the Tonsure (Roman clergy shaved off the crown of their head on a 

horizontal plane, while Celtic clergy shaved theirs vertically, removing all of the hair in front), 

the dating of Easter (the Celtic Christians preferred to celebrate Easter on the 14
th

  of Nissan, like 

Jesus would have, while Rome insisted on separating the dating of Easter from the Jewish 

calendar), and the role of women in authority. But the real underlying reasons seemed to be 

about control and authority. The Celtic Church was threatened with excommunication if it did 

not come into line. This conflict was finally settled at the Council of Whitby, where the Celtic 

Christians basically agreed to submit in all areas to Roman practices, rather than split the 

Church. Ironically, the “compromise” was negotiated by Hilda of Whitby, the abbess of the 

mixed-sex monastic community of the Celtic tradition which had hosted the Roman and Celtic 

Christian delegations. But the Celtic Christian spirit was too strong to be entirely subsumed and 

lived on in the churches of the British Isles for centuries. And it would not be too much of a 

reach to say that broad-based, communalistic, worship-centered lives on to some degree in 

modern Anglicanism. 

Common Threads 

 

So what are the common threads that connect these Jesus movements? What enabled and 

empowered their communities to be so diverse and yet so committed? What enabled them spread 

the Gospel so contagiously?  And what can they teach us about alternative ways of “being 

church?”  
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Orientation to Christ 

 

One of the most important commonalities of the movements was their orientation to Christ. Their 

corporate lives and the individual lives of their members were focused on the person of Christ 

and the experience of relationship with person of Christ.  

 

Christianity is not a religion: 

it is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. 

Anonymous posting to a Christian mailing list. 

 

All of these movements, one way or another, asked the question, “If Christ, then what?” If Christ 

is real and the relationship offered by Christ is real, that what difference does that make to our 

individual and corporate lives. Yet each movement had its own unique way of asking that 

question. If I was so bold as to put words in their mouths, it might be something like this: 

 

 Nazarene Jewish Christian communities asked: “If Jesus’ incarnation and his way of life 

among are significant, how should we then live?” 

 

 Pauline Gentile Christians communities asked: “If the grace of Christ is true, what effect 

should that have in our individual and corporate lives?” 

 

 Martine Christian Communities asked: “If the power of Christ is true, how should it 

manifest itself among us? 

 

 Celtic Christian Communities asked: “If Christ’s love is true, how will that love make 

itself known through us. 

 

Orientation to Orthodoxy 

 

The orientation of these movements toward orthodoxy was, in many ways, very similar to their 

orientation toward Christ. Rather than making acceptance into the body of Christ dependant on 

adherence to a broad range of beliefs, they tended to be careful about what they raised to 

doctrinal significance. They tended to focus on a few core dogmas – those unverifiable yet 

quintessential mysteries of Christian faith: things like the Trinitarian nature of God, the human-

divine nature of Christ, and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the fallen human hearts.  
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Orthodoxy . . . is, at best, a very slender part of religion. 

Though right tempers cannot subsist without right opinions, 

yet right opinions may subsist without right tempers. 

There may be a right opinion of God 

without either love or one right temper toward Him. 

Satan is a proof of this. 

John Wesley 

Anglican minister and Christian theologian, 1703-1791 

 

These were not theological concepts to them, but windows opening into a greater reality which 

they were unable to fully comprehend. They reveled in these profound paradoxes as evidence of 

that greater reality. They asked themselves what difference it would make if these things were 

true, and then they lived as if they were. 

 

Orientation to Unity and Diversity 

 

The source of unity of these movements was not uniformity of doctrine or practice. Rather, they 

found unity in the love of Christ they experienced when they gathered for worship and 

fellowship, and their trust that this love could hold them together in community despite the many 

differences that should torn their communities apart. The effects of this understanding of unity is 

aptly summed up in the Apostle Paul’s assertion that in Christ, “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.”
35

 These communities experienced that Christ’s love is powerful enough to 

overcome the categories which naturally divide us. Even their adversaries had to admit that 

something unusually was at work among them, and that this unnatural diversity lent credence to 

their claims that in Christ God was doing something new among them. 

 

This is not to say that such diversity was always easily or consistently practiced. Clearly, the 

earliest Jewish Christians struggled with the idea that one could become a follower of Christ 

without first becoming a Jew.
36

 Yet it is equally clear that the came to understand that such 

diversity was not only permissible, but was a sign of the Holy Spirit at work.
37

 Likewise, Paul’s 

earliest communities struggled with diversity of religious background, class, ethnicity, and 

gender but similarly understood it to be a sign of the Holy Spirit at work.
38

 Nevertheless, by the 

time of Martinian and Celtic Christian movements, such diversity came to be celebrated rather 

than merely understood or tolerated. 
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And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 

may have power, together with all the saints, 

to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 

and to know this love that surpasses knowledge, 

that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.39 

Paul of Tarshish 

 

Nor is this to say that doctrine and practice were unimportant to these communities. On the 

contrary, they seemed to believe that it mattered a great deal what one believed and how that 

belief affected one’s life of faith and one’s real-world behavior. And they appeared to argue 

about such things frequently and with fervor. It’s just that they recognized the potential 

divisiveness of doctrine and believed that the fact that they were brothers and sisters united by 

Christ’s love was a much more important consideration and a stronger binding force.
40

  

 

Orientation to Hierarchy  

 

Rigid hierarchy was antithetical to these movements, in large part because it would hinder their 

fluid adaptability, which was essential to their rapid growth and spread. This is not to say that 

they rejected the traditional orders of ministry, only that they did not view them hierarchically.  

They tended to structure themselves around the gifts people brought to the community. Paul, for 

example, considers himself an Apostle because of the gifts and the calling given to him by his 

Lord, Jesus Christ. But he seldom, if ever, insisted upon special treatment according to his 

“rank,” instead providing for himself so that no one could claim any special attachment or 

privilege from him.
41

 Even when pleading for the freedom of a friend who was the former slave 

of another friend, he refused to “pull rank.”
42

 

 

Similarly, among the Martine and Celtic Christian communities, there was little hierarchy. 

Martin only agreed to be bishop if he could be excused from sitting in the episcopal throne in the 

Cathedral or Tours. In the Celtic Christian communities, Bishops were chosen and appointed 

because they had a gift for identifying, training and mentoring priests. However, they were loath 

to exercise direct power, preferring instead to rely on persuasion and in respect which they were 

held. In fact, most Celtic bishops voluntarily placed themselves under the spiritual authority of 

an abbot or abbess. 
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Orientation to Evangelism 

 

It may seem like paradoxical at first that, while these movements were primarily responsible for 

evangelizing much of the European continent and the British Isles, they were non-proselytizing 

in their approach to sharing the Gospel. But it only sounds paradoxical to us because we have 

attached our own cultural connotation to the term evangelism. 

 

Preach the Gospel at all times . . .  

when necessary, use words. 43 

Francis of Assisi 

 

While we tend to think of an evangelist as one who converts people to Christianity, the literal 

translation of the Greek word for “evangelist” is “a bringer of good news.” Meanwhile, the 

Greek word for proselytizing (i.e., “making converts to a different religion”) and proselyte (i.e., 

“a new convert to a religion) is never used of followers of Christ in the New Testament.  The two 

terms used by the Pauline Christian movement for new followers of Christ had nothing to do 

with being converted in the sense of changing religions, but rather “newly planted seeds”
44

 or 

“first fruits”
45

 (of a harvest). The Celtic Christians did not make converts, but rather “anam cara” 

(lit. heart friends). These movements had little interest in making proselytes, but they had a 

passionate interest in sharing both the Good News and the love of Jesus Christ. They were avid 

storytellers and were intent on living out that story in their lives. The literal loved people into 

following Jesus Christ. Or as Francis of Assisi once said, “In all you do, preach the Gospel. And 

if you must . . . use words.” 

 

Orientation to Scripture 

 

Because of their great fondness for sharing the story of Jesus Christ, it should come as no 

surprise that the various Jesus movements tended to pay most attention to the Gospels. However, 

they did tend to have their favorites. The Nazarene Jewish Christians were especially fond of the 

Gospel of Matthew because of its very Jewish portrayal of Jesus’ life and work. The Pauline 

communities seemed to have an affinity for the Gospel of Luke, because of its Gentile nuances. 

The Celtic Christians loved the ascendant mystery and paradox inherent in John’s Gospel. There 

is little evidence of any Gospel preference among the Martine Christians, but if I had to guess, I 

would say Mark, because of the expressions of power and purpose contained there. 
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Many people think that the Bible is the authentic word of God 

and they worship the Bible, making it an idol...46 

Alan Watts 

Philosopher, writer, speaker, and expert in comparative religion, 1915-1973. 

 

The Pauline communities, of course, paid greater attention to the letters of Paul than the other 

movements, because those letters were address to them from their founder. They were Paul’s 

advice to them about applying the Good News of Christ to their specific cultures and 

circumstances. While they would have been of interest to the other communities, these 

communities would have considered them to be culture-specific commentary: instructive but not 

directly applicable to their culture and context. As such they needed to return to the source – the 

Gospels – and ask how the Good News of Christ applied to their situations. This was likely a key 

reason why the spread the Gospel so much faster than the Church’s official evangelism efforts. 

Because the official Church tended to insist imposing its own culture-specific interpretations, 

whereas the Jesus movements were more culturally adaptable. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The reason these “Christianities that might have been” are worthy of our attention is not because 

they were perfect.  They were certainly no more perfect than the institutional Church whose roots 

they shared.  They had their biases.  They made their fair share of mistakes.  They fought 

amongst themselves (like brothers and sisters so often do).  Yet they are helpful to our 

exploration.  

 

So many Christians are like deaf people at a concert. 

They study the programme carefully, believe every statement make in it, 

speak respectfully of the quality of the music, 

but only really hear a phrase now and again. 

So they have no notion at all of the mighty symphony which fills the universe, 

to which our lives are destined to make their tiny contribution, 

and which is the self-expression of the Eternal God.47 

Evelyn Underhill 

English, Anglo-Catholic author of numerous writings on Christian mysticism, 1875-1941 

 

They illustrate for us the tension in which the Church has always existed: between maintaining 

the inspiration of its first love on the one hand and organizing itself to survive over the long haul 
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on the other.  Unfortunately, human as it is, the Church has seldom kept these tensions in 

balance, but has tended to view them as mutually exclusive choices.  And faced with the choice 

between inspiration and organization it has generally chosen the latter.  These movements can 

give us ideas about how to set a better balance. 

 

Equally as important is the possibility that studying them might help us to see our church 

paradigms for what they are: fallible human constructs that we have created to describe a divine 

reality.  Recognizing our paradigms for the constructs if they are is the first step toward breaking 

out of them.  Studying these movements can also begin to move us in the direction of what the 

new paradigm of church might be. Not that we should try to replicate any of these movements in 

our own day.  That would be a mistake.  Yet the pictures they offer us of other ways of being 

church can open our eyes and our minds and our hearts to the possibilities of a new Way. 

 

Authentic Christianity never destroys what is good. 
It makes it grow, transfigures it, and enriches itself from it. 

Claire Huchet Bishop 
Children’s novelist and librarian, 1899-1993 
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Biblical Reflections 

 

Philippians 3:10 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by 

becoming like him in his death. 

 

Galatians 3:8
48

 

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.  

 

Galatians 5:6 

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision
49

 counts for anything; the only thing 

that counts is faith working through love. 

 

Select one of the above three passages and answer this question: If this were the single 

most important and defining characteristic of Christian community, what difference 

would it make?  

 

 

Questions for Group Discussion  

1. One advantage of studying these movements is to open our eyes to the extent to which 

our present doctrines, theology, and practices are culturally conditioned.  Using what you 

have learned from this chapter, identify one or more of your own church’s (or 

denomination’s or faith tradition’s) doctrines, theology, or practices are a product of the 

culture in which a developed.  Discuss. 

2. Each of these movements offered its own form of counterbalance to the institutional 

Church. What is the appropriate balance between the Church as movement/organism and 

the Church as institution/organization? 

3. If relationship with Christ (that is, being loved by Christ) where the single most important 

aspect of Christian community, and all other aspects were secondary, how would 

Christian community be different? 
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