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Abstract. Over the past two centuries historians of Christianity have offered various

theories concerning why and how the early Christian movement took root and flour-

ished in the Greco-Roman world, which was surprising considering its modest begin-

ning, its small size, its lack of cultural resources, and its bad reputation among the

elites. This article argues that the formation of the early Christian catechumenate en-

abled the church not only to reach pagans but to transition them to the very different

world of Christianity and to keep them in that world. The catechumenate was neces-

sary because the difference between paganism and Christianity was great enough to

require that some kind of bridge be built between the two worlds if Christians hoped

to win new converts to the faith and then establish them securely in that faith, and it

was effective because it struck just the right balance between making Christianity at-

tractive and accessible and yet setting high standards for membership, which in the

long run made the church leaner and stronger.

Introduction

Consider this curious turn of events: In his account of the early expan-
sion of Christianity, Luke tells the story of several conversions—for exam-
ple, the Ethiopian Eunuch, the Philippian jailor, the Pharisee Saul (later
known as Paul), Cornelius the Centurion—relating how these conversions
occurred and what followed in their wake. In each case conversion resulted
in immediate baptism. 

Now fast forward to the middle of the second century. It is clear that
conversion no longer leads to immediate baptism. There is a delay between
an initial conversion to Christianity and the administration of baptism—a
long delay, too, sometimes up to three years. It is a puzzle to historians. We
are less sure of when or how this delay of baptism occurred, largely because
of the paucity of sources, but more sure of why. On the surface of things
such an obscure historical question might appear irrelevant, just the sort of
question that makes people suspicious of the esoteric work of scholars. But
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the question is actually far from irrelevant, for it introduces us to one of the
central practices of the early Christian period that not only allowed for the
survival of the Christian movement but also contributed to its growth. This
central practice was embodied in the structure of the early Christian cate-
chumenate.

Since the publication of Edward Gibbon’s monumental The History of
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,1 historians have theorized about
the reasons why Christianity grew and eventually triumphed in the Roman
world. Gibbon laid the theoretical foundation; more than a century later
Adolf von Harnack2 and A. D. Nock3 built upon it, demonstrating mastery
of and attentiveness to a massive array of original sources. More recently
Henry Chadwick,4 Ramsey MacMullen,5 Robin Lane Fox,6 E. Glenn Hin-
son,7 Wayne Meeks,8 and Rodney Stark9 have added their own perspectives.
Jan Bremmer’s recently published The Rise of Christianity through the Eyes
of Gibbon, Harnack and Rodney Stark sums up, analyzes, and critiques the
theories of these three scholars, interacts extensively with secondary
sources, and offers his own theory, which he sets forth in four ideas. The
movement succeeded, he posits, because of Christian unity, exclusivity, so-
cial practices, and religious beliefs, the combination of which was “both
unique and clearly highly attractive to the inhabitants of the Roman Em-
pire.”10 This combination was especially potent because it was mediated
through the church as a unique religious community.11

There is much historians do not know and cannot learn about early
Christianity, due to limitations of the sources, such as growth rates and ac-
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curate membership figures from city to city, social status of church mem-
bers, local and regional variation of beliefs and practices, and methods of
evangelism. What we do know, however, is that the Christian movement,
beginning in Jerusalem as a small sect within Judaism, gradually separated
from Judaism and spread quite rapidly and steadily, though not evenly,
through the urban centers of the Roman world, eventually emerging as a
formidable rival to other religions long before Constantine came to power.
The church demonstrated an unusual capacity to welcome outsiders into
the church and to turn them into committed believers.

Surprisingly, scholars have often neglected to focus their attention on
one of the primary institutions that the church developed during the early
Christian period that enabled the church to establish meaningful contact
with pagans and yet maintain high standards of commitment to the faith at
the same time. Its basic contours are hinted at as early as the publication of
the Didache and mentioned more explicitly in Justin’s First Apology. Ter-
tullian, Clement, and Origen assume its existence, and Hippolytus outlines
its basic structure. It is clear from these and other sources that the church,
facing problems and challenges as it spread through the Roman Empire, de-
veloped a rigorous training program, known as the catechumenate, to form
people in the faith and to prepare them for baptism. This training program
communicated very clearly that conversion implies a commitment to disci-
pleship and that discipleship is not for the few but for the many, not an op-
tion but an expectation, not an addition to conversion but an essential fea-
ture of conversion.12

That such a training program surfaced sometime in the second century
makes sense, too, for the church had to adjust to an increasingly large in-
flux of pagans. The difference between paganism and Christianity was
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great enough to require the church to create some kind of bridge between
the two. Engineers build bridges, of course, to span a physical barrier—a
river or canyon, for example—that prohibits easy crossing. The barrier in
this case refers to the chasm that existed between paganism and Christian-
ity. The church had to build some kind of bridge that pagans could cross to
transition from their world to the world of Christianity, though some
Christians moved in the opposite direction, too, and returned to paganism,
as Pliny’s letter to Trajan mentions.

Still, the traffic moved mostly in the Christian direction. Apologists
served as one kind of bridge as they interacted with pagan elites, arguing
that Christianity was not only superior to but also the fulfillment of the
best religious impulses of antiquity, whether embodied in Judaism or in pa-
ganism.13 Ordinary church members functioned as a bridge, too, reaching
out to their pagan friends and neighbors. They lived in the same world as
pagans; they spoke the same language and shopped in the same markets and
worked in many of the same professions. In that capacity they witnessed to
their faith and drew pagans into the church. But the church also created the
catechumenate as an institutional bridge to help pagans move from the
world of their traditional religious beliefs to the new world of the Christian
faith. In short, Christians became or built bridges to reach and win pagans
to the new faith; pagans in turn crossed those bridges to become Christians
and to join the church. The church thus erected and maintained what soci-
ologists call “permeable boundaries.”14 It kept distance from and yet en-
gaged with the pagan world. The catechumenate played a key role in that
process.

Without the formation of a training program like the catechumenate,
the Christian movement either would have remained little more than a mar-
ginal cult or would have become just one more option in a culture already
crowded with other religious alternatives, both old and new. In the former
case Christianity would have remained so separate from and suspicious of
the larger culture that it would have slowly withered away, as most cults
do, showing itself incapable of engaging the culture and winning converts.
In the latter case paganism would have simply absorbed Christianity into it-
self, adding Jesus to its pantheon of gods and Christian rituals to its reper-
toire of religious practices. In both cases, the Christian movement would
have lost its competitive advantage and gradually disappeared as the new,
unique, and attractive religion it turned out to be.

But it did not disappear. Instead, it created a robust identity, quite dif-
ferent and distinct from its religious rivals. Over a long period of time it
won enough converts to outstrip these rivals, even when facing Rome’s hos-
tility. Surprising everyone, the Christian movement endured and eventually
prevailed. There are many reasons for this success, as Gibbon, Harnack,
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Nock, and their scholarly heirs point out. But surely one is the establish-
ment of the catechumenate, which enabled converts to become genuine dis-
ciples and thus helped to produce a formidable community of Christians
whose example of faith and obedience provided a clear and winsome alter-
native to Christianity’s two major competitors—Judaism (perceived as be-
ing legalistic and separatist) and paganism (perceived as being immoral,
polytheistic, and idolatrous). Steady growth made the movement increas-
ingly visible, which only perpetuated the cycle of success. The high level of
commitment among its members, which the catechumenate itself helped to
develop, played a key role in this process. Not that pagan religions failed to
make demands of adherents. The idea of commitment was not unique to
Christianity. But those demands were mostly embodied in strict observance
of rites and rituals, whereas Christianity required commitment to Jesus as
Lord, to a moral way of life, and to the church as a community of faith.

Considering the cultural climate, nothing short of a rigorous training
program would have worked. The catechumenate functioned much like a
total immersion program in language study. Such a program becomes al-
most necessary with languages that are farthest removed and hardest to
learn. It is one thing to learn a familiar dialect, which requires little more
than casual exposure and practice because the difference is too slight to re-
quire much more. It is another thing to learn what seems like a completely
alien language. A student must cross the bridge, leaving behind one linguis-
tic world to enter another—and alien—one. The difference between the two
is so great that nothing less than complete immersion will do.

I want to make a case for why the catechumenate was necessary for the
church’s growth in the Roman world and what made it so effective in help-
ing to establish and expand the Christian movement. First, I will argue that
the catechumenate was necessary because the difference between paganism
and Christianity was great enough to require that such a bridge be built be-
tween the two worlds if Christians hoped to win new converts to the faith
and then establish them securely in that faith. Second, I will argue that it
was effective because it struck just the right balance between making Chris-
tianity attractive and accessible and yet setting high standards for member-
ship, which in the long run made the church leaner and stronger.

The Difference between Christianity and Paganism

We know a great deal about the Mediterranean world that Christianity
entered and eventually won, and we know a great deal about how the pa-
gan leaders of that world responded to this new religious movement, too.
Both the ancient world—its institutions, popular beliefs, religious rituals,
pagan writings—and its response to the Christian movement provide evi-
dence that shows something of the chasm that existed between paganism
and Christianity.
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1. The Pagan World

Christianity entered a culture that was teeming with religions, some
old and traditional, some new and innovative. The Roman world was reli-
gious to the core; religion saturated every aspect of civic life—the arts, the
marketplace, education, festivals, athletics, entertainment, and the state.
Ephesus, one of the most thoroughly excavated cities of the ancient world,
illustrates the cultural realities that Christianity faced in the Middle East.
During Paul’s day the city of Ephesus numbered some 250,000 people. It
had a huge library, three ports, a theater that seated 25,000, baths (which
functioned like modern-day spas and athletic clubs), a stadium, a massive
open market, and wide streets teeming with shops and vendors. Religion
was ubiquitous. The Temple of Artemis, one of the seven wonders of the an-
cient world, loomed nearby. Shrines, monuments, and statues of the gods
and emperors dotted the urban landscape.15

The entire religious orientation of the ancient world—its view of reli-
gion, its moral behavior, its daily rituals—functioned very differently from
Christianity’s core belief system and way of life. Typical Roman cities like
Ephesus devoted some 30 percent of its property to public buildings, most
of which had a religious or quasi-religious function. Religious and political
life was so intertwined that public officials presided over the religious life
of the city, attending to its many religious buildings, rituals, and festivals.
People visited temples, sacrificed to the gods, paid homage to the Emperor,
attended religious festivals, performed ritual functions at shrines and mon-
uments, joined mystery cults, and kept household gods. The vast majority
of Romans did not believe in religion, as we would understand it today;
they “had” or “used” religion in order to appease the gods and secure their
favor, attain individual happiness, ensure the proper functioning of the cy-
cles of nature, and ensure Rome’s prosperity.16 They did not look primarily
to religion to provide a way of salvation or teach a way of life. Instead, pa-
gan religion met the more immediate need of making life good and pre-
dictable and secure. Exclusive claims to religious truth were anathema. If
there was an exclusive religion in Rome, it was the idea and ideal of Rome
itself.17
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This kind of ubiquitous, syncretistic, and pluralistic religion posed
considerable challenge to the church, largely because Christian belief and
behavior were so different. A simple “yes” to Jesus would hardly have been
adequate, given that most people had no idea who Jesus was, where he
came from, how he lived, what he accomplished and demanded, and why
any of this even mattered. Methods of evangelism and standards of church
membership that might work in our context would have failed in that con-
text. The gap between pagan and Christian was just too great. Christians
could assume virtually nothing when trying to reach a population whose
view of religion and whose way of life, as saturated as it was with pagan-
ism, ran so contrary to Christianity. Converts from Judaism had salvation
history to prepare and predispose them, though even in this case the vast
majority of Jews resisted the claims of Christianity; it was altogether differ-
ent in the case of paganism.

It is hard for us to imagine today what it would be like to face, day af-
ter day, the difficulty of reaching and winning converts in that setting. Paul
usually launched his evangelistic enterprise in synagogues, which allowed
him the luxury of assuming his audience had at least some level of knowl-
edge about salvation history. He simply had to reinterpret the ancient story
in light of Jesus Christ, whom the apostles argued was the fulfillment of
that story. But Paul faced a different kind of challenge when speaking to a
pagan audience, as we observe in Acts 17. Pagans did not know the story; in
fact, they lacked the categories that would make sense of the story. They
knew little or nothing about creation, fall, and redemption, about the story
of salvation, about the death and resurrection of Jesus and his atoning sac-
rifice, about faith and obedience, about Trinity and Christology. Moving
beyond a Jewish milieu, the early Christians had to start from scratch. A
quick and easy conversion to Jesus would have meant almost nothing. Very
little in their pagan world predisposed them toward and prepared them to
believe in such a religion.

2. Pagan Criticism of Christianity

We can catch a glimpse of the difficulty of reaching pagans by studying
pagan intellectual elites—the Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins
of the ancient world—who launched attacks on Christianity. These pagan
critics were at least informed about Christianity, unlike the vast majority of
Romans. Still, we can sense when reading them that, though they knew the
facts, they simply did not and perhaps could not grasp the true meaning of
Christianity because it ran counter to everything they assumed about the
nature of religious reality. In these pagan critics we observe, once again, the
significant difference between paganism and Christianity.

Take the pagan critic Celsus, who lived in the second half of the second
century. A leading intellectual and friend of emperors, Celsus actually
wrote a book against Christianity entitled The True Doctrine. It is clear
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that he had studied Christianity, but it is equally clear that he refused to en-
dorse it and certainly misunderstood it. For example, though mentioning
the Incarnation, he did not comprehend its meaning or significance. In his
mind it could not be true because it contradicted monotheism. If Christians,
he wrote, “worshipped no other God but one, perhaps they would have had
a valid argument against others. But in fact they worship to an extravagant
degree this man who appeared recently, and yet think it does not offend
God if they also worship his servant.”18 He believed that the Incarnation
was therefore impossible, for it would require God to undergo mutation
and alteration, something God could simply not do. “God is good and
beautiful and happy, and exists in a most beautiful state. If then he comes
down to men, he must undergo a change, a change from good to bad, from
beautiful to shameful, from happiness to misfortune, and from what is best
to what is most wicked.”19 Celsus assumed that God could do no such
thing, for God was by definition transcendent and unchangeable. “It is the
nature of a mortal being to undergo change and remolding, whereas it is the
nature of an immortal being to remain the same without alteration. Accord-
ingly, God could not be capable of undergoing this change.”20 His argument
put him in agreement with the vast majority of Greco-Romans intellectuals,
who regarded any kind of incarnation as a violation of Plato’s concept of
God and eternity.21

Celsus was equally confused by and critical of the crucifixion. He was
not above using sarcasm to point out the absurdity of it. “Everywhere they
speak in their writings of the tree of life and of resurrection of the flesh by
the tree—I imagine because their master was nailed to a cross and was a
carpenter by trade. So that if he had happened to be thrown off a cliff, or
pushed into a pit, or suffocated by strangling, or if he had been a cobbler or
stonemason or blacksmith, there would have been a cliff of life above the
heavens, or a pit of resurrection, or a rope of immortality, or a blessed stone
or an iron of love, or a holy hide of leather.”22 He judged Christian teaching
about the crucifixion as sillier than the stories women tell when tucking
their children into bed. “Would not an old woman who sings a story to lull
a little child to sleep have been ashamed to whisper such tales as these?”23
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As in the case of his view of the Incarnation, Celsus rejected the Christian
claim of Christ’s crucifixion, too, because it contradicted the assumption
that deity cannot suffer or change, to say nothing of actually die. Celsus
thus viewed Christianity as alien and ridiculous, which led him to reject it
completely.

3. The Early Apologists

The Church Fathers studied and knew the competition well, and they
sought to counter it by emphasizing what set Christianity apart, even when
using terms and ideas borrowed from pagan sources (e.g., the logos) to
make a connection between Christianity and pagan religion or, more typi-
cally, pagan philosophy. Much of the apologetic literature from the second
through the fourth centuries, from Justin Martyr to Gregory of Nyssa, ad-
dressed two rival religions in particular—Judaism and paganism. These two
constituted the most formidable religious competition Christians faced in
the ancient world.24

The So-Called Letter to Diognetus provides an early and illuminating
example. Its unknown author refers to the Christian movement as a “new
race,” and thus compellingly different from Judaism and paganism. After
leveling superficial critiques against Judaism and paganism, he begins his
defense of Christianity not by explaining Christian belief, which would be
more typical of a modern approach to apologetics, but by describing Chris-
tian behavior, the peculiar nature of which was so well known that the au-
thor could assume his pagan reader was aware of it. Christians in that day,
he writes, did not live like Jews, who were legalistic and superstitious, nor
like pagans, who were idolatrous and immoral. Their behavior was simply
different, different because their beliefs were different, different in a way
that history had never witnessed before. Hence the designation of “new
race.”25

This is how Diognetus describes the peculiar nature of Christian be-
havior. “For Christians cannot be distinguished from the rest of the human
race by country or language or custom. They do not live in cities of their
own; they do not use a peculiar form of speech; they do not follow an ec-
centric manner of life . . . They live in their own countries, but only as
aliens. They have a share in everything as citizens, and endure everything as
foreigners. Every foreign land is their fatherland, and yet for them every
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 fatherland is a foreign land.”26 It is true, he writes, that Christians observe
the same customs as everyone else, yet even then they do so in a way that
makes them different. They marry and have children, but they remain faith-
ful to one spouse and care not only for their own children but also for the
children of others who do not want them. They do the same daily work as
everyone else, but they refuse to follow pagan rites and customs. They obey
established laws, but they go far beyond what those laws require.

Having described how Christians lived, the author then explains what
they believed, showing the seamlessness between the two. At the heart of
this new religion, he writes, is God’s self-revelation. The God of Christians
is not distant and inaccessible. He took the initiative to reach out to human-
ity and involve himself in human history because he loves. In the end he
loved so much that he sent his son, Jesus Christ. Even then God did not
send him as we would imagine and expect, in a way that would be fitting
for God, at least according to the assumptions of that day. “Now, did he
send him, as a human mind might assume, to rule by tyranny, fear, and ter-
ror? Far from it! He sent him out of kindness and gentleness, like a king
sending his son who is himself a king. He sent him as God; he sent him as
man to men. He willed to save man by persuasion, not by compulsion, for
compulsion is not God’s way of working. In sending him, God called men,
but did not pursue them; he sent him in love, not in judgment.”27

God sent his son to die, to serve as atonement for sin. “He himself gave
up his own Son as a ransom for us—the holy one for the unjust, the inno-
cent for the guilty, the righteous one for the unrighteous, the incorruptible
for the corruptible, the immortal for the mortal. For what else could cover
our sins except his righteousness?”28 Thus Jesus died in the place of sinful,
guilty, helpless people, their guilt becoming his, his righteousness becoming
theirs. 

The sinfulness of many is hidden in the Righteous One, while the right-
eousness of the One justifies the many that are sinners. In the former
time he had proved to us our nature’s inability to gain life; now he
showed the Savior’s power to save even the powerless, with the inten-
tion that on both counts we should have faith in his goodness, and look
on him as Nurse, Father, Teacher, Counselor, Healer, Mind, Light,
Honor, Glory, Might, Life—and that we should not be anxious about
clothing and food.29

Some apologists, as we well know, tried to find common ground with
pagans to argue for the superiority of Christianity. Others were not so gen-
erous. But regardless of their apologetic strategy, they demonstrated by
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their argument that Christianity was different, different enough to require
the church to address the difference and provide converts an institutional
means of transitioning into the life of the church.

4. Roman Persecution

The difference between paganism and Christianity becomes even more
apparent when considering the stories of the early Christian martyrs, for no
religion in the ancient Mediterranean world, however odious to Roman of-
ficials, suffered systematic persecution except Christianity and Judaism.
Something about both Christianity and Judaism made them so threatening
that Rome turned against them.30

Christianity was not the only new religion to arrive on the Roman
scene, as we have already observed. The Roman Empire became a grudging
host to dozens of new religions, most of which came from the East. If Ju-
daism had an advantage at this point, it was its antiquity. Rome respected
its ancient origins and traditions. But Christianity was not ancient but new,
and small and poor as well. It appealed mostly to urban artisans and small-
scale merchants, not to the elites.31 It is hard to imagine, therefore, why
people in positions of power even took notice of it, let alone thought it de-
serving of persecution. As late as the year AD 200, some scholars surmise,
the church did not comprise much more than 1 percent of the population.
Rome was actually quite tolerant of religion. Yet Rome persecuted the
Christians.

Scholars are unsure of the exact number of Christians executed during
this early period. Estimates vary from three to ten thousand.32 The number
does not appear to be very high, if numbers alone concern us. Then again,
the total number of Christians was not very high either. Besides, Rome usu-
ally targeted church leaders for martyrdom and executed them publically,
creating a kind of spectacle, as Rome often did with enemies of the state,
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using crucifixion as its favored form of execution. They assumed that a bru-
tal death before huge crowds would intimidate Christians and break apart
the movement.

Justin Martyr, a noteworthy second-century apologist, became a Chris-
tian after he had witnessed the martyrdom of several Christians in Rome.
He was moved by their courage and serenity, and he was intrigued by a
faith that could engender such uncompromising conviction. After his con-
version he attempted to explain to secular critics why Christians were will-
ing to die. “We do not give up our confession though we be executed by the
sword, though we be crucified, thrown to wild beasts, put in chains, and ex-
posed to fire and every other kind of torture. Everyone knows this. On the
contrary, the more we are persecuted and martyred, the more do others in
ever increasing numbers become believers and God-fearing people through
the name of Jesus.”33 Justin knew what he was talking about; he too died
for his faith. Like other martyrs, he bore witness to the faith through his
death.

There are many famous accounts of early Christian martyrdom, which
became so important in the early Christian period that they served as litur-
gical documents, second in importance to the Bible itself. The accounts of
the martyrdom of Polycarp in AD 155 and of Perpetua in AD 202 come to
mind almost immediately, both of which reached wide circulation.34 In ef-
fect, these accounts both warned and inspired the faithful, awakening them
to the demands of discipleship. It made casual conversion less likely, know-
ing it might lead to death; it made easy apostasy less likely, too, for martyr-
dom set a high standard of commitment for newcomers to the faith. Perse-
cution and martyrdom underscored the importance of staying true to
Christ, no matter the cost.

The charge leveled against Polycarp, the venerable bishop of Smyrna
for some fifty years who died when he was eighty-six years old (AD 155) il-
lustrates the point. At his trial the proconsul charged, “Polycarp has con-
fessed that he is a Christian. This fellow is the teacher of Asia, the father of
the Christians, the destroyer of our gods, who teaches numbers of people
not to sacrifice or even worship.”35 Polycarp refused to yield to the power
of the state and to accept Rome’s religious pluralism. He would not ac-
knowledge the legitimacy of Rome’s gods and participate in Rome’s reli-
gious ceremonies. Polycarp believed that there was only one way to know
God, and that was through Jesus Christ. Polycarp’s belief in Jesus as Lord

190 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

33 Justin Martyr, “Dialogue with Trypho,” in The Early Christians in Their
Own Words, ed. Eberhard Arnold (Farmington, PA: The Plough Publishing House,
1997), 103.

34 Herbert Musurillo, ed., The Acts of the Christian Martyrs (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1972).

35 Cyril C. Richardson, ed., “Martyrdom of Polycarp,” Early Christian Fathers
(New York: Touchstone, 1996), 153.

SFJ6n2_text:SFJ Fall2013  11/26/13  11:46 AM  Page 190



was the real problem. It was his exclusive commitment to Christianity as
the only way of salvation that sent him to his death.

Such circumstances forced church leaders to consider very carefully
and to plan very strategically how to move people from the world of pagan-
ism into the fold of Christianity. A simple and easy conversion was not
enough, for pagans had to be converted to an entirely different belief sys-
tem and way of life that was as alien to them as a language like Chinese is
to us. This huge gap required time, patience, and purposefulness. Anything
short of that would have undermined the very faith that Christian leaders
proclaimed, pagan critics opposed, and martyrs died for, a faith rooted in
the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. To add Jesus to the
pantheon of Rome’s gods and to present Christianity as just another option
in the already crowded field of religion was one thing. A conversion to that
kind of religion could have happened quickly and conveniently. True Chris-
tianity was another thing altogether.

Not that the early church represents the “golden age” of Christianity.
There is some need for caution at this point, lest the church during this pe-
riod be promoted to a status that it does not deserve. That the church made
compromises along the way seems clear enough. Its rather seamless adop-
tion as the religion of the Empire and its successful, though often superfi-
cial, Christianization of the Roman world in the fourth and fifth centuries
demonstrate that the church made adjustments and compromises to the
Greco-Roman world, too. The influence did not move in one direction only.

The Early Christian Catechumenate

The catechumenate became the basic structure the church used to tran-
sition seekers or converts (and it was probably both) from paganism to
Christianity. It functioned as the novitiate of the early Christian period, ex-
posing people to the costs as well as the benefits of church membership. The
special meaning of the term and the use of athletic metaphors to describe its
seriousness only underscore the vigorous training that converts had to un-
dergo before baptism made them official members of the church.

1. The Meaning of the Term

The word catechumenate derives from the Greek term katecheo.36 The
word itself is rare and surfaces rather late in secular Greek, and it is not
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found in the LXX at all. Its basic meaning is to share an oral communica-
tion that an audience receives, to report, to inform, and also “to sound
from above,” as poets did in the ancient world when addressing an audi-
ence from a stage. In this sense it refers to a kind of public performance, a
“sounding downward” of important ideas to an audience. Over time it was
used in two ways: first, to recount something, as in a report of an important
event; second, to instruct someone, especially in the rudiments of a subject
and a skill.

It appears only a handful of times in the New Testament. It seems ap-
parent that the authors of the New Testament adapted a rare Greek word to
convey something that no other word could do. Already Paul uses it in this
more technical sense in referring to Jewish instruction in the law (Rom.
2:18) and in his own commitment to speak five intelligible words in a
known language rather than ten thousand words in an unknown language
(1 Cor. 14:19), which implies these five words are especially fundamental
and important. He contrasts the person who teaches (again, in what ap-
pears to be a formal sense) with those who are being taught, which appears
to provide evidence of a formal teaching ministry in the church (Gal. 6:6).

2. Training Spiritual Athletes

Early Christian leaders also borrowed and adapted the language of Ro-
man athletic competition to reinforce the importance of readiness, training,
and rigor. There could be no spectators in the church, only athletes, for
spectators were sure to fail and fold under the pressure of living in pagan
culture and facing possible persecution. The references to athletic training
and competition appear often in early Christian literature, and the intent is
nearly always the same—to encourage and charge Christians to submit
themselves to a regimen of discipline and to live as real disciples. For exam-
ple, in the famous story of the Gallic Martyrs (AD 177), the writer explains
the difference between those who endured suffering and those who, facing
the same test, failed; that difference had to do with their willingness to live
as spiritual athletes. “It was clear that some were ready to be the first Gallic
martyrs: they made a full confession of their testimony with the greatest ea-
gerness. It was equally clear that others were not ready, that they had not
trained and were still flabby, in no fit condition to face the strain of a strug-
gle to the death.”37

The use of athletic metaphors points to a view of discipleship that
dominated the period, which was embodied in a commitment to genuine
faith in Christ, discipline of the appetites, cultivation of virtue, service to
the needy, and faithfulness under persecution. Unlike athletic competition
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in the Greco-Roman world, however, spiritual training in the church was
intended to include everyone, not simply men but women, not simply the
young but the old and infirmed, not simply elites but ordinary people. The
only qualification was a willingness to follow Jesus as Lord. Discipleship, in
short, was not for the faint of heart and weak of will but for those who
were ready to be trained in the faith as an athlete is trained in a sport. Age,
gender, physique, background, and social status did not matter at all; only
commitment and consistency did.38

The Church Fathers were fond of using the metaphor, too. Writing
around the year AD 200, Tertullian challenged Christians to view them-
selves as athletes for Christ. 

For the athletes, too, are set apart to a more stringent discipline, that
they may have their physical powers built up. They are kept from lux-
ury, from daintier meats, from more pleasant drinks; they are pressed,
racked, worn out; the harder their labors in the preparatory training,
the stronger is the hope of victory . . . We, with the crown eternal in
our eye, look upon the prison as our training-ground, that at the goal
of final judgment we may be brought forth well disciplined by many a
trial; since virtue is built up by hardships, as by voluptuous indulgence
it is overthrown.39

Likewise, Clement of Alexandria identified the training of Christ as
one kind of training that stands alongside many others, such as the training
of a scholar or orator or athlete. The goals are different, as we would ex-
pect, but the rigor is the same. 

And there is one mode of training for philosophers, another for ora-
tors, and another for athletes; so is there a generous disposition, suit-
able for the choice that is set upon moral loveliness, resulting from the
training of Christ. And in the case of those who have been trained ac-
cording to this influence. Their gait in walking, their sitting at table,
their food, their sleep, their going to bed, their regimen, and the rest of
their mode of life, acquire a superior dignity. For such a training as is
pursued by the Word is not overstrained, but is of the right tension.40
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The metaphor continued to appear in Christian writings long after offi-
cial persecution ended. Even if Christians could no longer expect to die for
Christ, they could still live for him and, through rigorous training, become
“bloodless martyrs.” The cost would be different, of course; nevertheless,
there would still be a cost. Thus Ambrose stated in one of his catechetical
sermons: 

You are rubbed with oil like an athlete, Christ’s athlete, as though in
preparation for an earthly wrestling match, and you agree to take on
your opponent. The wrestler has something to hope for: every contest
has its trophy. You wrestle in the world, but it is Christ’s trophy you 
receive—the prize for your struggles in the world. And even though 
this prize is awarded in heaven, the right to the prize is achieved here
 below.41

And John Chrysostom exhorted catechumens to imagine competing as spir-
itual athletes in a stadium filled with thousands of spectators. “Young ath-
letes, the stadium is open, there are the spectators on the tiers of the am-
phitheater, in front of them is the leader of the games. Then, there is no
middle ground, either you fall like a coward and leave covered with shame,
or you act bravely and win the crown and the prize.”42

3. Early Glimpses

We gain a sense of the importance of the Greek term as well as the use
of athletic metaphors when reading early Christian documents. These docu-
ments provide brief glimpses of the early Christian catechumenate, though
an outline of the actual structure does not surface in the extant literature
until the year AD 200. For example, the Didache, which probably func-
tioned as a training manual for new believers, begins with a description of
the “two ways,” the one referring to the Christian way of life, the other re-
ferring to the pagan way of death. Echoes of the New Testament, especially
the Sermon on the Mount, reverberate throughout the document. “There
are two ways, one of life and one of death; and between the two ways there
is a great difference. Now, this is the way of life: ‘First, you must love God
who made you, and second, your neighbor as yourself.’ And whatever you
want people to refrain from doing to you, you must not do to them.”43
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After outlining the “two ways,” the document then explains several
liturgical practices, including how the church should baptize new believers.
What is telling in this case is that baptism assumes that candidates have al-
ready been instructed in the “two ways,” implying that baptism followed
spiritual training. “Now about baptism: this is how to baptize. Give public
instruction on all these points, and then ‘baptize’ in running water, ‘in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ . . . Before the
baptism, moreover, the one who baptizes and the one being baptized must
fast, and any others who can. And you must tell the one being baptized to
fast for one or two days beforehand.”44

Justin Martyr mentions something of the same sort. In his First Apol-
ogy he explains how the church in the middle of the second century bap-
tized new believers. It is clear that an elaborate choreography was emerg-
ing, as if the rite was used as a way of inviting candidates to participate in
the story of salvation, the rite serving as a kind of bridge into that story. It
is also clear that baptism required more than belief; it also demanded a
change of behavior, once again reinforcing the idea that belief and behavior
were being seamlessly woven together. 

I will also relate the manner in which we dedicated ourselves to God
when we had been made new through Christ; lest, if we omit this, we
seem to be unfair in the explanation we are making. As many are per-
suaded and believe that what we teach and say is true, and undertake
to be able to live accordingly, are instructed to pray and to entreat God
with fasting, for the remission of their sins that are past, we praying
and fasting with them. Then they are brought by us where there is wa-
ter, and are regenerated in the same manner in which we were ourselves
regenerated. For, in the name of God, the Father and Lord of the uni-
verse, and of our Savior Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit, they then
receive the washing with water . . .45

That the catechumenate involved a lengthy process of training is clear
in Origen. He used Israel’s journey from Egypt to the Promised Land as a
metaphor for the catechetical process. He does not equate baptism with
crossing the Red Sea, as we might assume, but crossing the Jordan River,
which means that the crossing of the Red Sea and passing through the wil-
derness belonged to the catechetical process. Once again, Origen under-
scored the importance of training. 

When you abandon the darkness of idolatry and when you desire to ar-
rive at the knowledge of the divine law, then begin your departure from
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Egypt. When you have been accepted into the crowd of the catechu-
mens and when you have begun to obey the commandments of the
Church, you have crossed the Red Sea. In the halts of the desert, each
day, you apply yourself to listening to the law of God and to contem-
plate the visage of Moses which discloses the glory of the Lord. When
you arrive at the spiritual spring of baptism and when in the presence
of the sacerdotal and levitical order you will be initiated into these ven-
erable and sublime mysteries that are only known by those who have
the right to know them; then, having crossed the Jordan, thanks to the
ministry of the priests, you will enter in the land of promise, this land
where Jesus, after Moses, takes you in charge and becomes the guide
for your new path.46

4. The Apostolic Tradition

By the early third century it appears that some kind of formal training
program was in place, which the documents refer to as the catechumenate.
The most comprehensive description we have comes from the Apostolic
Tradition.47 Scholars are not sure of the exact date, which should come as
no surprise considering its nature as a manual, for manuals tend to evolve
over time. But consensus seems to place it in its final form in the fourth cen-
tury, though it was being used in an abbreviated form far earlier, probably
in the early third century. That we have corroborating evidence from
Church Fathers like Tertullian and Origen tells us that something of what
the Apostolic Tradition outlines concerning the catechumenate was in wide
use by the early third century.48

The Apostolic Tradition outlines the basic structure of the ancient cat-
echumenate, highlighting three features in particular: enrollment, instruc-
tion, and rites of initiation. What becomes immediately obvious is the im-
portance of relationships (or what sociologists call social networks), the
value of training that addressed behavior as well as belief, and the necessity
of a concrete process of initiation that would mark the point of entrance
into the community of faith.
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a. Enrollment and Sponsorship

First, the document explains the process of enrollment. The Christian
movement grew at the grassroots level, at least in the second and third cen-
turies, Christians reaching their relatives, friends, and neighbors through
daily interaction in public places. Such a web of relationships demonstrated
the kind of love that existed within the Christian community, which meant
that the church itself became a primary means of evangelization, a rela-
tional womb of rebirth.49 Thus evangelism occurred in the setting of natural
social relationships.50 Once contact was made and interest awakened, be-
lievers invited their friends to meet with a church leader, who would exam-
ine them to see if they were ready to be enrolled in the catechumenate and
thus become “catechumens.” Such an examination helped church leaders
discern if seekers were indeed ready to be enrolled and begin the process of
training. In most cases the believers who brought their friends served as the
“sponsor,” also known as the godparent, moving through the entire process
with them as a companion and mentor. Relationships, therefore, functioned
as a necessary part of the training program.

Here is how the Apostolic Tradition puts it: “Those who come to hear
the word for the first time should first be brought to the teachers in the
house, before the people come in. And they should enquire concerning the
reason why they have turned to the faith. And those who brought them
shall bear witness whether they have the ability to hear the word. They
might be questioned about their state of life, whether he has a wife, or
whether he has a slave.”51 Candidates for the catechumenate, in short, had
to demonstrate that they were ready for admission and that they had a
friendship with a church member who not only introduced them to church
leaders but who also could serve as a sponsor or mentor in the catechetical
process, however long it took.

Among other things, the examination involved investigating the candi-
date’s work history. “They shall enquire about the crafts and occupations
of those who are brought for instruction.” Anything too closely associated
with pagan culture was at the least questioned, and sometimes disallowed.
This included professions that in any day or cultural setting would be con-
sidered unacceptable to Christians, such as prostitution or gladiatorial
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combat. But it also included occupations that would seem on the surface to
be normal and legitimate, even from a Christian point of view. Still, these
“normal” occupations supported pagan religion, however directly or indi-
rectly, which is why the church demanded that catechumens either quit
them or, short of that, avoid entanglement with pagan religious beliefs and
practices while doing them. Thus sculptors could not make pagan idols, ac-
tors could not play roles in the theater that reflected pagan values, teachers
could not instruct children in pagan myths, civil magistrates and military
officers could not preside over pagan ceremonies that buttressed the state’s
power. Church leaders did not view these professions as neutral because the
professions themselves often came under the influence, if not control, of pa-
gan religion. In all of these cases, if the catechumen “will not desist, let him
be rejected.“52 The prohibition of these professions demonstrates yet again
the significant difference between Christianity and paganism that the cate-
chumenate exposed and reinforced by setting such high standards. Some-
times the church demanded a clean break from the past.

b. Instruction

Second, the document requires church leaders to provide instruction to
catechumens and sponsors to sit through the instruction with them. Spon-
sors were thus exposed to basic instruction in the faith more than once.
Moreover, they served as a kind of relational link between the catechumens
and the church, which put them in a position to clarify the instruction and
help apply it to the daily life of catechumens, as if participating in a kind of
spiritual apprenticeship program.

No outline of instruction appears in the early sources, though it is pos-
sible to postulate what it might have included, and what it probably did in-
clude. Early apologetic works demonstrate how important the Old Testa-
ment story was, Jesus serving as its fulfillment. The Didache, So-Called
Epistle to Diognetus, and Athenagoras’ Plea indicate that catechumens re-
ceived instruction in Bible, doctrine, and ethics. Early documents also spell
out spiritual and liturgical practices, such as prayer and baptism.

The Apostolic Tradition mandates that catechetical instruction be pro-
vided but says nothing about the actual curriculum. It does, however, state
the intended outcome, which was not simply greater knowledge but also
change in conduct. Moreover, it requires that instructors do more than
teach doctrine; it urges them to pray for the catechumens, too. Finally, it
makes clear that catechumens were welcomed into the fellowship but could
not become full and final members until after they were baptized. It re-
serves the practice of some religious rites for members only, again reinforc-
ing the sense that the catechumenate functioned as the precursor to the
monastic novitiate. After instruction and prayer, therefore, the catechumens
were dismissed before baptized members gave the kiss of peace and received
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the Eucharist. Such exclusion from certain rites only buttressed their sacred
quality. “Each time the teacher finishes his instruction let the catechumens
pray for themselves apart from the men, both the baptized women and the
women catechumens . . . But after the prayer is finished the catechumens
shall not give the kiss of peace, for their kiss is not yet pure . . . After the
prayer of the catechumens let the teacher lay hands upon them and pray
and dismiss them. Whether the teacher be an ecclesiastic or a layman let
him do the same.”53

We learn more about the catechetical curriculum from fourth-century
documents, for we have the catechetical sermons of several prominent bish-
ops, among them Ambrose of Milan, Cyril of Jerusalem, Theodore of Mop-
suestia, John Chrysostom, and Augustine of Hippo. Some wrote guidelines
on catechetical teaching, too.54 Thus a formal body of instructional mate-
rial was widely available. Bishops told the biblical story (Cyril devoted
some eighty hours to this), explained the creed and the Lord’s Prayer, and
outlined Christian ethical behavior, mostly by using the Ten Command-
ments and the Sermon on the Mount, which can be traced all the way back
to the Didache. Sometimes they explored the mysteries of the sacraments,
called the Mystagogue, during the eight days after Easter.

c. Rites of Initiation

Third, at the end of the formal training period catechumens partici-
pated in a highly choreographed “rites of initiation,” which usually oc-
curred during Holy Week and culminated on Easter when the bishop ad-
ministered baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist. These rites of initiation
were intended to reflect a spirit of solemnity and mystery, and they enabled
the catechumens to pass from outsider to insider, from candidate to mem-
ber. The rites invited candidates into the story of salvation because the var-
ious rituals in which they participated embodied the story. These rituals in-
cluded exorcisms, anointings, fasting, vigils, scrutiny, renunciation of the
devil, affirmation of faith, Trinitarian baptism, symbolic use of clothing,
congregational welcome, kiss of peace, recitation of the Creed, administra-
tion of the Eucharist, exhortation, and final instructions during Easter
week.

Again, we turn to the Apostolic Tradition. The process began with an-
other examination, with the sponsor bearing witness to the catechumen’s
readiness. What one believed mattered, of course; but how one lived 
mattered, too. “And when they have chosen who are set apart to receive
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 baptism let their life be examined, whether they lived piously while cate-
chumens, whether ‘they honored the widows,’ whether they visited the sick,
whether they have fulfilled every good work. If those who bring them wit-
ness to them that they have done thus, then let them hear the gospel.”55 In
this case the “gospel” refers most likely to the creed, which candidates
memorized and then recited or at least used during the baptismal service.

During the few days before Easter candidates were busy with last
minute spiritual preparation. The atmosphere became heavy with anticipa-
tion. Daily exorcisms implied that the devil himself would be especially ac-
tive in disrupting and undermining the process at the very end. “Moreover,
from the day they are chosen, let a hand be laid on them and let them be ex-
orcised daily. And when the day draws near on which they are to be bap-
tized, let the bishop himself exorcise each one of them, that he may be cer-
tain that he is purified. But if there is one who is not purified let him be put
on one side because he did not hear the word of instruction with faith. For
it is impossible that the alien spirit should remain with him.”56 Catechu-
mens fasted, kept vigil, and prayed, all in preparation for the great event.
Bishops in turn prayed over them and “sealed” forehead, ears, mouth, and
nose, as if to erect a spiritual wall of protection around them. 

Those who are to receive baptism shall fast on the Friday and on the
Saturday. And on the Saturday the bishop shall assemble those who are
to be baptized in one place, and shall bid them all to pray and bow the
knee. And laying his hand on them he shall exorcise every evil spirit to
flee away from them and never to return to them henceforward. And
when he has finished exorcising, let him breathe on their faces and seal
their foreheads and ears and nose and then let him raise them up . . .
And they shall spend all the night in vigil, reading the scriptures to
them and instructing them.57

This rich choreography culminated in the administration of baptism,
confirmation, and Eucharist. The bishop prayed over the baptismal waters.
Then the candidates submitted to one last exorcism, renounced the devil,
confessed faith using a three-fold formula that sounds much like the Apos-
tles Creed, and were plunged into the baptismal waters three times. After
baptism candidates were anointed with the oil of thanksgiving and the oil
of chrismation, and ushered into the church or hall to meet church mem-
bers, who welcomed them with the kiss of peace. There they received their
first Eucharist, which consisted not only of bread and wine, but also of milk
and honey, symbols of the plenty of the Promised Land and hope of the
coming Kingdom.58
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55 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, 105–06.
56 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, 106.
57 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, 106.
58 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, 110–113.
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Hippolytus concludes with an exhortation to new members that they
live out their faith through works of obedience. “And when these things
have been accomplished, let each one be zealous to perform good works
and to please God, living righteously, devoting himself to the Church, per-
forming the things which he has learnt, advancing in the service of God.”59

Thus by the early third century the catechumenate involved three dis-
crete stages.60 It began with informal contact with non-believers, which led
to formal enrollment, initial examination, and involvement of a sponsor. It
then provided instruction in the biblical story, the creed, and the Christian
way of life, assuming that such knowledge would lead to genuine change of
life. Finally, it culminated in Holy Week, when church leaders scrutinized
candidates one more time and led them through a highly choreographed
process of initiation that involved fasting, prayer, vigils, exorcisms, anoint-
ings, baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist. Thus belief, belonging, and be-
havior were woven together into a seamless whole, no one element predom-
inating over the others. By the time we reach the fourth century the
evidence is both clear and cogent. We have Egeria’s detailed description of
the catechumenate in Jerusalem, as well as her stirring account of the Great
Week (Holy Week).61 We have Cyril’s catechetical sermons, which corrobo-
rate Egeria’s account; we also have the catechetical sermons of Cyril of
Jerusalem, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Chrysostom, Ambrose, and Augustine.

The CATECHUMENATE in Post-Christendom

Christendom emerged during the Middle Ages through the long and
complex process of the Christianization of Europe. Christendom refers 
to that period of Western history in which Christianity functioned as the 
official religion and the church as the dominant religious institution in so-
ciety. Moreover, it was assumed that people were Christian largely be-
cause they were born and baptized into the faith, and then sustained in the
faith through a lifetime of church education (when it was available) and
sacramental participation. Thus people did not have to become Christian
by decision, commitment, or training; they simply were Christian because
of their inevitable association with—or total absorption into—Christian
 culture.
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59 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, 113.
60 By the fourth century, and perhaps earlier, the church added a fourth stage,

largely because catechumens waited so long before submitting to baptism (Augustine
comes to mind as a telling example of this trend). In this case catechumens enrolled
in a short training program that occurred during Lent, which culminated in their par-
ticipation of the rites of initiation during Holy Week. The western church called this
special group competentes.

61 John Wilkinson, trans., Egeria’s Travels, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxbow Books,
1999).
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Christendom forced church leaders to change the purpose, function,
and even name of the catechumenate. Its main purpose was no longer to
prepare people for baptism but to Christianize them afterwards, whether
through confirmation, membership in a monastery or a Third Order move-
ment, participation in a catechism class, or involvement in one of the many
renewal movements that began to emerge throughout Europe in the late
seventeenth century. More recently para-church organizations, like Young
Life for high school students, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship for college
students, and Bible Study Fellowship for adults have served a similar func-
tion. In each case the primary goal was—and is—to Christianize Christians,
instruct them in the faith, and lead them into a deeper experience of Chris-
tian discipleship, and thus to renew the larger church. No longer called the
catechumenate, these various movements nevertheless functioned as exten-
sions of this ancient practice, though under very different conditions. They
served as a bridge, not between paganism and Christianity but between
Christendom and genuine Christianity, whatever “genuine” Christianity
happens to mean (and that of course depended upon the cultural setting). 

The long reign of Christendom in the West, however, is coming to an
end, which is forcing the church to consider once again what it means to
function as an outsider institution.62 Such a change of status is also chal-
lenging the church to reconsider the role of the ancient catechumenate.
What might rediscovery and recovery of this ancient institution imply?

First, the church could reinstate the ancient practice itself.63 Such rein-
statement would require some modifications, of course, largely because,
while the ancient church functioned in a pre-Christendom environment, the
modern church functions in a post-Christendom environment, which means
that, far from a lack of familiarity, which was the case in the cultural setting
during the early Christian period, western society now suffers from the
wrong kind of familiarity. For some churches the rite of confirmation could
function as a useful setting; in other cases preparation for believer baptism
could provide the proper setting; in still other cases a new members class
could serve as a workable setting. Regardless of the setting, the church
would have to consider carefully what formation requires in light of the
growing secularity of society. Formation itself must have a goal or end in
mind, which I would call “functional maturity,” that is, being well estab-
lished in the basic story, doctrine, and practices of the faith.
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62 See two recent books on the end of Christendom in the West: Stuart Murray,
Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World (Carlisle: Paternos-
ter, 2004); and Douglas John Hall, ed., The End of Christendom and the Future of
Christianity (Harrisburg: Trinity, 1997).

63 The Roman Catholic Church has done just that. In the 1970s a group was
commissioned to use the ancient church as a model for developing a new rite of initi-
ation, which was released as R.C.I.A. (Rites of Christian Initiation of Adults). Oper-
ating under the assumption that the old rite focused on infant baptism, the new rite
emphasizes reaching and discipling adults.
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I passed through a confirmation class when a teenager growing up in a
mainline church in the 1960s. The class required youth like myself to mem-
orize the Creed and the Ten Commandments, which we then had to recite
aloud, and to study the Heidelberg Catechism. The church aimed to inform
us about church doctrine, which it had inherited from the Reformation.
Barely adequate then, this kind of formation is no longer adequate now.
Catechumens must learn doctrine, to be sure; but they must also learn what
the Christian story is and how Christians must live in light of that story.
And they must learn these and other things under the guidance of a mentor
and in the arena of real life rather than a classroom.

Second, the church could use important cultural rites of passage as op-
portunities to develop a modified kind of catechumenate. In the case of in-
fant baptism or dedication, churches could train a core group of veteran
parents who would teach and mentor new parents; in the case of marriage,
churches could train veteran married couples to prepare young couples for
marriage. Further, churches could recruit veteran Christians to serve as
mentors in a new members class and lengthen the class from the typical
weekend or four weeks to a year, and they could charge veteran leaders to
train newly elected elders before they assume the duties of office. Using
these and other occasions, churches could thus adapt the ancient catechu-
menate to a modern setting.

Finally, the church could strive to change its culture into something
more like a sports team, once again taking the notion of training seriously.
Good sports teams succeed not only because they have gifted athletes and
competent coaches but also because they cultivate a culture that engenders
commitment and discipline. Good athletes work hard, strive for the success
of teammates, exhibit true sportsmanship, and serve the larger community.
Good coaches set a positive example, demonstrate humility, encourage their
athletes, and expect the best from them, both on and off the field. The vast
majority of church members do not see themselves as spiritual athletes but
as spiritual spectators. There is no easy way to change the culture. But it
can be changed over time, starting with the leadership and spreading slowly
to more and more members. Such a culture of commitment would help de-
fine the nature of authentic discipleship, which in turn would make it easier
to fold new members into the fellowship. As the church would discover, in
the end quality matters more than quantity, and eventually leads to quan-
tity anyway. If the early church serves as an example, we know that slow,
steady growth is far more effective than a burst of growth that cannot be
sustained over a long period of time.
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