THE RESPONSE OF THE PRIMITIVE CHURCH TO MATERIAL NEDS
IN RELATION TO MODERN MATERIALISM

James 2:5

First of all we need to say what we mean by “theqgokeof the Primitive church”. Is it the church
at the time of Jesus' Disciples in the period keefttre begining of the Paul's mission to the
gentiles? Or does the period of the Apostolic Fatladso belong to this period? There will be
different answer given by ARNACK, and different answer by a Catholic theologiane @ the
possible solutions is given in UBTMANN'S book Primitive Christianity. BULTMANN says
Christianity is a syncretistic religion, but allshguotations, that characterize primitive Christign
are from the New Testament. In spite of my rese@matvith the BJLTMANN'S theology | am using
his definition of the period and | am limiting myls® the quotations from the New Testament.

We can simply say, that the response of the Pumi€hurch to the material needs was the
deaconship, and that the response to materialisre e warnings against the danger of the
wealth. The first consisted in action and the saonomords. These two things — words and deeds —
are inseparately united in the response of Primitivurch although we must agree withiELICKE
who says, that: “...the specifically “Christian” elent in ethics does not emerge at the level of acts
and in ethical programs.. specifically “Christiaalement in ethics is found only at the level of
motives® (This means simply that you cannot prove the wandsleeds as Christian by simply
listening or observing them.) So we must understhatithe response of the Church to the issue of
material needs on the one hand and materialisrhe@nther hand was the formation of thetives
building-up of faith and Christian love. That's wimyaddition to our interest in the history of the
Christian action we need to concern ourselveswitothe interpretation of those actions in words.

THE CHURCH AND POVERTY

The way in which the New Testament understands mppvs based on the Old Testament
theology. Here the words describing “the poor” mm@stly — especially in Psalms — connected with
oppression, humility angiety. The poor aréhe God's poor they are oppressed and get help from
God. It has nothing to do witfisen proletariatdemanding it's historical rights. The LORD himself
identifies with the poor like these.

According to this OT understanding, the Primitiveuch saw the difference between the
povertypurely physical and the poverty, that was conneotadly with thepiety and humilityWe
can see this on a Jesus' expres#ierpoor in the spirifMt 5:3). This expression is an equivalent to
Hebrew “poor and humble” (Eg. Ps 9:12; 25:9; Prol2% The reminder found in the letter to
Timothy shows that not everyone, who is physicpthpr should be object church’s care. This can
be understood from the characteristic akidow (Tim 5:5 ...puts her hope in God and continues
night and day to pray and to ask God for help NIV).

“...the churches... were largely charitable instituidior the support of widows and orphans,
strangers and travellers, aged and infirm peopéiage of extreme riches and extreme povérty.”

CLEMENT OF ROME wrote in the Epistle to the Corinthians: ,Let theoag not despise the weak,
and let the weak show respect unto the strongtiestich man provide for the wants of the poor;
and let the poor man bless God, because He ha#n diim one by whom his need may be
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supplied.® PoLYycARP wrote to the Philippians: ,And let the presbytdms compassionate and
merciful to all, bringing back those that wandesjting all the sick, and not neglecting the widow,
the orphan, or the poor, but always "providing tfeait which is becoming in the sight of God and
man;" abstaining from all wrath, respect of pers@ml unjust judgment; keeping far off from all
covetousnes§’And ARISTIDES the apologist, wrote this testimony to the Ror@aesar around the
year AD 140: “Falsehood is not found among thend #rey love one another, and from widows
they do not turn away their esteem; and they detive orphan from him who treats him harshly.
And he, who has, gives to him who has not, witHmasting. And when they see a stranger, they
take him in to their homes and. rejoice over hina agry brother; for they do not call them brethren
after the flesh, but brethren after the spirit an@od. And whenever one of their poor passes from
the world, each one of them according to his abijtves heed to him and carefully sees to his
burial. And if they hear that one of their numb&imprisoned or afflicted on account of the name
of their Messiah, all of them anxiously ministertis necessity, and if it is possible to redeem him
they set him free. And if there is among them drat ts poor and needy, and if they have no spare
food, they fast two or three days in order to supplthe needy their lack of food.”

Although the OIld Testament pays a really closenditia to the poor, the physical poverty does
not mean that the poor are somehow privilety€tle same can be told about the New Testament. In
Lk 14:13 we read the appeal of Jesus to pay spattettion to “the poor, the crippled, the lame,
and the blind” (NIV). And Paul in the Epistle tcetialathians goes so far as to changing his topic,
when he tells of the reminder he got in Jerusaletrtomforget the poor (Gal 2:10). In Jesus’ words,
the poor are blessédyecause they are more ready to get something betbér, something that the
rich will get only with a serious difficulty. Andadnes states without reservatiotisat God had
chosen the poor “to be rich in faith and to inh#r@ kingdom” (Jas 2:5 NIV).

Despite the great emphasis in the Bible on the frar¢he poor, we have to realize, that the
social aid that is due to them, is in many ways &fecondary order. Eg. it was secondary to the
Jesus' mission to preach (“...so | can preach thise @hat is why | have come.” Mk 1:34-38
NIV). It was secondary to the devotion to Jesusskif(when Judas criticized the “waste” of
precious ointment Mt 26:11). It is also subordidate the preaching of Gospel to the poor, since
the poor are primarily the object of the preachiigsospet:® A similar principle is used by the
apostles in the sixth chapter of Acts, when théyse to abandon preaching and prayers, but they
separate deacons for the social service (Acts 6:1-4

The same assessment must be applied to what igismseecalled “the Jerusalem communism”
(Acts 2:44, 4:32-37). The meanim this fellowship was the spiritual unity of thbwrch, not the
total social equalisatiot,as we can see in the case of Ananias and Sapihtts 5:4). Besides,
the spontaneity of the Jerusalem communism latere gaay to organized diaconate. (The
begginings of this are obviously recorded in Acts-5.) The “charity initiatives” can be seen in the
activitie of Tabitha in Acts 9:36 and in the volant offering given as a minisrty to the poor in
Judea (2Cor 9).

On the other hand, those who are the object of €hcare must not misuse it. The well-known
expression of this principle is: ,....If a man wilbt work, he shall not eat” (1Thess 3:10 NIV). When
the Church applies this strict principle of directiher social aid it will not become a questionable
support of laziness and abuse. Her help is aimégeateak(Acts 20:35), who despite their efforts
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to find job and work still cannot support themsslve

The real biblical meaning of material aid giventhe poor is admirably expressed in the word
“alms”. This Greek term captures the meaning ofrithan the New Testament. In LXX, it
translates the Hebrew words for “mercy” (“lovingltimess” in KJV), “justice”, and in one place
“truth” (Gn 47:29). These are words that repregbatultimate meaning of Christian social action.
It is an expressionf God's mercy, it also speaks of justice in acanog with the law of God, in
which love is central. The poor receiving alms ns#lf remain poor, but they know of God's care
in now, and look to the Kingdom of God that is comgn The meaning ofmaterial aid is
kerygmatic

THE CHURCH AND MATERIALISM

First | have to explain more closely, what kindnoéterialism we are talking about here. The
word materialismis a term of very wide semantic field, but badicat is used either in its
philosophical meaning or in its ethical meaningieBy, we can sum up the philosophical
materialism in the statement, that “everything harigin in matter and that everything can be
explained by the proceses that occur in matter'teki@ism in its ethical meaning can be captured
in th statement, that “material goods are the nmapbrtant things for man” (for his existence and
his hapiness). 1Tim 6:17 expresses this state @imguhope in wealth, which is so uncertain”,
(NIV) Another definition, that it says about “...id@aaatrous elevation of money and the material
possessions it will buy as the goal of lifg”.

These two aspects of materialism are often (butvadys) connected. And so we meet people,
who are convinced materialists in their worldvidwt at the same time they are “idealists” and
unselfish people, who find fullfillment in the cuie of human spirit, or even in filanthropy. On the
other hand, there are philosophical idealistshos¢ who have a religious worldview and believe in
God, but their everyday life and their ethics ised@ined by the material goods.

If we wish to use the response of the Primitive iChwtas a model for the Church in our days, it
is necessary to realize the differences betweemtkterialism in the times of New Testament and
today. While materialism in antiquity was philosagdily based on the denial of gods (atheism),
stressed the primaeval matter, and the ethical fofnmaterialism concentrated on pleasures
(cyreniacism, epicureism), modern philosophical enalism is stressing the laws of nature
discovered in modern times and the future of thedmu society that will be brougt up by progress.
This is what gives the modern form of materialidme element of regularity (in substitution of
God's Commandment), and with the elements of tlggalimstead of religious hope).

Ethical materialism of the Biblical times is expged in the 1Cor 15:32 in the words Is 22:13 —
“Let us eat and drink, ...for tomorrow we die!" (NIV)

The response of the Primitive Church to the mdteeads was clear not only in what she was
teaching but also in what she was doing. When We ahout the materialism of the rich and
wealthy — at first the Church limited herself te twarnings addressed to them and appeals to use
their property in accordance with the Christiando®nly later, under the influence of the Greek
(Platonic) dualism, communities, who considereceisism and poverty the means how to reach
Christian perfection, began to be created. As waatdound these opinions supported in the New
Testament, we will not deal with these and we dell with the words only.

The Primitive Church based her view of wealth amelrich on the Old Testament, in the same
way as it was in the case of the poor. The richeyaof the soil in the agrarian society of the Old
Testament times were onlgnantsof God (Lev 25:23). This means, that the m@aherwas God.
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As this society was agrarian, the soil was the nsaurce of the wealth. And since it belonged to
God, the source of the wealth was God Himself. fniaciple had its specific expression in the
jubilee year, when the soil was to be restorethédf@amily that had originally sold it.

But although in relation to God no man was the awok the soil, nevertheless the Old
Testament protected the private property not @gginst stealing (Eigth Commandmié@ptbut
also against lustingTenth Commandmet®). The wealth was a sign of God's blessing (Dt 8:18
e.g. Israel “...will lend to many nations but willfsow from none” (Dt 15:6 NIV).

Against the background of this positive evaluatafnwealth as the blessing of God, there are
numerous warnings about the vanity and deceitfgloésiches. “Better the little that the righteous
have than the wealth of many wicked” (Ps 37:16 NIW) trust in wealth leads to fall: “Whoever
trusts in his riches will fall” (Pr 11:28 NIV) anghsatiable lust: “Whoever loves money never has
money enough; whoever loves wealth is never sadisfiith his income” (Ecc 5:10 NIV).

In the New Testament probably the sharpest warofiige danger of wealth is that it claims love of
man: “No one can serve two masters. Either helvaite the one and love the other, or he will be
devoted to the one and despise the other. You taenee both God and Money.” (Mt 6:24 NIV).
A rich man finds consolation in his wealth, andhgodo not look for the joy that comes from God
(Lk 6:24). Famous is also the parable that Jeddsaloout the rich entering the Kingdom — it is
compared to the probability of a camel getting tigio the eye of a needle!. The same meaning
conveys the story of a rich farmer who plannedeiouild his granaries, or the story of the Dives
and Lazarus. EESTERSONWrote: “...a man who is dependent upon the lusuoé this life is a
corrupt man, spiritually corrupt, politically copy financially corrupt. There is one thing that
Christ and all the Christian saints have said w&iort of savage monotony. They have said simply
that to be rich is to be in peculiar danger of rhanack™?

From what was said above it should be clear, tlespitle great danger, wealth does not
necessarilynean that the rich has materialistic outlook é& [The New Testament sees the root of
the problem in lusRom 7:7-8), in the love of money (1Tim 6:10), inde and the trust in wealth,
in the ruthlessamassing of property, and in the oppression ofpiher. This is the heart of the
materialistic outlook and lifestyle. At the endjstheads to apostasy (1 Tim 6:10), the greatest
tragedy in human life.

Although the New Testament knows of voluntary powers an expression of following after
Christ, this is not its main response to the pnobtd materialism. Since materialism is not in the
first place the problem of theuantity of the owned things, but mostly of th#itudeto wealth. The
solution of this problem must be first of all thevard changeThe command of Jesus “...do not
worry about your life, what you will eat; or aboybur body, what you will wear”, but have
confidence, that the Heavenly Father takes carélisfchildren (Luke 12:22-30) presupposes
inward liberty. Apostle Paul invites Christians.those who buy something, as if it were not their
to keep; those who use the things of the worldf a®t engrossed in them. For this world in its
present form is passing away” (1Cor 7:30-31 NIM)LBVANN comments on this passage correctly
with the words “dialectic®f participation and inner separatioi”This kind of attitude is totally
dependent on the reality of eschatological expectaif the Kingdom of God, as it is expressed
vividly in the Epistle to the Hebrews 10:34 “...jally accepted the confiscation of your property,
because you knew that you yourselves had bettelagtidg possessions.”

Inward liberation is the precondition for the rigbtis use of wealth. Jesus describes this liberation
from the wealth with a very strongrord: to despise But this contempt does not mean, that
mammon cannot be used for the purposes of the Kimgaf God (contrary to Platonic dualism),
and Jesus also says: “I tell you, use worldly wetdtgain friends for yourselves, so that whes it i
gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellingd.tlke 16:9 NIV).

The precondition for correct usage of wealth ismimvolvement of Christian love (“But give what

is inside the dish to the poor, and everything bdlclean for you.” Luke 11:41 NIV). The example
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of this Christian love is the widow of Mark 12:48)d apostle talks about it explicitly in 1 Cor 13:3
“If I give all | possess to the poor and surrenasr body to the flames, but have not love, | gain
nothing.”

IGNATIOS in the letter to the deacon in Antioatdded to this also the demand of orthodox
doctrine: “Every one that teaches anything beyomatws commanded, though he be [deemed]
worthy of credit, though he be in the habit of ifagt though he live in continence, though he work
miracles, though he have the gift of prophecyhiet be in thy sight as a wolf in sheep's clothing,
labouring for the destruction of the sheep. If ame denies the cross, and is ashamed of the
passion, let him be to thee as the adversary hinmi3élough he gives all his goods to feed the poor,
though he remove mountains, though he give his bodye burned:® let him be regarded by thee
as abominable!®

THE PRIMITIVE CHURCH AND THE PRESENT DAY SITUATION

The response to the question how we can use theigas of the primitive church in our times,
times of material demands and of the materialisitihefpresent day is still unanswered. The state is
responsible for the social care, and the matemaled nowadays have dimensions that were
absolutly unknown to the people in the biblicalesn

In the post-biblical times the church got underitifeience of Platonic dualism and the material
assistance to the poor received character of aarnerts ascetic act, which means the promotion in
the career in church. At the Seventh EcumenicalnCibthe note like this was said: “those who, on
account of their large expenditure on churchesthadooor, have been raised, without simony, to
the clerical estate as a reward and recognitiothef beneficence; and being proud of this, now
depreciate other clergymen who were unable or lingito make such foundations and the Iie”

Much later, Marxism did not preach ascestlmegation but certain kind of'eschatological
expropriation” of the rich. This is the reason why the churchatod not under pressure to answer
the problem of Platonic elevation of the givirag¢etic abnegatignbut she has to answer Marxist
view of the recipients. The way these recipientthefMarxist expropriation see themselves is very
different from the self-image of the humble andusigoor of the Old Testament! Sure, this does
not mean, that the social aid should not exist,itooteans that it is necessarygay while giving
social aid. Acts of love must be accompanied byibeds of Christian message.

Historical experience of the Christian church shotiiat the response of the Church to the
material needs must not be based on the prinoipddnegation(Platonism), nor on the principie
expropriation (Marxism). The aim is that both shougive thank to God,who is the giver of
everything. We can achieve this only when we inmtrpocial aid through the Word of God. Today,
the demands for social aid are incomparably bigaed, gratitude is incomparably smaller than in
the biblical times. The Christian response to tretemal needs of the present hasspeakboth
through the act and through the word.

The division of the world today — into the rich Noiand the poor South — means that we — the
Christians living in the North — have to see oughbours not only in the people of our own nation,
but, also in those behind our state’s borders. tHs& of the national and international church
organisations is to remind Christians in the ricbrtN, whatreal poverty is, and to change what
SIDER saysin his book: “Presen economic relationships in waldwide body of Christ are
unbiblical, sinful, a hindrance to evangelism andesecration of the body and blood of Jesus
Christ.”t?

It seems to me that our more immediate problematernalism and asyth about happiness a
glitering fata morganathat man is pursuing after, but is not able t&xhe An analyst wrote: “The
real conflict in our age is between opposing typkgnagination — or, to speak more accurately,
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among a variety of types of imagination. ...So theagircontest in these declining years of the
twentieth century is not for human economic intexesr for human political prefernces, or even for
human minds — not at bottom. The true battle isdpéought in the Debatable Land of the human
imagination. Inagination does rule the world.Imagination of contemporary man is in its essence
hedonism transformed into transcendency of an anab#e faith. Materialism of this kind, in a
unashamedly makes parallels between an experidrimeymg of some goods and an experience of
sexual intimity or the experience of religious aiScHuLzE discribes this proces as follows: “In
the hedonistic-aesthetic conception of the worlke world offers itself as a cosmetic object.
Inability to change one’s thinking (or the too greéfort that this would require) on the one hand
corresponds with the possibility to step up andefine the commercialisation of needs and to
create new needs. So the life here is pretty gespite the fact, that the unsolved problems remain
unsolved. The suface symbols of the problem are:

e detergents-and their demonstrable efficiency
home applianceslishwashers, washing-machingé¥-sets
nicer living: furniture, family house, second flat
holiday, caravan, aeroplane trips
fashion
entertainment industry: show, illustrated magazipeslic gossip
flirt, sex without any risk etc.

... Since long time it is not the reificatioNdgrsachliguny of the world (®GARTEN) nor the
demythologisation (BLTMANN) that it is about. Much more it is about new idepl, about new
pseudoreality, about new unreality of the worldllokions (rrealitat einer Scheinwelf about 'the
technic and science as an ideolody'.”

The experience of ownership is shor-term and icait in no way substitute for the depth of
religious of interpersonal relationships, matesiali ends in insatiability. bkLEY called the
commercial catalogues of modern society “The Neweasitament” to emphasize their place in
people’s minds. A rich materialst of biblical timesuld be surrounded by expensive things and
maybe by slaves. But his modern parallel can thamkbe mass production constantly be running
after new and better things and with the help ohm®logy to create virtual reality, that blunts his
ability to perceive the “real reality”.

Modern materialism defends its positions by theeappo the economic principles, that have the
status of physical laws, although they are an esgiwe of human selfishness and greed. “If
language is not useful for this (ie. criticism), atlelse could allow us to accomplish this task
without which human beings do not have much sigaifce? Today, of course, this task seems
negligible, compared to the importance of makirfggerators or refining oil. Anyone who tries to
interfere with such efforts by means of the worddasidered to be nothing but a conjureér.”

The Word is still the powerful tool of the Churdfhe message of the Primitive church is that the
church of today must rely on the Word of God.

Bibliography

BULTMANN, R. Primitive Christianity New York : Meridian Books, 1956

CLEMENT OF ROMEThe First Epistle to the Corinthiank1: ROBERTS. A. — DONALDSON. J.
(ed.):Ante-nicene fatherg?eabody : Hendrickson Publishers, 1994.

http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/aristides_02_tsamtm

POLYCARP The Epistle to the Philippiangn: ROBERTS. A. — DONALDSON. J. (ed.Xnte-
nicene fathersPeabody : Hendrickson Publishers, 1994.

18 KIRK, R. The Wise Men Know What Wicked Things Are WrittetherSkyin COLSON, C.Against the Night
p. 171.
19 SCHULZE, H.Theologische Sozialethig. 283.



THIELICKE, H. Theological EthicsPhiladelphia : Fortress Press, 1966.
SCHLOSSBERG, Hldols for destructionNashville : Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1983.



