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Christianity is the largest of the six major world religions and claims over 1,000 million members worldwide. Followers of Christianity can be divided into three main groups: Roman Catholic, Protestant and Eastern Orthodox and include, at least nominally, the majority of the populations in Europe, Russia, North and South America and many countries in Africa. Throughout this section we will mainly cover the central concepts of the Christian religion but also point out where the various denominations differ from one another in their beliefs and practices.

The roots of Christianity are firmly placed in Judaism, and the Christian Bible comprises the Jewish Scripture (Christian Old Testament) as well as the New Testament containing the four gospels and the writings of many of the leaders of the early church. Christianity shares with Judaism and Islam the concept of monotheism. There is only one eternal God who created the whole world, who is omniscient (all-knowing) and omnipotent (all-powerful) and who continues to care about, and to work in His creation. Unlike Jews and Muslims however, Christians believe that the one God is made up of three persons, or aspects: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. These three persons make up the Trinity but they are all aspects of the one God.

Christianity was founded by a man called Jesus of Nazareth who lived and taught in the Roman province of Palestine in the 1st century C.E. Christians believe he was 'the Christ', the Anointed One, which was the name given to the Messiah or Saviour promised in the Hebrew Scriptures. Christians believe that God sent Jesus, His Son, to live on earth as a man to bring the Jews closer to God, to die as a final sacrifice for the sins of all people, and to rise from the dead so that everyone might have eternal life after death. When Jesus returned to His Father in Heaven, they sent the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, to remain with all Christians and to work in and through them.

The Christian church began as a small Jewish sect surrounding those who had known Jesus and learnt His teachings directly, but soon spread to 'Gentiles' or non-Jews both inside and outside Palestine. It was first adopted by slaves and women who were attracted by the teaching that all people were equal in the eyes of God, but soon had followers at all levels of society. At first persecuted but eventually adopted by the Roman Emperor, Constantine, Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire and spread throughout all the countries of Western Europe, North Africa and much of the Middle East.

After the fall of the Roman Empire, during what was known as the Dark Ages, Christianity was kept alive on the very edges of the former Empire where the pagan tribes raided, but did not succeed in destroying, the monasteries where Christian teaching continued to flourish and develop. As these warlike tribes eventually began to settle down and occupy territory on a permanent basis, missionaries from the Celtic church spread the Christian message among them until Christianity became the dominant religion once again on the European mainland. So dominant, in fact, was Christianity, that Europe in the Middle Ages was known as "Christendom".

Almost from the very beginning the Christian church has been weakened by division amongst its followers and even today non-Christians can be baffled by the wide variety of beliefs and practices among the different denominations which all call themselves Christian. At its best, Christianity has had a huge positive impact on the culture and civilisation of the Western world. Art, architecture, literature and music have all been inspired by Christian devotion, laws and methods of government have been drawn up with regard to the teachings of Jesus Christ. At its worst, Christianity has been responsible for the massacre or forced conversion and eventual destruction of entire civilisations in the 'New World' of the Americas and parts of Africa. Its teachings have been used to perpetuate the subjugation of women, the class system and even, at different times and in different places, to excuse racism and anti-Semitism.

Despite all its divisions and historical failings, the Christian church today continues to provide help and relief in areas of the world where poverty and hunger are rife. It continues to demand equality and justice for all, even in areas of the world where this is a dangerous message which can lead to death or imprisonment, and it continues to provide a voice for those who are at the very bottom of society, ignored by the powerful and wealthy, even now, 2,000 years later, in keeping with the teachings of its founder, Jesus Christ.

Context

Palestine, as Israel was known in the time of Jesus was an occupied territory or province of the Roman Empire. In 63 BCE, after a brief period of independence under the Maccabees, a dynasty of Jewish high priests adopted the title of 'kings' and cultivated good relations with the Romans. Palestine was added to the Roman province of Syria by the Emperor Pompey who intervened in a dynastic feud. Over the next couple of decades the Roman state was riven by internal strife and no emperor survived more than a few years before being overthrown. In 27 BCE the great-nephew and adopted son of Julius Caesar came to the throne and was given the title 'Augustus' by the senate. He established a hereditary empire which he was careful to rule with scrupulous attention to the law. The result was a period of peace and prosperity throughout the Mediterranean world.

Augustus Caesar did not forget that the Jews had been provoked to successful rebellion by a previous conqueror, Antiochus III, who had desecrated the Temple in Jerusalem by erecting in it a statue of the Greek god Zeus, and who had outlawed many Jewish religious practices such as keeping the Sabbath and circumcision. Wary of repeating these mistakes, Augustus allowed the Jews to practise their religion freely and appointed Herod Antipater 'the Great' a half-Jew as ruler of Judea in 37 BCE in the hope that he would be acceptable to Jewish public opinion. Herod was a tyrannical ruler who had one of his wives executed and was involved in the murder of two of his sons, Alexander and Aristobulus. In fact he had ordered the execution of one of his sons only days before his death in 4 BCE, but his orders were not carried out. However, as his title suggests, there were many positive aspects to his reign. He managed to maintain peace and order in his turbulent kingdom throughout his reign and was responsible for a huge public building programme in Judea and Caesarea including the magnificent temple in Jerusalem which was in use, although still not completed during Jesus' lifetime.

After Herod's death his kingdom was divided between his three remaining sons although they did not enjoy the same power as their father had. In 6 CE Herod Archelaus, the ruler of Judea and Samaria was deposed and replaced by the office of 'procurator' or junior governor. The most famous of these was Pontius Pilate who authorised the execution of Jesus. In the north, Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee where Jesus was born and grew up, and who obviously inherited his father's fiery temperament, was responsible for the death of John the Baptist who criticised Herod's immoral behaviour.

Jesus of Nazareth.

The founder of Christianity was a man called Jesus who was born in Bethlehem in Judea but who lived most of his life in a village called Nazareth in Galilee. His mother was a virgin when she received word from an angel that she was to be the mother of the Son of God. Late in her pregnancy she had to travel to Bethlehem to be registered for a census with her husband Joseph, a carpenter or artisan of some description. Augustus had decided to count his whole empire to ensure that taxes were being collected from everyone. This was no mean feat of administration in the ancient world and the Jewish system of tribes made it even more difficult to accomplish. The Roman officials decided to make everyone travel to the city of origin of their tribe and, as Joseph was of the tribe of Judah, he and Mary had to make the long and uncomfortable journey to Bethlehem, the city of David. There, in a stable due to overcrowding in the city, Mary gave birth. Several miraculous signs accompanied Jesus' birth. Shepherds in nearby hills heard angels singing that the Messiah had been born in Bethlehem and astrologers from the east followed a new star which had appeared which was held to predict the birth of a new king of the Jews. Alerted by these wise men from the east, and concerned by this threat to his kingship, Herod sent guards to kill all the baby boys in Bethlehem under a year old. However, Joseph had been warned in a dream to flee and took his family to Egypt until they learned of the death of Herod the Great. 

From that time on it appears that Jesus lived a normal boyhood and youth with his parents and family in Nazareth where he would presumably have learned the craft of carpentry from his father. We know very little of the life of Jesus before he was thirty years of age when he went to Judea to hear his cousin, John the Baptist preach on the banks of the Jordan river. John had been preaching for some time, calling for people to repent as the Messiah, the saviour of the Jews promised in the scriptures, was soon to come among them. While Jesus was being baptised by John in the Jordan, it became clear to them both that Jesus was, in fact, the promised one. After a period of fasting and contemplation in the Judean desert, Jesus began his public life, preaching and teaching, mainly in Galilee but also with visits to Jerusalem. He gathered around him a group of twelve men who abandoned their previous jobs and were his constant companions over the three years before his execution. They were very ordinary men, unlikely candidates to be the leaders of a new church: fishermen, a tax-collector (a profession shunned by pious Jews both because they worked for the Roman occupiers and because they were notoriously dishonest, collecting more than was due and lining their pockets with the surplus) and at least one zealot (a member of a nationalist movement dedicated to the overthrow of Roman rule by violent means who no doubt hoped that Jesus would provide a focus for this uprising). Besides these we know little about the backgrounds of the other apostles as they came to be known.

As Jesus travelled around Galilee from the town of Capernaum on the shores of Lake Galilee which he had made his headquarters, he taught the people using parables, simple stories which had a deeper meaning. He performed miracles, healed the sick and even raised the dead. Throughout his ministry however, Jesus was in conflict with the Jewish religious leaders who he criticized constantly. He attacked them for the pettiness of their man-made traditions which had distanced the ordinary people from God, for their lack of charity and for their hypocrisy. The Pharisees, in particular, were a very puritan group who felt that they were set apart from all other groups in society and that only they could be considered proper Jews. They held themselves above Gentiles, women, anyone who  was sick, poor or disabled (because this was considered to be a sign of God's disfavour caused by sin, either by the person afflicted or by one of his ancestors), anyone who worked for the Roman administration or whose job made them, in any one of thousands of ways, ritually unclean. The code of ritual cleanliness had been infinitely expanded since the time of Moses and was almost impossible for any normal person to keep to. So it is no wonder that they objected to Jesus and his followers who openly flouted this code by eating and drinking with tax collectors and women, by healing the sick on the Sabbath day and by touching lepers, the most outcast group of their day.

Jesus' teaching predicted a new kingdom in which the poor, the meek and the humble would be rewarded, and into which it would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter; these were dangerous words indeed to the religious leaders. They also feared Jesus might spark off a popular uprising against Rome and that, in the inevitable backlash, they might lose the privileged positions they held under the current administration. Three years after beginning his public ministry Jesus and his followers came to celebrate the Jewish feast of the Passover in Jerusalem. There, in the temple, he seemed to fling down the gauntlet to his enemies with his outspoken comments about the temple and his anger at the materialism of the whole temple system. According to the gospels he threatened to pull down the temple and to rebuild it in three days. He shared a final meal with his apostles at which he tried to convince them of what he had said to them with increasing frequency over the previous months: that he would have to suffer and die, but that he would rise from the dead and would see them all again. He used the symbols of bread and wine to explain how his body would be broken and his blood spilled for all people.

Later, he went out to a garden near Jerusalem to pray and it was there, with the connivance of one of his apostles, Judas, that the temple guards came to arrest him. He was brought before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish religious council, who accused him of blasphemy because he had declared himself to be the Messiah. Blasphemy carried the sentence of death according to Jewish law, but not according to Roman law and the Sanhedrin did not have the power to put anyone to death so they had to take him to the Roman Procurator, Pontius Pilate. Pilate found no evidence that Jesus had broken Roman law even though the Jewish religious leaders told him that Jesus had called himself the King of the Jews. They knew that this amounted to treason against Caesar and that Pilate could not be seen to ignore this very serious accusation. Unconvinced, Pilate tried to use one of the religious customs of the day, the releasing of one condemned man during the festival of Passover, to have Jesus freed but the crowd had been stirred up to demand the release of one of the Zealot leaders instead and Jesus was condemned to death by crucifixion.

Along with other criminals Jesus was forced to carry his cross to a hill outside the city called Golgotha where he was crucified and left to die. His mother and some of his followers had his body taken down from the cross and laid in a tomb, but they did not have time for the customary anointing of the body with precious spices before the beginning of the Sabbath at nightfall. Because Jesus had said that he would rise from the dead the Jewish leaders had convinced the Romans to place a guard outside the tomb in case some of the disciples decided to steal the body to make it seem as if he had risen from the tomb. Notwithstanding the presence of the guards and a stone rolled in front of the entrance of the tomb, when some women returned on the day following the Sabbath to complete the funeral preparation of the body, they found the huge stone rolled back and the tomb empty. The gospels tell us that one of the women saw a man she mistook for a gardener who spoke to her and later realised that he was in fact Jesus. She hurried back to tell the apostles what she had seen and heard. Over the next forty days many of his apostles claimed that Jesus had appeared to them and had spoken to them and had eaten and drunk with them also.

After that Jesus appeared to rise up from them to return to Heaven to be with his father, but he left with them his Holy Spirit, the third person of the Christian Trinity, who inspired them with so much strength and courage that they openly preached that Jesus Christ was the Messiah for the rest of their lives. This message spread gradually among some of the Jews and small groups of Christians began to come together in private houses to pray to God in the intimate way Jesus had encouraged them to. They also followed his instructions to remember his sacrifice using the table ritual of bread and wine. As the small groups increased in numbers and became more vocal, the Jewish leaders began to persecute them and the first Christian martyr, Stephen, was stoned to death for blasphemy. The gospels tell us that one of the men who witnessed this stoning was a Pharisee called Saul, a tentmaker and Roman citizen from the city of Tarsus. He was to become one of the most influential figures in the Christian church and was primarily responsible for spreading the message of Christianity to the Gentile world. 

It was when Saul was travelling to Damascus, in order to round up the Christians there, that he was blinded for three days by a vision of the shining glory of God and heard a voice asking "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?" Saul didn't know who this was and the voice replied, "I am Jesus and you are persecuting me". (Acts 9:1-30). God sent a Christian named Ananias to Saul to restore his sight and to teach him about Jesus. When he had been baptised and had changed his name to Paul as a sign of his conversion, he set about preaching the Christian message with the same zeal and energy with which he had formerly tried to suppress it. Over many years Paul suffered many hardships for the sake of the gospel including imprisonment, shipwreck, and at least one stoning after which he was left for dead.

PAUL'S MISSIONARY JOURNEYS.

A.ANTIOCH

In Antioch the Holy Spirit inspired Paul and Barnabas to go and preach the news of Jesus to different communities. They set off in 45 CE and firstly arrived at Cyprus and in Salamis preached in the synagogue. They travelled the length of the island to Paphos and from there they set to sea again for Antioch in Pisidia. 

B.ANTIOCH IN PISIDIA

In the synagogue Paul proclaims Jesus as the Saviour so that, 'through him the forgiveness of your sins is proclaimed.' Acts 13:38. Afterwards many Jews joined them. Some Jews, however, rejected the message and expelled them from Antioch. This was significant because after the Jews had rejected the message, Paul and Barnabas decided to preach to those who were non-Jews, the Gentiles. It was here that the followers of Christ were first given the name of "Christians" who marvelled at the way in which this group loved and cared for all its members equally.

C.ICONIUM
At Iconium many become believers but Paul makes more enemies than friends amongst the Jews and they planned to stone him to death. Wisely they depart at once for the towns of Lystra and Derbe but worse lay in store for them.

D.LYSTRA
In Lystra Paul healed a cripple but some Jews arrived from Antioch and Iconium and this time they actually did stone Paul and dragged him form the town thinking he was dead. Somehow Paul recovered and the next day they moved on to Derbe. There they inspired the community and encouraged them to have faith. It was very important for these new communities to receive such support considering the hostility towards them from the Jews. They put fresh heart into the disciples, encouraging them to persevere in the faith. "We all have to experience many hardships," they said, "before we enter the Kingdom of God". 

Paul and Barnabas also appointed elders in the churches on the first journey as part of their efforts to give strength and guidance to these communities. Their first journey was completed when they returned back to Antioch from where they had first set out but controversy awaited them there as well. This was the year 49 CE.

 When they arrived back in Antioch some devout Jews who had become Christians insisted that if anyone wanted to become a believer in Jesus they first had to become a Jew. It appears Paul and Barnabas didn't take too kindly to this and 'had a long argument with these men'. A Council of the young church was held in Jerusalem in 49 CE to resolve the matter and decided that, as Jesus had clearly chosen Gentiles as well as Jews to the faith, and as Christ had been rejected by the majority of the Jewish community, the only condition for salvation that should be put on Gentile converts to Christianity was belief in Jesus Christ. 

The controversy at Jerusalem highlights many important aspects of the early Christian communities. The early Christians believed that Jesus was the Messiah, God's anointed prophet and king. However, initially they didn't see themselves as separate from the Jewish people. The very first community of believers in Jerusalem continued to attend the Temple gatherings. They believed Jesus was the climax to a long story of the relationship between God and his people as spoken through the prophets of the Old Testament. God's call was to the Jews first and the call to the non-Jews or the Gentiles was at the centre of the dispute in Jerusalem. Traditionally the church in Antioch was more liberal in these matters while the Church in Jerusalem was more conservative. As we have noted already the latter was located in the city of the Temple and all its strict regulations and observances.

In Jerusalem the devout and conservative Jews insisted that all believers become strict law abiding Jews. Paul and Barnabas felt that this was too much of a burden for the Gentiles as the Jewish religion had many rules. Paul later became known as the ' Apostle to the Gentiles'. It was then Peter spoke up in defence of Paul's position saying that the law was indeed very burdensome and that all, Jews and Gentiles are saved not by the Mosaic law but through the "grace of our Lord Jesus."

4. PAUL'S THIRD JOURNEY

A.EPHESUS
Paul spends much of his time on this journey establishing a large church at Ephesus. Paul stayed here for over two years preaching and teaching persuasively about the kingdom of God. After Paul left Ephesus he travelled to Macedonia and then from Miletus, Paul says farewell to the elders of Ephesus. This is a very important moment in the development of early Christian communities. Up until now the responsibility of leadership rested with the apostles and Paul, but now, Paul hands on this responsibility to the elders: "Be on your guard for yourselves and for all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers to feed the church of God which he bought with his own blood." This turns out to be a sad and difficult time for the leaders who must assume responsibility under challenging conditions in the knowledge that they will never see Paul again. The year is 57 CE. After departing Ephesus Paul goes on to Kos, Rhodes and then Patara. They stay at Tyre for a week and then move onto Ptolemais and Caesarea. 

B.JERUSALEM
When Paul arrives back in Jerusalem the tensions between him and the conservative Jews become apparent and he is arrested and some Jews vow to kill him. Acts23: 12. In order to protect him, the Roman authorities send Paul to Caesarea and there he is placed under house arrest for two years from 58 to 60 CE. After this he is sent to Rome but on the way they are shipwrecked and have to stay on the island of Malta. Eventually in 61 Paul reaches Rome where he remains under house arrest for two more years. 

THE DEATH OF PAUL

According to tradition Paul was arrested in Rome under the persecutions of Emperor Nero. He was beheaded, as was the death penalty for a Roman citizen in 67 CE. His head is said to have bounced three times after it fell from his body and each place his head struck a fountain sprang up. The site of Paul's execution can be visited in Rome today at 'Tre Fontane' and the basilica of San Paolo fuori le mura. 

Sources of Evidence

The central figure in the beginnings of Christianity is Jesus of Nazareth. Our primary sources of information for this figure are from the Gospels in the Christian New Testament and from historians during that period in history.

The basis for the Christian gospels is person of Jesus of Nazareth. We know that he was a historical figure who made quite an impact on the Roman authorities. He was born sometime between 6-4 B.C.E. in Bethlehem and grew up to follow his father's trade as some type of artisan. When he was around thirty years of age he began preaching about something called the 'Kingdom of God'. He was a teacher and said to have performed miracles. His ministry lasted but three years. Many believed that he was a great prophet but those in authority felt he was a threat and he was subsequently executed around 30 C.E.

Josephus
Josephus c. 37-97 C.E. was a Jewish leader and historian who wrote about Jesus almost sixty years after his death. He notes that there were disturbances in Judea around the time Pilate was governor of the region. The Jews were behind the trouble because of a man named Jesus whom Josephus tells us was crucified by Pilate. He says that Jesus was, 'a wise man... a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of men who receives the truth with pleasure'. 

Tacitus
Tacitus was a Roman historian (c. 56-117 C.E.) and unlike Josephus was unfavourable towards Jesus and Christianity, which he referred to as a wicked superstition. He writes about the death of Jesus during the reign of the emperor Tiberius and later he refers to how the emperor Nero blamed the Christians for the burning of Rome even though Nero himself was probably responsible. Tacitus claims that Nero then persecuted many Christians. They were, 'covered with wild beasts' skins and torn to death by dogs; or they were fastened on crosses, and, when daylight failed were burned to serve as lamps by night.' 


Suetonius

Suetonius (c. 69-122 C.E.) was a Roman historian and lawyer. He wrote about many of the Roman emperors and when writing about Claudius he states that Jews were expelled from Rome because of disturbances caused by a figure known as 'Chrestus'. It is generally agreed by historians that 'Chrestus' was Christ. 

Pliny the Younger

Pliny the Younger (c. 61-113 C.E.) was a governor in one of the Roman provinces in Asia Minor. The governors were always concerned about any new sect that might cause trouble because it was of paramount importance for the Romans to maintain 'Pax Romanus' (Roman Peace) in order keep the status quo in occupied territories. This stability allowed the Romans to better defend themselves against their enemies. Pliny wrote to the emperor Trajan for advice on what to do with the Christians. Pliny the Younger mentions Jesus in his letters but gives no detailed information. 

The gospels as sources of evidence

Having examined in some detail the historical sources for evidence about the life of Jesus we realise that the historians didn't give much information about the details of Jesus' life. They were only interested in facts. If we do want to know more about the life of Jesus we turn to the four gospel accounts in the Christian New Testament. The evangelists were not historians. When they wrote the gospels their main interest was to help people believe that the man Jesus had risen from the dead and was the Son of God.

The gospels are not biographies of Jesus' life. They give no details of his date of birth, what he looked like, what he worked at, who were his best friends or how he got on with his parents. The evangelists were interested in giving a different type of information based on a faith in the 'good news' about this person Jesus. The word gospel itself means 'good news' and the word evangelist means, 'to announce good news'. The work of the evangelists was to proclaim the good news that Jesus was remarkable and they believed that he could change people's lives in a wonderful way.

The Jewish people had long awaited a 'Messiah' or one especially anointed by God who would save them. Another word for Messiah is 'Christ' which means 'the anointed one'. Based on the event of the resurrection Jesus,' followers believed that he was the Christ. The resurrection was central for Jesus' followers in defining who he was:

'For this reason the whole house of Israel can be certain that God has made this Jesus whom you crucified both Lord and Christ.' Acts 2:36.

After his crucifixion, the early followers of Jesus expected him to return to them shortly. Hence, they felt no need to preserve the stories and sayings about him. As time went on and he hadn't returned, the communities decided to write down all that they could remember. Many of the people who were witnesses to Jesus' teaching and deeds were beginning to die and so their testimony needed to be recorded in order to be passed on to future generations.

At the same time, the various communities of faith that already existed needed to continually hear the good news and so people decided to gather all the available material and edit it into a full story of Jesus' life. Different evangelists wrote for different communities. For example, Mark's community in Rome were suffering great hardships and therefore in Mark's gospel there is much emphasis on the death and suffering of Jesus. No two gospels are completely alike because the communities that they were written for differed in their needs.

The Four Gospels

When the gospels came to be written there was a great deal of material available to the authors of the gospels in the form of stories, teachings, sermons, hymns and prayers. Scholars now think that any one gospel can't be attributed to any one person. Instead there may have been a few people involved but when the final text was ready, the script was attributed to a particular individual who was central to the writing of that particular gospel. Again we must bear in mind that each gospel was written for a particular community and this affected the approach of the writers.

The first three gospels are referred to as the synoptic gospels. The authors of these works relied heavily on each other's texts and because of this their similarities can be seen by viewing them side by side. The word synoptic means 'to see together'.

Matthew's Gospel
It is apparent in the gospel of Matthew that he was a Jew who converted to Christianity. He shows an extensive knowledge of the Jewish faith and the Old Testament. He viewed Jesus as the new Moses and the fulfilment of God's promises and of Jewish expectations for a Messiah. He relies heavily on both Luke and Mark for his writings and therefore was probably not an eyewitness to Jesus' ministry. He may however have relied heavily on the accounts given by the apostle Matthew. 

The gospel was written from around 85-90 C.E. for Jews who had converted to Christianity. It is very clear and well laid out and because it connects the Jewish religion with Christianity it would have been very useful for those Jews who wished to convert to Christianity.

Mark's Gospel

It would appear that Mark's Gospel was written around 65- 70 C.E. in Rome for the community there and also for non-Jewish readers or Gentiles (People at the time of Jesus with non-Jewish faith). There is no definite agreement as to who Mark was, but in the Acts of the Apostles there is a reference to a John Mark, a Jew who lived in Jerusalem who may have heard about Jesus from the apostle Peter. In Acts 12:24 John Mark is mentioned as a follower of Paul.

The emphasis in Mark's gospel is on suffering, probably because the community in Rome was under terrible persecution from Nero for the burning of the city. The crucifixion and death of Jesus is central in his gospel, which would have helped his readers realise that they were not suffering alone and that God was with them as they were persecuted for their faith. 

The symbol for Mark's gospel is a lion. A lion is heard in the wilderness and in the wilds.
Luke's Gospel
'Seeing that many others have undertaken to draw up accounts of the events that have taken place among us, exactly as these were handed down to us by those who from the outset were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, I in my turn, after carefully going over the whole story from the beginning, have decided to write an ordered account for you, Theophilus, so that your Excellency may learn how well founded the teaching is that you have received.' Lk 1: 1-4.

So begins the gospel of Luke and it is apparent that he has studied the available material handed down through tradition and has decided to write an ordered account of the life of Jesus so as to help Christians learn more about their faith. His emphasis is on the compassion and mercy shown by Jesus throughout his life. The example set by Jesus for his followers is a life of love and forgiveness. The message of Christ is for everyone, rich and poor, Jew and Gentile.

There are many pieces of Mark's gospel in Luke's which would suggest that it was written after 70 C.E. Scholars generally think it was written in Antioch in Syria around 85 C.E. There are references to Luke in the New Testament as a companion of St. Paul's and in the letter to the Colossians 4:14 there is a reference to Luke 'the doctor'. Luke was not an apostle and therefore had no eye witness accounts of Jesus' ministry and so had to rely on sources in tradition.

The symbol for Luke is the ox because he emphasises that Jesus sacrifices himself for all people and in a similar way the priest offers the sacrifice of an ox in the temple.

John's Gospel
This gospel differs from the others because it deals so deeply with the mystery of who Jesus was and his relationship with his Father. It is often referred to as the 'spiritual gospel' because of its rich symbolic language and beautiful imagery. The authorship of this gospel centres on references in it to 'the disciple whom Jesus loved' (John 13:23). It is now thought that this person and John the apostle are not the same person. It is currently thought that the gospel was written by a group of people founded by the 'beloved disciple'. The gospel was written sometime between 90- 100 C.E.

John wrote his Gospel for Christians throughout the Mediterranean world almost sixty years after the death of Jesus. This gospel therefore shows a development in the understanding of exactly who Jesus was.

The symbol for John is the Eagle. An eagle begins its flight in the heavens and soars down to earth. In the same way John begins his gospel by speaking about Jesus as God's son.

Beliefs

Christians, like Jews and Muslims, believe in one God. They believe that this God is a Trinity of three 'persons' or aspects – God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. They do not see these persons as three Gods, as some critics have claimed, but as three essential parts of one God. The Christian God is a perfect, all-powerful and all-knowing God who created the whole universe out of nothing, and who actively intervenes in the world and cares about his creation. God is usually referred to as being male, but this merely reflects human tradition as the nature of God reflects both male and female characteristics. Today some Christians feel happy to acknowledge God as both father and mother. Christians believe that God loves everyone unconditionally and that humans can come to know God through his grace and by means of prayer, worship and mystical experiences. Let us now look at the Christian understanding of the three persons individually.

God the Father.

It has been said that God the Father is the same God we meet in the Christian Old Testament, in other words the Jewish God. In many respects this is true. He is indeed the God of Genesis who formed the heavens and the earth and who created men and women to live in and care for creation. He gave the whole human race free will so that they could come to Him of their own accord rather than being compelled to. Unfortunately, humans used this freedom to sin and turn away from God and a chasm opened up between God and humans. God did not stop loving His people and designated one nation, the Hebrews, to be His 'chosen race'. He cared for them throughout their turbulent history despite the many times they let Him down.

By the time of Jesus a whole complex system of sacrifices had been developed which the priests offered to God on behalf of the people but they did not encourage people to feel in any way close to God. God the Father sent Jesus to live on earth as a man and to give the Jews a new understanding of the nature of God. He was to bring the message that God loves all of His people. Jesus encouraged his disciples to pray to God as "Father" in the same way he did, and to ask Him directly for what they needed and for forgiveness for their sins. Using simple stories called parables Jesus taught that God, like a loving father, was just waiting to forgive the sinner who was sorry for their sins and who would receive them back into His presence with great rejoicing. "..there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent" (Luke 15:7) Jesus also taught that God the Father was much more concerned with what was inside a person's heart, than whether the person made a great outward show of holiness. He often referred to the Pharisees as hypocrites and "whitewashed tombs" because they appeared on the outside to do everything according to God's law, but their hearts were full of hatred and pride. (Matthew 23:27) One of the main differences in what Jesus taught about God compared to what was in the Jewish scriptures was that he no longer required constant sacrifices to be made to him in the temple but had sent His Son to die in order to be the final sacrifice which would restore for all time the right relationship between God and mankind which had been broken down through human sin. "God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood." (Romans 3:25)

God the Son.

Christians believe that Jesus was the Son of God who was sent to live on earth as a man, to teach people a new understanding of God and to be the Messiah, promised in the Old Testament, who would save them from sin and death. During his time on earth Jesus was fully human and yet fully divine. This is hard for us to understand but the gospels tell us about occasions when he ate, drank, laughed, cried, experienced fear, anger, tiredness, compassion and temptation as we all do. At the same time he was also fully God in that he was without sin; even when tempted by Satan in the desert he countered every temptation by reference to the Holy Scriptures. He also showed people the power of God in the world by healing the sick, curing lepers, and performing other miracles such as calming a storm (Matthew 8:24-27) and raising the dead (John 11:1-43). The Jewish tradition very much linked disability and illness with sin and religious Jews would not have anything to do with those they understood to have offended God in some way. Jesus on the other hand, not only laid his hand on these outcasts but he also demonstrated that God had given him the power to forgive sins by healing them.

He said he had not come to tear up the law of Moses, as the Sadducees and Pharisees accused him of doing; instead, he came to simplify it, or rather to return it to the simple precepts received in the desert by Moses, as opposed to the complicated code of petty regulations it had become. Jesus' was once asked which was the most important commandment and he answered in this way: "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbour as yourself."(Matthew 22:37-39) Throughout his ministry Jesus emphasized the necessity to love your neighbour but he also stressed the necessity to love your enemies and forgive those who have against whom you have some grievance. This was a difficult pill for many Jews to swallow who had grown up with the concept of "an eye for and eye and a tooth for a tooth" and remains a constant challenge for Christians today. In many other ways also the teaching of Jesus is stricter than the law of Moses, for example, while the committing of adultery is forbidden in the Ten Commandments, Jesus says that that "anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart." (Matthew 5:28) 

Jesus taught that the Kingdom of God would be very different to the one in which his listeners were currently living and he encouraged them to pray for its coming. In it, society would be turned on its head and the poor, the meek, the humble, the peacemakers, and the persecuted would be blessed. These teachings, or Beatitudes as they are often called, outline the sort of people that Christians are called to be, and they represent those who were very much at the bottom of society in 1st century Palestine, and still are in many societies in the 21st century. This is why the teachings of Jesus were, and can still be seen as revolutionary by the rich, the proud and the powerful; in short, those at the top of society whose values are at variance with those Jesus advocated.

Jesus described himself in many ways: as the Good Shepherd who cares for his sheep, as the Bread of Life, as the Son of Man and he is described by John the Baptist as the Lamb of God. Most often however, he tells his disciples that he is the means by which we can come to the Father: "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me" (John 14:6) and, "Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me." (John 14:11) This is why Christians believe that faith in Jesus Christ, in his life, death and resurrection, is the only way that leads to salvation.

Jesus also promised that he would come on earth again. This is known as the Second Coming and will take place at the end of time when he will come to judge all the people of the world. The last book of the Bible, the book of Revelations is a vision of the end of the world received by a man called John, which many have attempted to analyse in order to pinpoint exactly when the Second Coming will occur. The disciples of Jesus were convinced that it would be in their lifetime, but as the centuries have come and gone since then, we are no nearer today to knowing when God will decide to put a final end to His creation.

God the Holy Spirit.

When Jesus rose from the dead, he only spent a short time with his disciples; just enough to convince them that he really was alive and had conquered death, before returning to his Father in Heaven. He did not leave them alone however, and promised he would send the Holy Spirit to remain with them forever, "and I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counsellor to be with you forever - the Spirit of truth." (John 14:16-17) It is in this aspect that God remains in the Christian church today. The Holy Spirit appeared as tongues of fire on the heads of the Apostles who were gathered together forty days after Jesus had been taken up to Heaven but since that time he has been an invisible force which guides comforts and encourages the Christian church. The Spirit can be compared to the wind which cannot be seen but whose force can drive turbines, uproot trees and move huge sailing ships. In the same way the effect of the Spirit in the lives of Christians can be seen even if He himself cannot. Paul writes to the Galatians and says that, "the fruit (effect) of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control." (Galatians 5:22-23)

Salvation.

Christians firmly believe in a life after death when they will be in eternally in the presence of God in Heaven. While the exact nature of Heaven is not known, it believed to be a state of bliss in which all pain, suffering or sadness experienced in our earthly lives is extinguished. The question of how we are to achieve salvation has been answered down through the ages in different ways by different denominations. All are agreed however that salvation comes through the grace of God by faith in Jesus Christ. The authority for this can be found in many places in the gospels; for example Jesus tells Martha, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die." (John 11:25- 26)

The ritual used by most Christian denominations to symbolize the washing away of sins and the rebirth in Christ is the sacrament of Baptism. In the main Christian churches this is done in infancy, when the faith of the parents in bringing their child to be baptized is considered sufficient for salvation, and the child is later confirmed in that faith when they reach an age when they can understand for themselves, usually in their early teens. Other churches, for example the Baptists and some smaller evangelical churches, think it is wrong to baptise a person until they are able to come to a full understanding and belief in the Christian faith. These churches only baptise adults in what is called a 'believer's baptism'. 

Mary and the Saints.

Christians of all denominations acknowledge the importance of Mary in accepting the will of God that she, although still a virgin, should become the Mother of Jesus; and the Angel Gabriel who conveys God's message to her, declares that she is "blessed among women." (Luke 1:42) Thereafter in the gospels Mary is referred to as being one of the disciples of Jesus and she is among those who weep at the foot of the cross. In the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions however, through the centuries she has been increasingly venerated with a worship above that offered to other saints, but below that offered to God. In the 4th century there arose the legend that Mary had been assumed (taken up) to heaven, like Enoch and Elijah in the Old Testament. This became very popular in the middle Ages, when Mary came to be known as the Queen of Heaven, and from the 7th century there was pressure for it to be defined as a dogma (a truth revealed by God in scripture and/or tradition and formulated by and for the church against error). This was finally done by Pope Pius XII in 1950.

By the beginning of the Middle Ages it had come to be believed that Mary had lived without sin but for many centuries there were arguments as to exactly when she had been delivered from sin. Eventually in 1854 Pope Pius IX proclaimed it a dogma that Mary had been free from original sin from the first moment of her conception. (Original sin is seen by the Roman Catholic Church as the stain of sin which was handed down to all humans from the sin of Adam and Eve and is washed away in Baptism) Also during the Middle Ages when kings and royalty were very distant from the ordinary people, there was a tendency to see Jesus Christ as stern and unapproachable and so the faithful were directed to Mary as a sympathetic figure who could mediate between the believer and Christ. This idea was behind a proposal to the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) that Mary be proclaimed 'Co-Redemptrix' with Christ which was narrowly defeated. Over the last two centuries devotion to Mary has accelerated, stimulated by alleged appearances at Lourdes, Fatima and elsewhere. 

The Protestant churches reject any doctrines which are not based in scripture. The Virgin birth is clearly stated in the gospels and thus is accepted by all protestant denominations, but most would also accept that Mary did not remain a virgin after the birth of Jesus, but went on to have other children. For example, there are references to James, the brother of Jesus.

In the Bible the word 'saint' is used as a description of anyone who is a committed believer, particularly by St. Paul in the New Testament (e.g. Ephesians 1.1. and 1.15). These days, the word 'saint' is most commonly used to refer to a Christian who has lived a particularly good and holy life on earth, and with whom miracles are claimed to have been associated after their death. The formal title of 'Saint' is conferred by the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches through a process called 'canonisation'. Members of these Churches also believe that Saints created in this way can intercede with God on behalf of people who are alive today. This is not accepted by most Protestants who consider Christ to be the sole mediator and who are encouraged to approach God directly with their prayers and petitions. Because of the vast numbers of saints' days and the legends and abuses which had come to be associated with them, the Reformers were inclined to remove saints from the calendar altogether, but in England and Sweden festivals of New Testament saints and All Saints' Day were retained.

Practice.

Christian worship can take place both in public and in private. For the majority of Christians today, worship most often takes place in church on a Sunday, although small numbers do continue to attend daily services. Christian worship grew out of Jewish worship where the whole community would gather on the Sabbath in the Synagogue to pray, praise God and to listen to passages from the Hebrew Scriptures. Jesus, throughout his life, attended these services regularly and celebrated all the Jewish festivals with his friends and disciples. The Christian church for centuries maintained the Jewish tradition laid down in the Ten Commandments of keeping the Sabbath as the Lord's Day when no work should be done and which should be devoted to the worship of God and quiet pursuits. In our modern world this is no longer universally practiced and many people work on a Sunday either through choice or necessity and many families use Sunday to go shopping or for other forms of recreation. The first change to Jewish tradition was when the Christian Sabbath was moved from Saturday to Sunday so that it would coincide with the day of Jesus' resurrection from the dead.

Christian Church services on a Sunday divide into two general types: Eucharistic services and services of the Word. Both types of service will include hymns, readings and prayers. The Eucharistic service will be focussed on the act of Holy Communion. Eucharist is a Greek word for thanksgiving and its celebration is to commemorate the final meal that Jesus took with his disciples before his death (the Last Supper). At the meal, the wine represented his blood and the bread, his body. The Eucharist (also known as Communion in some churches) is central to the worship of the church and is recognised as a sign of unity amongst Christians. Different churches however, understand and practice the Eucharist in different ways. As a result the central ideas of the Eucharist can cause disharmony rather than unity. The idea, for example, that Christ is present in the bread and wine is interpreted literally by some churches and metaphorically by others. This has given rise to substantial and often irreconcilable disagreements. In Roman Catholic churches the Eucharist, sometimes called the Mass, is celebrated every week and traditionally Catholics were obliged to attend every week.

In Protestant churches the celebration of Communion takes place less often and its frequency varies from denomination to denomination. Some churches have a weekly service of Communion, some have monthly Communion services and some have only one or two per year. The service of the Word, which usually replaces the Communion service, will include a much longer sermon, in which the preacher will speak at length to expound a biblical text, and bring out its relevance to those present. Different churches, even within the same denomination, will use very different styles of worship. Some Sunday services, particularly those which take place in cathedrals, will be elaborate, with a choir singing difficult music, others will hand the music over to the congregation, who sing simpler hymns or worship songs. Methodists and Baptists are noted for the exuberance of their singing and of the importance of hymn singing as an expression of their faith. Some churches are very traditional and keep to a familiar pattern of worship called a liturgy, while others are more free and enjoy innovation and experimenting with different forms of worship, for example, dance, mime, video presentations or drama. 

The extent to which the congregation is involved in the worship varies too. Of course all churches encourage the full participation of the congregation in praising God with heart, mind, and soul, but some churches give the congregation more physical participation. In the Orthodox Church the sense of mystery behind the sacrament of Holy Communion is maintained to a large degree and the most important parts of the service are performed by the priest behind a screen called an iconostasis which separates him from his congregation. In the Roman Catholic, Anglican, Methodist and Presbyterian churches, whilst the majority of the service is conducted by the priest or minister, lay people often take part by reading from the Bible or by praying on behalf of the congregation. In the Quaker church and in other evangelical churches there is often a time of prayer when any member of the congregation can pray or reflect on a passage of Scripture as he or she feels led by the Holy Spirit to do.

No matter what style of worship is used, the important thing for all Christians is the belief that worship was instituted by Jesus Christ when he was on earth an that by the constant presence of the Holy Spirit, God is always present with His people at worship, no matter how few are present. In Matthew's gospel Jesus tells his disciples, "Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them." (Matthew 18:20)

Private worship is left very much up to the individual Christian and varies considerably. In Roman Catholic families in Ireland in particular, the practice of "Saying the Rosary" daily together as a family was very popular until quite recently. It is still said by some people, especially those of an older generation. The rosary is a set of prayers which are said using beads on a chain to keep track of how many have been said. The beads are divided into sets of ten "Hail Marys" called a decade, and they are separated by a single bead at which the Lord's Prayer is said. Different mysteries of the faith are reflected on as each decade is said. For example, the Annunciation (when the Angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and asked her to be the mother of Jesus) or the Nativity (the birth of Jesus) It has been suggested that one reason why the rosary is so popular in Ireland is that the rosary beads are portable and easily concealed when the practice of Catholicism was outlawed.

Many Christian families say prayers of thanksgiving (known as Grace) before family meals and some have a time of prayer together before the children go to bed. Private prayer and quiet contemplation or study of the scripture is encouraged by most Christian churches and in some churches small groups within the congregation gather together in private houses on a regular basis to praise God, study the Bible and pray together. Often in Roman Catholic churches people drop in to say a prayer during the day and often they will come to pray to a particular saint who has a statue or a side altar in the church. They often light a candle which represents their petition and which remains burning in front of the statue or the altar after they have 

Rites and Rituals

The tradition of pilgrimage, begun in the Middle Ages has remained popular in the Christian churches. People make journeys, to places connected with the life of Jesus Christ or with one of the saints. Canterbury has been a centre of pilgrimage since the death of St.Thomas ‡ Becket when miracles began to be reported by those who had visited his tomb. Pilgrimages may also be made to places in the world where Mary is said to have appeared, such as Lourdes and Fatima. Hundreds of Thousands of Pilgrims visit Lourdes, a town in the south of France, each year looking for a cure for their diseases. They come to bathe in or to drink the waters of a spring which was pointed out to a young girl called Bernadette by a vision of Mary in 1858. Since then many hundreds of people have been cured as a direct result of their visit to Lourdes. Even if they have not been cured, pilgrims often speak of the peace and spiritual refreshment they have received as they participated in the Masses and processions during their time there.

In the past, the more difficult and dangerous the journey to the pilgrimage site the belief that worship was instituted by Jesus Christ when he was on earth an that by the constant presence of the Holy Spirit, God is always present with His people at worship, no matter how few are present. In Matthew's gospel Jesus tells his disciples, "Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them." (Matthew 18:20)

Private worship is left very much up to the individual Christian and varies considerably. In Roman Catholic families in Ireland in particular, the practice of "Saying the Rosary" daily together as a family was very popular until quite recently. It is still said by some people, especially those of an older generation. The rosary is a set of prayers which are said using beads on a chain to keep track of how many have been said. The beads are divided into sets of ten "Hail Marys" called a decade, and they are separated by a single bead at which the Lord's Prayer is said. Different mysteries of the faith are reflected on as each decade is said. For example, the Annunciation (when the Angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and asked her to be the mother of Jesus) or the Nativity (the birth of Jesus) It has been suggested that one reason why the rosary is so popular in Ireland is that the rosary beads are portable and easily concealed when the practice of Catholicism was outlawed.

Many Christian families say prayers of thanksgiving (known as Grace) before family meals and some have a time of prayer together before the children go to bed. Private prayer and quiet contemplation or study of the scripture is encouraged by most Christian churches and in some churches small groups within the congregation gather together in private houses on a regular basis to praise God, study the Bible and pray together. Often in Roman Catholic churches people drop in to say a prayer during the day and often they will come to pray to a particular saint who has a statue or a side altar in the church. They often light a candle which represents their petition and which remains burning in front of the statue or the altar after they have left.

The tradition of pilgrimage, begun in the Middle Ages has remained popular in the Christian churches. People make journeys, to places connected with the life of Jesus Christ or with one of the saints. Canterbury has been a centre of pilgrimage since the death of St.Thomas ‡ Becket when miracles began to be reported by those who had visited his tomb. Pilgrimages may also be made to places in the world where Mary is said to have appeared, such as Lourdes and Fatima. Hundreds of Thousands of Pilgrims visit Lourdes, a town in the south of France, each year looking for a cure for their diseases. They come to bathe in or to drink the waters of a spring which was pointed out to a young girl called Bernadette by a vision of Mary in 1858. Since then many hundreds of people have been cured as a direct result of their visit to Lourdes. Even if they have not been cured, pilgrims often speak of the peace and spiritual refreshment they have received as they participated in the Masses and processions during their time there.

In the past, the more difficult and dangerous the journey to the pilgrimage site was, the more spiritual benefit could be achieved by going there. In Ireland this has led to the tradition of pilgrims climbing Croagh Patrick, a mountain associated with the Patron Saint who first brought Christianity to Ireland, in their bare feet. Of course visiting places actually visited by Jesus when he was on earth has always been popular and this is one reason why Christian armies in the Middle Ages continually tried to win the Holy Land back from the Islamic forces who had invaded it, and why control of the city of Jerusalem is still a source of conflict between Christians, Jews and Muslims today.

Religious Orders.

From the early Middle Ages some Christians chose to dedicate their lives completely to God and went away to lonely, inaccessible spots in order to leave behind the responsibilities and distractions of the world and to spend all their time in prayer and contemplation. These people (usually men) were called hermits. Gradually communities formed around these hermits as others came to join them and to learn from them. These communities became known as monasteries and developed rules and routines by which the monks lived. In the Middle Ages these monasteries became less isolated and more often located in towns where the monks had more and more contact with the local people. Instead of removing themselves from the world to serve God, they began to serve Him by serving the local population. They had hospitals, guesthouses, almshouses and schools as well as a large church where the townspeople came to hear Sunday Mass. Unfortunately as monasteries became bigger and wealthier; the rules of their founders were kept less strictly and by the time of the Reformation many monks and nuns led luxurious and sometimes even immoral lives. As a result of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, many monasteries were closed and new orders such as the Jesuits and Redemptorists were set up who lived more strictly and dedicated themselves to nursing, teaching and missionary work. Until the second half of the last century, when the governments of the developed world took over the responsibility of public health, welfare and education, many schools, hospitals and orphanages were run by religious orders. The number of monks and nuns are in sharp decline today as fewer and fewer people seem inclined to undertake the vows of "poverty, chastity and obedience" and to live in communities dedicated to the service of God in the 21st century.

There has however been one new community founded in the last century which is the ecumenical community at Taizé in Burgundy, France, founded by Brother Roger in 1940, originally to shelter Jews and those threatened by Nazi persecution. Today, the Taizé Community is made up of over a hundred brothers, Catholics and from various Protestant backgrounds, coming from more than twenty-five nations. The brothers live a very simple and prayerful life which has attracted thousands of visitors, particularly young people who come to spend a week studying the gospel and its meaning in their life, and to take part in the daily religious services in the church. Over the years small groups of brothers have gone out from the community in Taizé to countries in Asia, Africa and South America. As far as possible they share the living conditions of those who surround them, striving to be a presence of love among the very poor, street children, prisoners, the dying, and those who are wounded by broken relationships, or by being abandoned.

Festivals

The major Christian festivals during the year all commemorate events in the life of Jesus Christ. Smaller festivals mark celebrations, called feast days of Mary or one of the saints and their observance varies from country to country and sometimes even from district to district. In addition, many countries have patron saints whose feast day may be a national holiday in that country. For example, in Ireland the 17th of March is a national holiday for the feast of St. Patrick.

Advent

The four weeks leading up to Christmas, the celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ, are known as Advent, which means, the coming. On the four Sundays of Advent in Christian churches, the Bible readings and prayers concentrate on preparing congregations for the coming of Christmas. Often on Advent Sunday, the Sunday closest to November 30th, there is a special service called an Advent Carol service where the readings and carols lead us from the darkness of the sin of Adam, through all the prophesies in the Old Testament which tell of the coming of the Messiah, to a climax at the great moment where Mary agrees to be the mother of Jesus and her great prayer, the Magnificat (a hymn of praise) is sung. Some churches may erect a Jesse tree, which is an evergreen tree on which are hung symbols of Jesus from the Old Testament. For example, the Messiah was often described by the prophets as a lion of Judah, so the symbol of a lion is hung on the tree.

More common however is for churches to have an Advent wreath. This is a circle of evergreen branches which symbolises that life is eternal. The wreath is often tied with purple ribbon as purple is a colour associated with repentance in the Christian church and during the season of Advent Christians are encouraged to repent of their sins in order to be ready to welcome the birth of Jesus on Christmas Day. On the wreath there are four candles. One candle is lit on the first Sunday of Advent, two on the second Sunday, and so on until all four candles are lit on the Sunday before Christmas.

In the past, the season of Advent was marked by fasting and great solemnity, as a symbol of repentance and as a means of preparation for the great celebration and feasting which was to take place at Christmas. Nowadays however, for many people this season has got "lost" in the rush and hectic nature of the lead up to Christmas which has become a material, as well as spiritual festival.

Christmas.

We have no idea of when exactly Jesus was born as there is no mention of his birth date in the gospels but when missionaries were bringing the message of Christianity to pagan tribes in Europe it was decided to hold this most joyous festival at the time of the pagan festivals which marked the shortest day of the year, the Winter solstice. Many elements of the pagan festival were incorporated into the celebration of Christmas, such as the decoration of houses with evergreen trees, now called Christmas Trees and hung with decorations and lights to symbolise eternal life; and the lighting of candles which represent the light of Christ coming into a world of darkness.

On Christmas Eve, December 24th many churches hold services late at night so that they can celebrate the first moment of Christmas at midnight. These services are usually very joyful celebrations with special well-loved hymns, called carols, and familiar readings from the gospels which tell the story of the birth of Jesus in the stable at Bethlehem. Many churches make 'cribs' or models of the stable with statues of Mary and Joseph, the animals in the stable, and the shepherds and wise men who came to worship Jesus. The manger, in which Jesus was laid down to sleep, is often left empty until the Christmas Eve service when the statue of the infant Jesus is put into it. A white candle placed in the centre of the Advent wreath is also lit during this service symbolizing 'Christ with us' which is the literal translation of the word Christmas.

Another Christmas tradition which has come about through the combination of Christian and pagan festivals is the giving of gifts. Adults exchange gifts with their family and friends while children receive gifts in a number of different ways, depending on the country in which they live. In English-speaking countries gifts are delivered by Father Christmas who is often depicted as Santa Claus, a figure dressed in the Bishop's robes of St. Nicholas of Myra, a bishop who saved three daughters of a poor family from a life of prostitution by dropping three bags of money down the chimney of their house. This money provided for dowries so that they could be married. Apparently the money landed in their stockings which they had hung to dry by the fire and this led to the tradition of children hanging stockings by the fireside on Christmas Eve when Santa Claus comes down the chimney and fills them with presents. In other countries, presents are brought by the Christ Child, or by the three wise men who brought gifts to the baby Jesus, and which are left under the Christmas tree or put into children's shoes. 

Lent.

Lent is the period of forty days leading up to the festival of Easter which celebrates Christ's resurrection from the dead. The forty days represents the time spent in the Judean desert by Jesus before embarking on his public ministry. It is a time of repentance and preparation for the feast of Easter. Traditionally Lent was observed strictly, especially in the Roman Catholic Church with no meat, sugar, eggs, fat or dairy products allowed to be eaten and only one cooked meal to be eaten per day. Music and dancing were also forbidden during Lent and weddings did not take place. This led to the practice of using up all the forbidden foods on the day before Lent began. This day was known as Shrove Tuesday or Pancake Tuesday as pancakes were made from many of the ingredients listed above. In some countries Pancake Tuesday or Mardi Gras (fat Tuesday) became a carnival in which music and dancing feature and people dressed up in garish costumes and enjoyed themselves for one last day before the season of Lent began.

Nowadays the observance of Lent is a more private decision and fasting from certain foods is not obligatory, even in the Catholic Church (although many people still make and enjoy pancakes on Shrove Tuesday). Many Christian churches encourage their congregations to make some personal sacrifice for the period of Lent as a symbol of their repentance for their sins. This sacrifice can take the form of giving up something they enjoy for the forty days, or it can involve doing something positive, such as doing voluntary work or just making more of an effort to live a good Christian life.

Lent begins on Ash Wednesday when many churches hold special services of repentance. In Roman Catholic, Orthodox and some Anglican churches ashes of burnt palm are mixed with oil and the priest marks the foreheads of the congregation with a sign of the cross. This visible mark reminds believers that one day they will die and return to dust and that they should be sure that they are in a right relationship with God when that time comes.

Holy Week and Easter.

The week leading up to Easter Sunday is called Holy Week and during it Christians remember the events of Christ's last week on earth. On Palm Sunday, the Sunday before Easter, Jesus arrived in Jerusalem with his disciples to celebrate the Jewish feast of the Passover. He rode into the city on a donkey and was greeted by hundreds of people who had heard of his miracles. They gave him a royal welcome waving palm leaves and shouting, "Hosanna to the Son of David". In some churches this arrival is enacted and in many, the congregation receive palms which may be made into a cross and are kept at home for the coming year.

On Thursday of Holy Week, sometimes called Maundy Thursday or Holy Thursday, Christians remember the last meal which Jesus ate with his disciples before he was put to death. It was a traditional Jewish Passover meal but Jesus gave it added significance by blessing the bread and wine and telling his disciples that these represented his body and blood which would be sacrificed for all people. He commanded them to do the same thing in remembrance of him. In this way he instituted the sacrament of Holy Communion. Also at this meal he tried to demonstrate to his disciples that he had come to serve and not to be treated like a king by washing their feet, a task usually performed by servants. He commanded them to behave as servants to each other and not to lord it over their fellow Christians. For this reason, in some churches the priests or ministers wash the feet of some members of their congregation as a sign of humility. In Britain, the king or queen takes part in the Ceremony of the Royal Maundy. This ceremony, held at a great cathedral, involves the distribution of Maundy Money to deserving senior citizens (one man and one woman for each year of the sovereign's age), usually chosen for having done service to their community. They receive ceremonial red and white purses which contain coins made especially for the occasion. The white purse contains one coin for each year of the monarch's reign. The red purse contains money in place of other gifts that used to be given to the poor. In Roman Catholic and some Anglican churches the altars are stripped at the end of Mass on Holy Thursday and the congregation leave in silence without any organ music in preparation for the sad and solemn ceremonies which take place the following day on Good Friday. Good Friday is the day on which Jesus was crucified and Christians reflect on the sad events of this day in many ways. In the Roman Catholic Church there is a ceremony where the congregation reflect on a series of pictures on the wall of the church which depict different stages of Jesus last journey, carrying his cross on the way to be crucified. In some countries this journey is re-enacted outdoors and in the Philippines young men volunteer to be actually crucified in order to share in the suffering of Christ. (They are not left to die on the crosses, however.) 

In Protestant churches there is often a solemn service which takes place between twelve noon and three o'clock in the afternoon which reflects in music, readings and short sermons, on the seven last sayings Jesus uttered on the cross before he died. These sayings include, "Father forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing", "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" and "Father, into your hands I commend my spirit."

There have been arguments between the Eastern and Western churches concerning the date of Easter for many centuries and even today it is celebrated on a different Sunday in the Orthodox church than it is in the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches. The difficulty arises because, once again, we have no mention in the gospels of when the crucifixion and resurrection actually occurred. All we know is that it occurred during the Jewish festival of Passover which was a moveable feast calculated on the lunar cycle. The moon is still used to calculate the date of Easter but the calendar on which it is based is now the calendar devised by Pope Gregory XIII whose reform of the Julian calendar (based on the solar cycle) was not accepted by the Orthodox Church.

No matter when it falls, the celebration of Easter is the most important Christian festival and the one celebrated with the most joy. In many churches the first service of Easter Day begins before midnight on Saturday night when the church is left in darkness. Often a special fire called a Paschal fire is lit outside the church and from this fire a large white candle representing Christ is lit and carried into the darkened church. The congregation all hold smaller candles which are lit from the Paschal candle and the Light of Christ spreads symbolically throughout the church. The hymns and readings on Easter morning are extremely joyful and tell the story of how the women came to Jesus tomb and found it empty because he had risen. 

Like Christmas, some elements of pagan festivals were incorporated into the Christian festival and given new meanings by the early Christian missionaries. For example, Easter eggs are painted in some countries, and chocolate eggs are given and received and are especially enjoyed by those who have given up chocolate for the forty days of Lent! In some places the children's Easter Eggs are hidden in the garden by the Easter Bunny (which is a symbol of spring rather than having any religious significance) and they have to search for them. The egg symbolises new life and is a very appropriate symbol for Easter which falls in the spring when nature is preparing itself for new life after the bleakness of winter. For that reason, many churches are decorated with colourful spring flowers and women sometimes wear Easter Bonnets, straw hats decorated with flowers.

Minor Festivals.

The Ascension of Jesus into heaven is not celebrated with a public holiday but many churches have special services on this day, forty days after Easter Sunday when Jesus left his disciples and returned to his Father in Heaven. Ten days later the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles and the story of the birth of the Christianity is remembered and read about in church services on Pentecost or Whit Sunday. As Pentecost falls on a Sunday many countries have a public holiday on the Monday after it.

There are many other feast days during the year which are associates with Mary or with one of the saints. In the past the Roman Catholic Church made these "Holidays of Obligation" when Catholics had to attend Mass. Nowadays however, while feasts such as the Immaculate Conception (December 8th) and the feast of the Assumption (August 15th) are still Holy Days, it is left up to the individual to choose to attend Mass or not. In some countries there are regional holidays to celebrate the feast of a popular saint in the area but these are not national holidays and many businesses now continue to operate or close for only a short part of the day. These local festivals can be very colourful occasions and the statue of the saint or the virgin may be carried in procession through the streets of the town by people dressed up in regional costume.

The feast of All Saints is celebrated on November 1st and commemorates the life and example of all the Christian saints and martyrs. It was held at this time by the early Christian missionaries, in order to counteract the most important pagan festival, Samhain, which was the beginning of the pagan year. This festival is now overshadowed by the festival of Halloween, which is a modern version of All Souls Day, on which the church remembered all those who had died. Many of the traditions we associate with Halloween today have come to us quite recently from America, and have no religious significance, although the lighting of bonfires on this night goes back even further to the pagan festival of Samhain. For this reason some Christians do not like their children to take part in Halloween activities and some churches put on alternative parties or activities for their young people on that night.

Rites of Passage

Like many other world religions, Christians mark many important stages in life with religious ceremonies. Some of these are known as sacraments. The definition of a sacrament is, "an outward sign of inward grace". The Roman Catholic Church has seven sacraments: Baptism, Penance, Eucharist, Confirmation, Holy Orders, Marriage, and Anointing of the Sick; while the Protestant churches recognise only two of these as being ordained by Jesus Christ in the gospels: Baptism and Eucharist.

Baptism

Parents in most Christian churches bring their children to the church to be baptised within the first year after their birth. The sacrament of Baptism symbolises the washing away of sins and the entry of the child into the family of Christ. The baby is often dressed in a white robe representing purity and the priest or minister sprinkles water over the child's forehead, baptising him or her in the name of God, Father Son and Holy Spirit. Sometimes the parents choose close relations or friends to be their child's Godparents. These are spiritual sponsors who will help the parents to bring their child up in the Christian faith. The parents and Godparents are asked to make promises on behalf of the child to believe in Jesus Christ, to reject evil and to grow in the faith of their church.

In the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches perfumed oil called chrism which has been blessed by the bishop is used to anoint the child as a symbol of his or her membership of the Christian church. Sometimes, a candle lit from the Paschal candle, is received from the priest by one of the parents on behalf of their child. This symbolises the passing on of the Christian faith. In the Orthodox church the ceremony of Baptism is similar to the Catholic ceremony except that, instead of merely sprinkling water on the baby's head, the priest fully immerses the baby is in the baptismal font three times.

In Protestant churches the baby is carried among the congregation who have the opportunity to greet this new member of the church and they promise to help his or her parents to bring the child up in the Christian faith. In Baptist churches there is very often a pool in which the adult believer wearing a white robe is fully immersed during their Baptism.

The child is usually given his or her Christian name or names during the ceremony of Baptism which may also be called a Christening.

First Confession and First Holy Communion.

These two rites of passage are only celebrated in the Roman Catholic Church. They usually take place when the child is six or seven years old and has had some teaching in the Catholic faith. In Protestant churches this is usually done in the form of a general confession when the congregation pray together for forgiveness of their sins and the minister confirms the gospel truth that through Christ all sins are forgiven. In the Roman Catholic Church absolution (literally, the washing away of sins) is performed by a priest on an individual basis to members of his congregation who must confess their sins to him. This was traditionally done in a confessional, the wooden chambers which can still be seen around the walls of some Catholic churches and which were designed to protect the privacy of the person confessing their sins. Nowadays some Catholics prefer to sit opposite their priest and to confess to him face to face in an ordinary room. 

The first time a child goes to confess his or her sins to a priest and receives forgiveness, is known as their First Confession. This is followed, in a matter of days or weeks, by their First Holy Communion. This is the first time a child is allowed to receive Holy Communion and is a very big occasion for Catholic children. Up to this they were considered too young to really understand the true meaning of Christ's presence in the Eucharist. Most children get a new outfit for this special occasion and girls are traditionally dressed in white dresses and veils. Recently there have been moves to simplify what is worn at the First Holy Communion ceremonies due to the enormous amounts families were spending on outfits and accessories, especially for their daughters. After the First Communion Mass families often celebrate by going to a hotel or restaurant for a meal with grandparents, relations and friends. The traditional gift to the child is money although rosary beads, prayer books and jewellery are also popular.

Confirmation.

In both the Roman Catholic and Anglican churches Confirmation takes place when the child is between 12 and 14 years old. It is at this stage that they take on full responsibility for their own faith, which up to now has been the responsibility of their parents and Godparents since their Baptism. Before Confirmation they receive instruction in the faith at school or from their minister. The ceremony of confirmation is performed by the Bishop who anoints the heads of those he confirms with chrism. In the Anglican Church the young person cannot receive communion until he or she has been confirmed. Although special clothes are not necessarily worn for Confirmation, most young people get a new outfit for the occasion and there is often a family meal or party to mark their coming of age in the faith.

The Methodist and Calvinist (Presbyterian) churches do not have a rite of Confirmation, instead young people are received into full membership of the church at much the same age after they have been instructed in the faith by their minister, either individually or in small classes. They may then participate in the Eucharist as a full member of their church. In the Orthodox Church Confirmation is performed immediately after Baptism when the baby is anointed with chrism a second time and is also then given Holy Communion. The bread and wine are mixed together and fed to the baby on a spoon.

Marriage.

Most Christian marriages are performed by a priest during a special church service. The bride usually dressed in white or cream and wearing a veil, is escorted down the aisle of the church by her father and often followed by her bridesmaids, or attendants. The groom waits for her at the top of the church and he is accompanied by his best man (usually a brother or close friend) and one or more groomsmen. The bride's father passes her hand to the groom and they move up to stand in front of the priest or minister. The minister greets the couple and during the course of the service they are asked to make vows to love each other and to remain faithful to one another in the sight of God and all those gathered in the church. There are readings from the Bible, prayers for the future happiness of the couple and of their families, special music is used, and in some churches the Eucharist is celebrated. In the United Kingdom and in Ireland the civil part of the marriage is also performed in the church when the couple sign the official marriage register and it is witnessed by their attendants and by the priest or minister. In other countries, such as France, the couple go first to the town hall to have a civil marriage and then come to the church for the religious ceremony.

After the wedding there is usually a party or reception with a meal to which friends and relations of both families are invited and then dancing to celebrate the marriage. The young couple receive gifts of money and items for the house which help them to begin their new life together. Very often the couple go away for a holiday together after the wedding, this is known as the Honeymoon. Of course today many couples are choosing to live together before they get married and may even have one or more children before they decide to get married. Although this is against the teaching of all the Christian churches, it is very rare that a couple will be refused a church wedding because they have been living together beforehand.

Christian marriage is intended to be a lifelong commitment, and today the importance of preparation for marriage is stressed by all churches, but the reality of 21st century society, is that in some cases, marriages break down. Because the Roman Catholic Church sees marriage as a sacrament which can only be given once, re-marriage is not an option and those who receive a state divorce can never be married again in a Catholic church. Most Protestant churches allow re-marriage upon due consideration of the circumstances, but no minister is obliged to re-marry a divorced person if she or he has a conscientious objection to doing so. Catholic marriages are occasionally "annulled" by the Vatican but this is done only in the most exceptional circumstances (such as if one of the people being married was not in their right mind at the time) and after rigorous examination of the facts. An annulment means that in the eyes of the church, the marriage never actually took place and the two people are therefore free to marry again.

Ordination and Holy Orders.

This is the name of the ceremony which is performed when a person becomes a priest or a minister. There is usually a long period of training involved when theology, pastoral care, biblical languages and often psychology are studied. This training usually takes place within a seminary or theological college attached to one of the universities. When the studies have been successfully completed, the priest or minister is ordained. In the Catholic Church this involves the Sacrament of Holy Orders. The ordination is performed by one or more bishops who lay their hands on the head of the person being ordained and pray for the power of the Holy Spirit to help him or her in their work. In protestant churches both men and women may be ordained but in the Catholic Church only men are allowed to be priests. Protestant clergy are also allowed to marry and have a family while Catholic priests are required to remain celibate. Both of these regulations have been questioned recently by many Catholic lay people who fear that numbers going forward for ordination in the Catholic Church are reaching crisis levels but as yet there have been no signs that the Vatican is considering any changes to them.

Death and Burial.

When a Christian is very sick, either at home or in a hospital, he or she will be visited by a priest or minister who will offer to pray with or for them and may also celebrate the Eucharist. In the Roman Catholic Church there is a sacrament called the Anointing of the Sick, which is administered if it is feared that the person is in real danger of dying. In this sacrament the priest will anoint the sick person with chrism and will ask them to confess their sins and then pronounce forgiveness so that the person is ready to face death. If they are still able to eat, they may also receive the Eucharist. A Protestant minister may also be called to be with a member of his or her church who is about to die. The minister would pray with the dying person and read passages of scripture, such as the Psalms, to them.

After death the priest or minister will help the family to make the arrangements for the funeral. The body of the deceased is usually placed in a wooden coffin and dressed and made to look their best by the undertakers. In some areas it is the custom that the coffin is left open for a few hours either at home or in the hospital or funeral parlour so that friends and neighbours can come to say goodbye. The coffin is then closed and brought to the church on the evening before the funeral when there is a short service of readings and prayers and then people come to extend their sympathies to the family of the deceased. The next day there is a funeral service (or Mass in the Catholic Church) at which there are readings and prayers confirming the Christian belief in a life after death and seeking God's comfort on those who have been bereaved.

Roman Catholics believe that the soul of the departed may have to spend some time in Purgatory before they reach heaven depending on their actions during their lifetime. This is not a physical place but a state and Catholics believe that time there can be shortened by the prayers of the living. For this reason, during the funeral service they pray for the soul of the departed, a practice not shared by the Protestant churches. The coffin is then taken for burial or cremation and another short ceremony is performed by the priest or minister at the side of the grave or crematorium during which he or she reminds mourners that the bodies of all will return to dust and ashes some day and that only the soul lives on eternally through the grace of God. 

Mourners generally wear black to funerals and often bring wreaths of flowers which are left on the grave. They may also send cards to the family to express their sympathy. Roman Catholics often send Mass cards stating that they have paid a priest to say a special Mass for the soul of the departed. A headstone is erected by the family to mark the grave of their loved ones and on it is carved the full name of the deceased as well as the dates of his or her birth and death. Sometimes an epitaph, or short statement about the deceased, or a passage from Scripture is also inscribed on the headstone. In many cases husbands and wives are buried in the same grave to symbolise the continuity of their life together even after death.

If a body is cremated the family may choose to bury the ashes or to scatter them at some place which was special to the deceased person. They may even choose to keep the ashes in an urn in the house somewhere but this is more unusual. Some Christians visit the graves of their loved ones as a mark of respect or because they feel close to them there, but others prefer to remember that their bodies are only empty shells and that the soul of their loved one is now in Heaven with God forever.

Development of Tradition

The Early Church – Persecution and Rebirth.

We have seen in earlier sections how the Christian church was born when the Holy Spirit descended on the Apostles on the first Pentecost and gave them the courage to come out into the open and preach the good news that Jesus had risen from the dead to their fellow Jews. The first Christians were Jews who attended the synagogue, sang hymns from the book of Psalms, circumcised their sons, refused to eat pork, kept the Sabbath and read the Hebrew Scriptures; the only difference being that they interpreted the Scriptures in the light of their faith in Jesus Christ. They took over Jewish feasts like the Passover and Pentecost and gave them new meaning in the work of Jesus. They also developed their own rites such as the sharing of bread and wine on a Sunday as Jesus had instructed them to do at the last Supper although this did not become a sacrament until much later. As St. Paul and others spread the gospel throughout the Greek-speaking world, and non-Jewish Christians came to outnumber Jewish Christians and gradually the new Christian practices began to eclipse the Jewish practices. This was reinforced when the Council of Jerusalem ruled that gentiles who converted to Christianity were no longer required to be circumcised and when Christians were permanently excluded from the synagogues.

 The early Christians were first persecuted by the Jewish religious leaders who accused them of blasphemy and later, when they refused to acknowledge the Roman Emperors as gods; they were also persecuted by the Romans. Although this persecution had the effect of driving Christianity underground, literally in the case of the city of Rome where early Christian churches, tombs and altars have been found in the Catacombs, they could not destroy it. In fact, if anything persecution made the church stronger and witnesses to the death of the first martyrs admired their steadfastness to their faith and their assurance of a life after death. Many believed that there must be something in this new religion if so many are prepared to die rather than give it up. The tombs of the martyrs, especially those of St. Peter and St. Paul came to be places of pilgrimage for Christians long before it was safe for them to do so. Finally in the reign of the Emperor Constantine, who attributed his many victories in battle as well as his cure from leprosy to the Christian God, Rome became the centre of a Christian empire. Constantine began by proclaiming the Edict of Toleration (313 C.E.) which made Christianity legal in the empire and allowed the building of the first Christian churches in the city of Rome, he continued giving presents, endowments and property to the churches as his victories increased. In Rome, he made over the Lateran Palace which became the home of the Popes, and built the basilicas of St. Peter and St. Paul, and in his reign Rome took the form of the Christian city which it has remained to this day. Constantine built the new capital of the empire on the site of the Greek city of Byzantium and called it Constantinople, leaving Rome under the secular power of the Pope.

A Church Divided – History of Schism.

For non-Christians looking at Christianity, one of the hardest things to understand is why there is such a wide variety of different denominations and churches which all call themselves Christian and all claim to follow the teaching of Jesus Christ and yet seem so different from one another in their teaching and practice. These differences have come about as a result of arguments and divisions which began very early in the life of the Christian church and which continue to this day. In 325 C.E. the Council of Nicaea issued a summary of Christian beliefs which is still known as the Nicene Creed, but it was not long before these beliefs were already challenged by a group called the Arians who tried to turn the Trinity into three separate Gods. This was settled in 381 at the Council of Constantinople. 

In the 5th century a group called the Nestorians split away from the main church in an argument over the person of Christ and also over whether Mary bore Jesus the man or the Son of God. The Nestorians evolved into the Persian Church, the Chinese Church (which died out in the 10th century) and the Indian Church, where a small group still exists to this day called the Mar-thoma Church. Later in the same century another splinter group fell away from the main church and formed the Coptic, Armenian and Syrian churches, all of which are still in existence today.

The eastern and western churches split in 1054 over the question of the power of the papacy. The Eastern Church based in Constantinople resented the increasing power of the Pope in Rome although they also had theological differences with the Roman church, primarily over whether the Holy Spirit "proceeded from the Father and the Son" as it says in the Nicene Creed. From this time the Eastern Orthodox churches (those in Greece, Russia, Eastern Europe and Asia) became fully independent and no longer accepted the authority of the Pope in Rome. The character of the Orthodox Church also developed differently and it has retained a strong mystical tradition, devotion to the sacred liturgies which have not changed in over a thousand years, and veneration of icons (sacred paintings) which mark it out quite strongly from the Roman Catholic Church.

The heyday of the Western Church was the Middle Ages when the Pope in Rome was the Spiritual Ruler of all of Europe and even had the power to excommunicate Kings or to place an entire country under interdict, which meant that no Masses could be said, no absolution from sin could be pronounced, marriages solemnised, or Christian burials performed. In an age when commoners were kept in their place by the threat of hell and the chance to die without absolution from the church meant eternal damnation; no monarch could afford to offend the Pope for long without causing riots at home. Unfortunately many Popes abused their great temporal power and became vastly wealthy, caring more about adding to their lands and possessions than they did about spiritual matters. Abuses such as simony (the buying and selling of church positions) and nepotism (the granting of church positions to members of one's own family) were rife and many wealthy bishops and abbots were constantly absent from their dioceses or monasteries preferring to lead a glamorous life at court and leaving more lowly priests and monks to run the parishes and monasteries for them, returning once a year to collect the rent due to them, of course. People were also encouraged to pay money to the church in order to shorten the time they would have to spend in Purgatory before they could get into Heaven. Many scholars had begun to criticise the corruption of the church but one man was to have the most far-reaching impact of them all. He was an Augustinian monk and Professor of Theology called Martin Luther and when he nailed a list of ninety-five theses condemning the sale of indulgences and other abuses in the church to the door of the University church in Wittenberg in 1517 the Reformation had begun. Partly due to the support of the German princes who wanted to be free of the tyranny of the Pope, and to the recent invention of the printing press, Luther's ideas spread quickly throughout northern Germany. When his supporters protested at the introduction of measures to enforce Catholicism they became known as Protestants and the name stuck. Three Protestant churches actually developed in Europe around the same time. The Lutheran Church in Germany and Scandinavia, the Reformed Church (Calvinist) in Switzerland, France, Holland, Germany and Hungary and the Anglican Church in England.

Jean Calvin settled in Geneva and persuaded the city authorities to rule according to his very strict religious beliefs in an effort to create a "City of God". As a result, dancing, gambling and drinking were all forbidden in the city and students came from all over Europe to study and become Calvinist ministers. One of these was John Knox who brought the religion to Scotland where it became known as the Church of Scotland and spread to England where it became known as the Puritan Church because of the simplicity of its church services and because Calvin encouraged his followers to dress in very modest clothing, without lace, patterns or frills. Calvinist preachers were called 'presbyters' and for this reason his followers are often called Presbyterians. Many English Puritans were forced to attend Church of England services by Queen Elizabeth's Act of Uniformity which was an effort to stop all the divisions over religion which had disrupted the country over several decades. This was unacceptable to many Puritans because the Anglican Church had kept many aspects of Catholic worship to which the Puritans strongly objected. Instead they chose to travel to the new colonies being set up in North America where they would be free to live and worship according to their religious beliefs.

In the meantime the Roman Catholic Church, shocked by the damage done to it by the Reformers, began to reform itself in a movement known as the Counter-Reformation. This was dome in three ways. Firstly it held a Council, the Council of Trent 1545 which outlawed many of the abuses of power within the church and clarified points of Catholic doctrine which had been questioned by the reformers. Secondly it established a Court of Inquisition to root out any heretics in Catholic countries such as Spain, Italy, etc. so as to prevent the spread of Protestant ideas into those countries. Thirdly, new religious orders were founded to work as teachers and missionaries and were particularly successful at preventing the spread of Protestantism in Poland and Austria. They also sent missionaries to Asia, Africa and to America to spread Catholicism among the native inhabitants of those continents with whom new trade links were being established.

The Church of England (Anglican) was further split in the 17th century when the Baptist Church was formed practising adult full-immersion baptism and in the same century, the Quaker Church came into being. The Quakers (the Religious Society of Friends) grew out of the religious controversies of the 1650s in England and its founder, George Fox taught that there should be no ministers or priests; instead all those present at meetings sit in silence in front of a Bible which is left on a reading desk until someone feels prompted by the Holy Spirit to read a passage from it, to pray or to give a short sermon or testimony.

In the 18th century an Anglican clergyman called John Wesley began an Evangelical Revival and set up a society of people called Methodists from a nickname given to a group of his friends, his brother and himself who used to gather together while he was in Oxford to study the Bible, to pray together and to carry out charitable works such as hospital and prison visiting. He did not consider that he was setting up a separate church and encouraged people to attend their own parish church in the morning and to come to hear him, or one of his preachers speak in the afternoon. The Methodist church only officially split from the Church of England after his death in 1791. Wesley's movement was particularly successful in the new industrial cities of the North of England whose huge working-class populations had been neglected religiously and who relished the enthusiasm and informality of Wesley's preaching, much of which took place outdoors. Numbers were also attracted by the congregational singing which played such an important part in Methodist worship. Charles Wesley, John's brother was the most prolific writer of Christian hymns and his hymns, which were later adopted by many other Christian denominations, brought knowledge of the Scriptures to the congregations.

Vatican II.

Once it had instituted the reforms laid down by the Council of Trent, the Roman Catholic Church changed very little until 1970. During all of this time the Mass was said in Latin and the doctrines of the church were rarely questioned. The first Vatican Council (1869-70) completed the work of Trent by defining the infallibility of the Pope when making official (ex cathedra) statements in matters of faith and morals. The Second Vatican Council (1962-65) however, made much more far-reaching changes to the organization and doctrines of the church. It instituted the saying of the Mass in the spoken language of a country rather than in Latin, and the priest was to face the people rather than away from them during the consecration of the Eucharist. Many conservative Catholics accused the church of having sold out to Protestantism and some would still like to see a return to the mystery of the Tridentine Mass.

Another reform instituted by Vatican II was the increased importance given to the role of the laity within the church. For the first time lay people were seen as being no less holy than the clergy and were encouraged to take a more active part in the Liturgy. They became readers and began to help the priests in the distribution of Holy Communion. Also a more scholarly approach to Scripture was encouraged and Catholics were encouraged to read and study the Bible. Perhaps the biggest development of all was the commitment of Rome to participate in ecumenical dialogue.

Tradition, Faith and Practice

Christian Living.

What does it mean to live a Christian life in the modern Western world? In one way it is easy because the society in which we live has been moulded and shaped down through the centuries by Christian principles. Our laws are generally based on Christian principles and we live in a tolerant society where we are free to practise our faith openly. And yet church attendance is falling in almost all Christian denominations and our evening news is filled with reports of murder, rape, drug abuse, fraud and hatred. How does this fit into a society based on a religion dedicated to love? The answer, of course, is that it doesn't.

True Christian living means living one's life according to the Ten Commandments and according to the teaching of Jesus Christ. It means loving God completely and loving our neighbour as ourselves. It means forgiving our enemies and sharing our wealth with those less fortunate than ourselves. It means 'turning the other cheek' when we are hurt or insulted and it means being more concerned about serving others than we are about getting others to serve us. This way of living goes against what we hear in the media and see in glossy advertisements. According to popular culture, we should dedicate our lives to our own happiness rather than hoping for a blissful life after death. This happiness, we are told, can be achieved by finding inner peace, becoming rich and powerful, achieving the perfect body, having numerous sexual partners, or by loosing ourselves in drink or drugs.

The various churches try to give their members a very different view of how true happiness can be achieved but they are facing stiff competition and are finding it increasingly difficult to be considered relevant in the modern world, especially to young people who see the church as "old-fashioned" and "out-of-touch." The divisions in the Christian church do not help either, especially when churches send out different messages on issues such as ethics and morality. Take marriage for example, the Roman Catholic Church do not allow re-marriage after divorce while the Protestant Churches do, and yet both groups say their authority comes from the Bible. The same is true of contraception which is forbidden by the Catholic Church and yet allowed by the Protestant Churches. Nowadays many Catholics are making their own decisions on matters such as these and ignoring the teaching of their church.

As this book is written in 2002 the Catholic Church is currently in a period of crisis in many countries as many cases of the abuse of children by Catholic priests and in Catholic institutions and schools are being brought out in the open for the first time. This makes it very difficult for that church to sustain its position as the moral guardian of its congregations. But perhaps the major threat to all denominations of Christianity in the 21st century is not persecution or heresy, or even scandal; it is secularism and materialism. Secularism is the notion that God has no role in society and that religion should be kept out of public life altogether. Materialism is the idea that happiness comes from material possessions. The development of scientific knowledge, especially during the last century has convinced many people that there is a scientific explanation behind everything and that therefore there is no need for a God. Creation happened as a result of the "Big Bang" and God had nothing to do with it. Human beings are merely animals who happen to be at the top of the evolutionary chain and were not "created in the image and likeness of God" as the book of Genesis tells us.

Christianity rejects this view of the world but without necessarily rejecting scientific theories such as evolution out of hand. A Christian would say that yes, our bodies are made up of a certain number of bones, muscles, atoms and genes, but that our soul is not part of this body, will not die. Science has to admit very often that it still does not have all the answers. Doctors often cannot explain why a patient recovers from a life-threatening illness after they have given up hope of success and exhausted every possible medical treatment. Neither does religion claim to have all the answers and Christians often question the existence of a loving God when a close friend or family-member dies suddenly or a sincere prayer goes unanswered for many years. All we know from the Bible is that God loves us and is with us always even in our suffering and that He only wants what is best for us.

The Ecumenical Movement.

One of the main concerns of all the Christian churches in the 20th century was the quest for church unity. The Ecumenical movement first arose out of the Edinburgh Missionary Conference where many missionary societies reported disunity among the Christian churches as one of the main barriers to their missionary work. This conference gave birth to the Faith and Order movement which was set up to look at divisive issues between the churches. When the first world conference on Faith and Order convened at Lausanne in 1927, it was formally an inter-church assembly, with some ninety churches represented, but not including the Roman Catholic and Russian Orthodox churches or most of the evangelical churches.

From this movement came the proposal for a World Council of Churches which, although delayed by World War II, finally came into being at Amsterdam in 1948. Membership of this council has multiplied from 147 churches in Amsterdam to 301 churches at Vancouver in 1983. At New Delhi in 1961 the Russian Orthodox and the first Pentecostal churches joined the Council. Since then official Roman Catholic observers have played an increasingly full part in World Council of Churches affairs, not least in the Faith and Order Commission, thanks to the more open atmosphere fostered by Vatican II.

The World Council of Churches is not the only vehicle for Ecumenism and there have also been many bi-lateral conversations taking place between major Christian traditions at a world level. The best known of these is A.R.C.I.C., the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission. The British Conference of the Methodist Church is at the exploratory stages of a Covenant agreement with the Church of England, similar to the Covenant agreement which has just been accepted by the Irish Methodist Church and the Church of Ireland. These bilateral agreements do not attempt to erase the theological and organizational differences between the churches, rather they try to emphasise points of agreement and to identify areas where the churches can work more profitably together.

Although there has been little to see in the way of church mergers as a result of the Ecumenical movement, there has been a radical change in the attitude of the churches to one another. Increasingly there is a spirit of co-operation and friendship between them rather than competition and hostility. Most churches recognize that they do not possess the whole truth and are open to learn from others. The Roman Catholic Church has significantly modified its earlier claims to possess the whole truth. Evangelical churches are divided in their attitudes to the ecumenical movement, but the majority are ready to acknowledge others as fellow Christians from whom they can learn. 

While it seems a shame to end this paragraph on a negative note, it has to be said that one of the most divisive issues between the Christian churches is that which should, by rights, be a source of great unity between them - the celebration of the Eucharist. All denominations recognise its centrality to the Christian faith and yet the Roman Catholic Church does not offer communion hospitality to non-Catholics and does not permit Catholics to receive Communion in non-Catholic churches. In most Protestant Churches the invitation to Communion is made to all Christians and sometimes the clause, "as their conscience dictates" is added.

The Evangelical Movement.

This movement, also known as the Pentecostal or Charismatic movement which began in the early years of the 20th century among Protestant groups in the United States, has affected all the mainstream Christian churches to a greater or lesser extent. If Protestants tend to see the church as the people of God, while Catholics see it as the Body of Christ, millions of contemporary Christians see it primarily as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. The Pentecostal movement stresses the gifts of the Spirit especially those displayed by the Apostles after the first Pentecost. These gifts include the ability to speak in tongues, to interpret dreams and visions and to prophesy; to perform healings, miracles and to experience true faith in God's power and they also give spiritual knowledge, wisdom and the discernment of spirits. Classical Pentecostalism has always stressed the gift of speaking in tongues which may involve speaking in a language unknown to the believer or praying in a vocal manner which may be very out-of-character for that person. This experience is usually seen as evidence of Baptism in the Spirit. At first this movement was treated with great suspicion and rejected by the established churches so distinctive Pentecostal denominations were formed.

However, in the mid-1960s there was a second wave of Pentecostal renewal from within the mainstream churches, including the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches as the informality and self-expression of the charismatic worship seemed to catch the spirit of the age. Some of the ways in which the Charismatic Movement has benefited the established churches are: it has enabled some congregations to feel that they can be much more physically involved in worship and new elements have been introduced to compliment the traditional liturgies, for example, spontaneous prayer and praise and movement, including drama and dance. Gifts of prophesy and tongues have not only provided for release of deep religious emotion but have given some people great peace and joy of heart and mind, and renewed energy. Charismatic prayer groups and house-groups, in which members pray and discuss freely their faith, their hopes and their doubts, recall the early days of the Christian church. Modern songs and choruses have played their part in attracting young people back to church, as has the liveliness of preaching in the Charismatic tradition.

There have also been some disadvantages of the Charismatic Movement for mainstream churches. In some churches there have been divisions between those who enjoy the new style of worship and those who want to maintain the traditional form of worship and in many cases this has led to new churches being formed. The Roman Catholic Church has avoided this rather better than the Protestant Churches. There has also been a tendency to view miracles as a kind of proof of the truth of religion rather than as a sign of faith. In some cases very strong personalities have emerged as leaders of Charismatic groups and have fostered a personality cult and demanded obedience from their congregations.

Evangelical churches, sometimes known as house churches grew up in the late '70s and '80s as a reaction to what they saw as excessively liberal theology and moral standards from some church leaders and politicians. They advocated a return to the simplicity of the early church and to the centrality of the Bible in Christian worship. They are sometimes known as fundamentalists because of their belief that every word of the Bible was dictated by God and is therefore true and not open to interpretation by humans. They generally hold very conservative views on the role of women and on ethical issues such as homosexuality and abortion. In the United States fundamentalists have become a very powerful pressure group and influence on government policy and they have succeeded in having the teaching of evolution theory removed from the school science curriculum in some states.
Christian Beliefs - The Creed

A Creed is a statement of communities’ Religious beliefs. What makes Christianity distinctive is its belief that the one God is a Trinity of Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The simplest Christian Creed is expressed in the Sign of the Cross. In the name of the Father and of the Son and have the Holy Spirit. The earliest Christian Creed to be found in the New Testament is "Jesus is Lord" which expresses belief in the divinity of the risen Jesus 

 

The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed
The most important systematic expression of Christian Faith is to be found in the Nicene Creed. The four main Christian Churches in Ireland - The Roman Catholic Church, The Church of Ireland, The Presbyterian Church, and The Methodist Church - see this as a basis of their common faith. Orthodox Christians also see the Nicene-Constantinoplitan Creed as a basis of their belief. 

 

God the Father:
We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen.

God the Son
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,       
the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God, 
begotten, not made,
of one Being with the Father. 
Through him all things were made. 
For us and for our salvation 
he came down from heaven: 
by the power of the Holy Spirit 
he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,
and was made man. 
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
he suffered death and was buried. 
On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; 
he ascended into heaven 
and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
He will come again in glory
to judge the living and the dead,
and his kingdom will have no end.

God the Holy Spirit           
We believe in the Holy Spirit, 
the Lord, the giver of life, 
who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified.
He has spoken through the Prophets. 
We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
We look for the resurrection of the dead, 
and the life of the world to come. 
Amen

The Creed and the four main Christian Churches all confess some version of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. This means that there is much more that unites them than divides them. The Creed is a summary of all the main points they agree upon, so there is much that can be lived out together. Unfortunately, there are still some areas where there is not yet full unity in the way we understand some elements to do with our Christian faith. 

The following are five areas:

· The relationship between Scripture and Tradition
The Eucharist 
Ordination as a Sacrament
The teaching authority of the Church
Mary.

The Origin of Three Faiths
The great faiths of the world, Judaism, Christianity and Islam are grouped together as the Semitic family of religions. The term Semite refers to those descended from Shem, the son of Noah. The story of these religions begins around 4000 years ago in the northern desert of Arabia. The Semitic faiths all worship the God of Abraham as the one and only God of the universe. For Judaism, Christianity and Islam, Abraham is the founding father and his God is the one true God.

Christians pray: "We believe in one God…" 
Jews pray: "Hear O Israel, the Lord Our God, the lord is One" 


Muslims pray: "I bear witness that there is no God but Allah" However, they express the article referring to the Holy Spirit in a different way.

All Christians pray  



Our Father: 
We pray together, because we are all children of God, who loves us passionately as all good fathers do.

Who art in heaven: 
God is majestic, awe-inspiring, but never distant. The Father's house (heaven) is our homeland too, for Jesus has gone there.

Hallowed is thy name: 
God has sent us Jesus as our Saviour; God's name is Saviour. God's name is blessed (hallowed) when we live well.

Thy Kingdom come: 
God's kingdom is justice and peace for all humanity. Longing for its full arrival, we try to live justly and at peace with each other.

Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven: 
Jesus always did the Father's will.
May we (his followers, on earth) follow Jesus (in heaven) by doing God's will?

Give us this day our daily bread:
In trust, we ask for everything we need for a good life now and in the future. We include Holy Communion here.

And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us: 
The outpouring of God's mercy into our sinful hearts cannot affect us or change us, as long as we fail to forgive those who have sinned against us.

And lead us not into temptation:
Stay with us to protect us from all the temptations that lead us away from your kingdom of love and forgiveness.

But deliver us from evil:
We bring before our caring Father all the distress of the world, everything that blocks love and diminishes life.

For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours, now and forever: 
We sing this refrain, recalling the first three petitions of the Our Father, the coming of God's Kingdom, the power of God's saving will, and the glory of God's name.

Amen:
The Holy Spirit is praying within our hearts and helping us to agree with all the sentiments of this family prayer.

An overview of Jesus Christ’s life

 

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were not historians by training. If history needed to be written, they had Josephus to keep track of the facts in Israel. With the coming of the crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ and the powerful effect of what happened at Pentecost, each felt compelled to write down the events as he saw them. The material in each Gospel is arranged differently and the emphasis is changed in each one. Remarkably, three of the Gospels relate the story of Jesus in a similar way and are called the synoptic Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke. Jesus walked the earth for 33 years. There is almost nothing known about Jesus childhood and early life. Only Matthew and Luke record His birth and each tells his own story. There is no conflict between the two, only different events are reported. Jesus was born in 6BC. John is the only Gospel writer that mentions Jesus’ pre-existence in  heaven with God the Father. Only Luke records that when Jesus was   twelve years old, he went to the temple and stayed there for a few days while Joseph and Mary searched for their boy. When Jesus decides that the time is right for Him to enter the  world stage, he prepares for ministry. Two important events occur before Jesus starts teaching, preaching and healing. 

First, John  baptizes him and the Trinity is revealed with the approving sound of the Father’s voice and the appearance of the Holy Spirit as a dove. Next, Jesus goes into the wilderness for forty days of fasting and a  season of temptation by Satan. The ministry of Jesus begins in Judea. We don’t know how much time  transpired between the temptation in the desert and Jesus first works. Only John mentions this important time in the Lord’s ministry. John, Andrew, Peter, Nathanael and Philip were already  Disciples as this period starts. In Judea was the Wedding at Cana, where Jesus turned the water into wine, His meeting with the Samaritan woman, the clearing of the temple and his encounter with  Nicodemus. Jesus then spent two years in Galilee; a period covered by all four  Gospel authors. Matthew, Mark and Luke cover the same events  although not always in the same way or the same order. That’s because each was writing to a different audience and their emphasis was slightly different. The feeding of the five thousand and the Transfiguration happened in Galilee. 

The Parables and the many  healings were bringing the attention of the religious authorities on  him now. At the end of this time Jesus sets his face towards  Jerusalem and he begins to return there. He spent about one month in Judea and four in Perea towards the end   of his ministry. There was a lot of controversy as the religious   leaders looked for a way to arrest Jesus. Lazarus was raised from  the dead. Jesus’ last week on earth is described in great detail in all four  Gospels. The week starts with the anointing at Bethany where  Lazarus, Mary and Martha entertain him at their home and Mary  anoints his body with expensive perfume. Jesus later washes the disciple’s feet before the Last Supper where he predicts Judas’  betrayal. This is a time of intense teaching for the Disciples and some of the most beautiful messages of Jesus are saved for these intimate encounters with the twelve. After the Last Supper, Jesus agonizes alone in the garden over his fate. After his prayers, Judas shows up with a mob and the Lord is arrested. He is tried, crucified, dies on a cross and rises from the dead on the third day.        After the Resurrection, Jesus appears to many. He appeared to Mary Magdalene, other women and to different disciples individually and as a group. 

As a last act Jesus ascends into heaven while the  disciples watch him go. “I passed on to you what I received, which  is of the greatest importance: that Christ died for our sins, as  written in the Scriptures; that he was buried and that he was raised  to life three days later, as written in the Scriptures; that he appeared to Peter and then to all twelve apostles. Then he appeared  to more than five hundred of his followers at once, most of whom are  still alive, although some have died. Then he appeared to James, and  afterward to all the apostles. Last of all he appeared also to me.” (1Cor. 15: 3-8)

 

The Story of Jesus
According to Christian tradition Jesus was born in Bethlehem just over 2000 years ago. He grew up in the town of Nazareth in Galilee. We know very little about the early years of his life but around the age of thirty Jesus recognised that God was calling him. He left his home and went to meet his cousin John the Baptist, at the river Jordan. John had been spending his life helping people turn back to God and preparing them for the coming of the Messiah. Jesus asked John to baptise him but John didn't want to because he realised that Jesus was the Messiah or the Promised One. He thought Jesus should baptise him instead, but he agreed when Jesus asked him again. 

When Jesus was baptised the Holy Spirit overshadowed him taking the form of a dove. A voice spoke to Jesus from heaven saying 'you are my Son, the Beloved'. Jesus understood at that moment, that he was being called by God to undertake a special mission. After his baptism, the Spirit led Jesus into the desert for forty days and forty nights. There he fasted and prayed to prepare for his mission. Satan tried to tempt Jesus away from his mission. Satan failed. 

Jesus' Public Ministry
Jesus returned from the desert and began preaching on the shores of Lake Galilee in Capernaum. "Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, 'the time has come near, repent, and believe in the good news'." Mark 1:14-15

People stopped to listen when he spoke. Crowds came to listen to him teach. He taught the Jewish scriptures in a new and exciting way. The people realised that Jesus was a teacher of the wisdom of God. He said that people should love God with all their heart and should love their neighbours as much as they loved themselves. He spoke about a loving God and rejected the idea that people should fear God. People had never thought about God in this way before. Those who followed Jesus understood him to be a prophet in a long line of prophets.

Some religious leaders were angry and shocked by this revolutionary teacher. They thought they were the only true teachers of God's law. Not only did Jesus teach about a loving God he was also "a doer of wonderful deeds". Jesus worked many miracles during the three years of his public ministry. Many of these miracles showed God's loving presence through acts of healing. For the most part Jesus worked miracles as signs of God's love or as signs of God's power or to strengthen the faith people already had in God. Jesus never performed a miracle as a stunt. Many people followed Jesus, and they became known as his disciples. From among the disciples, Jesus chose twelve as his constant companions as he travelled throughout Palestine teaching and healing. These apostles had a special task. They too were to teach, heal and baptise new disciples.

Jesus Suffers and Dies
To continue his Fathers' work Jesus decided that it was time to go to Jerusalem, the centre of political and religious power in Palestine. Jesus was a Jew and he wanted to teach and heal in Judaism's most holy place. Jesus and his followers arrived in Jerusalem in the midst of the Passover preparations. Throughout Passover Jewish people join together, thank God and celebrate their freedom from slavery in Egypt. Great crowds traveled to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover. The Jewish people had been waiting for a Messiah for hundreds of years and many Jewish people believed that this powerful Messiah would first be seen at Passover time. Despite his lack of political ambition Jesus was welcomed into the city and hailed "King of Israel". However, the kingdom Jesus taught about was very different from the one desired by anti-Roman citizens longing for the promised Messiah. Over the next few days Jesus taught, healed and grew in popularity. His opponents were increasingly worried and wanted to arrest him but Jesus had not broken any laws. Although it was now clear that he was in grave danger Jesus continued to teach and heal. He also began to shock his apostles by predicting his death. On the evening before he died, Jesus called his friends together for a meal. This meal is now known as The Last Supper. During the meal, Jesus blessed and broke some bread and divided it between his friends. He said:

"This is my body given for you: Do this in remembrance of me".
(Lk 22:19)
After they finished eating the bread Jesus took a cup of wine, blessed it and gave it to them and said:

"Drink from it all of you. This is my blood, the blood of the new covenant which is poured out for many, for the forgiveness of sins " (Matt. 26:28).
Jesus' friends found this very strange but they continued to trust in him. Later that evening, Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve, turned Jesus over to the Roman soldiers. The disciples ran away and deserted Jesus in fear. Jesus was arrested and charged with proclaiming to be the Messiah, with disturbing the peace and inciting a revolt against the emperor. The Roman governor concluded that Jesus was innocent but eventually passed the death sentence, as he was under great pressure to do so. Jesus' opponents wanted him dead. Jesus was crucified the following day. Any common criminal who was condemned to death died in this way. It was a slow, painful death. The day of Jesus death is known as Good Friday. Jesus' family and friends were devastated by his death and couldn't understand why it had happened. They buried him in a tomb before nightfall. A large stone sealed the entrance to the tomb. 

  

Meeting the Risen Lord
On the Sunday after Jesus' death a group of Jesus' women friends went to the tomb. They wanted to embalm Jesus' body. When they reached the place where he was buried they stood in amazement. The tomb was open and empty. The women ran immediately to tell the other apostles. The apostles could not believe what the women had to tell them. They thought that: "Their words seemed like nonsense" (Lk 24:11). Together they went to investigate and discovered that the corpse was gone. Jesus had risen from the dead. Everyone was very confused. In the following days numbers of people met Jesus, talked with him, touched him, walked with him. People were very shocked at first but were slowly filled with great calm and hope when they realised that Jesus was raised and truly was the Son of God. Jesus stayed with them for 40 days, before ascending into heaven.

The apostles of Jesus

The word “apostle” comes from the Greek apostolos, which means “one who is sent”. Twelve apostles were chosen by Jesus, the number twelve is important because of its symbolic association with the twelve tribes of Israel. Matthew, Mark and Luke each feature a list of the original twelve, and at the beginning of the Acts of the apostles we are told how Matthias replaces Judas thus restoring the number to twelve. John does not give us a list of the apostles, however he does refer to the group of followers as the twelve (6:67-70, 20:24) and he refers to various apostles by name.
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