Ten Principles for Interpreting
Early Christian Liturgical Evidence!

PauL F. BRADSHAW

{Editors’ note: Paul F. Bradshaw, Professor of Liturgy at the University of
Notre Dame, here challenges some traditional assumptions about how to
handle the complex evidence for the evolution of liturgical practice in the
first few centuries of Christianity’s existence and sets out some principles
to guide students in this field. ]

As is the case with Jewish liturgy, extant liturgical manu-
scripts from the Christian tradition are ncarly all of relatively
recent date, beginning around the eighth century c.E. Sources
for a knowledge of the practice of worship prior to that time
are fragmentary, consisting chiefly of brief, and often partial,
descriptions of rites in letters and sermons; of even briefer,
and less easily interpreted, allusions that appear in writings
dealing with some quite different subject; of pieces of legisla-
tion affecting liturgical matters that occur among the canons
produced by various councils and synods; of some fragments
of what seem to be the texts of individual prayers; and, last
but not least, of the prescriptions concerning worship in an
extremely enigmatic genre of early Christian literature, the
pseudoapostolic church orders.

All these are, in effect, little more than a series of dots of
varying sizes and density on a large sheet of plain paper. To
the liturgical historian, therefore, falls the task of attempting
to join up those dots and so creating a plausible picture that
explains how, and more importantly why, Christian worship
evolved in the way that it did. Because, however, the dots on
this sheet of paper are not prenumbered and so the connections
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which should be made between them are by no means obvious,
the assumptions and presuppositions with which one begins
such an operation are vitally important in determining its out-
come. If one adopts, for example, the axiom that the primary
connections must always run between the dots that lie closest
to one another on the paper, then one will get a very different
picture than if one starts by joining up all the largest dots first
and then proceeding to the smaller ones in relative order, no
matter how many times one’s pencil has to crisscross the page.

What follows, then, is a brief critique of certain method-
ological presuppositions that have tended to be followed in
traditional study of the origins of Christian worship, some
indications as to how these arc alrcady changing—or in some
cases ought to be changing, even if they are as yet not doing
so—and the effect that this altercd perspective has on our
picture of early liturgical practice. Quite fortuitously, it turns
out to be a decalogue of proposed principles for the interpreta-
tion of carly Christian liturgical evidence.

1. What is most common is not necessarily most ancient, and
what is least common is not necessarily least ancient.

As I have indicated elsewhere,? the dominant view of litur-
gical scholars concerning the origins of Christian liturgy has
traditionally been that the many varied forms of the celebration
of the eucharist, of baptism, and perhaps also of other rites
that we find in different geographical regions in later centuries
can all be traced back to a single common root in their institu-
tion by Jesus; and that variety tended to increase in the course
of time as the Church developed and these practices were
subject to differing local influences and emphases. Thus, it
has becn thought, what is common to most or all of these later
forms must represent the very carliest stratum of Christian
worship, while what is found in just a few instances, or merely
one, is a later development.3

Such a view cannot really be sustained any longer in the
light of recent scholarship. Not only has the theory always had
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considerable difficulty in demonstrating how such very diverse
later practices can all arisc from a single source, but it now
has to take into account both the fact that Jewish worship of
the first century c.g., from which Christian worship took its
departure, was not nearly so fixed or uniform as was once
supposed, and also the conclusion that New Testament Christi-
anity was itself essentially pluriform in doctrine and practice.
Thus, what is common in later Christian liturgical practice
is not necessarily what is most primitive. It certainly may be
so, but it is equally possible that similarities that exist between
customs in different parts of the ancient world are the result
of a conscious movement towards conformity. Similarly, what
is unusual or unique is not nccessarily a late development.
Once again it may be so, but it is equally possible that the
unusual is the vestigial remains of what was once a much
greater variety of forms of worship than we can now see in the
surviving evidence, an ancient local custom that somchow
managed to escape—or at least avoid the full effect of—a later
process that caused liturgical diversity to contract its horizons.
For the true story of the development of Christian worship
seems to have been a movement from considerable differences
over quite fundamental elements to an increasing amalgama-
tion and standardization of local customs. This can already be
seen in the second century c.E., but it gathered much greater
momentum in the fourth, as the Church expanded, as commu-
nication—and hence awareness of differences—between dif-
ferent regional centers increased, and above all as orthodox
Christianity tried to define itself over against what were per-
ceived as heretical movements, for in such a situation any
tendency to persist in what appeared to be idiosyncratic liturgi-
cal observances was likely to have been interpreted as a mark
of heterodoxy. As Robert F. Taft has written,
This is the period of the unification of rites, when worship, like
church government, not only evolved new forms, but also let the
weaker variants of the species die out, as the Church developed,
via the creation of intermediate unities, into a federation of fed-
erations of local churches, with ever-increasing unity of practice
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within each federation, and ever-increasing diversity of practice
from federation to federation. In other words what was once one
loose collection of individual local churches each with its own
liturgical uses, evolved into a series of intermediate structures or
federations (later called patriarchates) grouped around certain
major sees. This process stimulated a corresponding unification
and standardizing of church practice, liturgical and otherwise.
Hence, the process of formation of rites is not one of diversifica-
tion, as is usually held, but of unification. And what one finds
in extant rites today is not a synthesis of all that went before, but
rather the result of a selective evolution: the survival of the fit-
test—of the fittest, not necessarily of the best.*

2. The so-called Constantinian revolution served as much to
intensify existing trends as it did to initiate new ones.

The conversion to Christianity of the emperor Constantine
early in the fourth century is usually portrayed as marking a
crucial turning-point in the evolution of forms of worship; and
it is undoubtedly truc that a very marked contrast can be ob-
served between the form and character of liturgical practices
in the pre-Constantinian and post-Constantinian periods. For
example, whereas the first Christians saw themselves as set
over against the world and were careful to avoid any compro-
mise with paganism and its customs, stressing rather what
distinguished Christianity from other religions, in the fourth
century the Church emerged as a public institution within the
world, with its liturgy functioning as a cultus publicus, seeking
the divine favor to secure the well-being of the state, and it
was now quite willing to absorb and Christianize pagan reli-
gious ideas and practices, seeing itself as the fulfillment to
which earlier religions had dimly pointed.

On the other hand, scholars are now beginning to realize
that one must be careful not to overstate this contrast between
the two periods of ecclesiastical history. A number of develop-
ments, the genesis of which has traditionally been ascribed to
the changed situation of the Church after the Peace of Con-
stantine, arc now shown as having roots that reach back into
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the third century, and in some cases cven earlier still. Hence,
in these respects at least, the so-called Constantinian revolu-
tion did not so much inaugurate new liturgical practices and
attitudes as create conditions in which some preexistent cus-
toms could achieve a greater measure of preeminence than
others that were no longer considered appropriate to the
changed situation of the Church.

The pattern of daily worship, for example, practiced in the
monastic communities that began to emerge in the early fourth
century was not entirely a new creation of this movement. In
some respects the monastic pattern was simply a conservative
preservation of a very traditional style of prayer and spiritual-
ity. There are certainly some new features—as for example the
regular recitation of the book of Psalms in its entirety and in
its biblical order as the cornerstone of the spiritual life—but
in other ways the monks and nuns of the fourth century were
simply continuing to do what ordinary Christians of earlier
centuries had once done. The customs only appear peculiarly
monastic because they had now been abandoned by other
Christians, who, in the more relaxed atmosphere of the
Constantinian era, tended to be more lukewarm about their
religious commitment than their predecessors in the age of
persecution.’

Similarly, the interest in time and history that comes to the
fore during this period is not something to which the Con-
stantinian world gave birth, though it certainly suckled and
nurtured it. It is simply not true, as carlier generations of
liturgical scholars tended to conclude, that the first Christians
could not possibly have been interested in discovering and
commemorating the precise dates and times of the events of
the life of Jesus or in establishing a rhythmical pattern of hours
of prayer because they expected the end of this world to come
at any moment with the return of their Lord. On the contrary,
an interest in time and eternity, history and eschatology, can
coexist, and indeed the one can be an expression of the other:
the early Christians established regular patterns of daily prayer
times not because they thought that the Church was here to stay
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for a long while but preciscly so that they might practice eschato-
logical vigilance and be ready and watchful in prayer for the
return of Christ and the consummation ot God’s kingdom.

Hence, the interest in eschatology, which certainly declined
when it appeared less and less likely that the world was going
to end soon, was not simply replaced by a new interest in time
fmd history. Rather, a precxistent interest took on a new vigor
In a new situation, and a multiplicity of feasts and commemo-
rations began to emerge in the fourth century in a way they
had not done carlier. This development was generated at least
in part by apologetic factors. The Church now needed to com-
municate the tenets of its faith to a barbarian world which was
willing to listen, and to defend its doctrinal positions against
a variety of herctical attacks; and what better means could be
found than the promotion of occasions that publicly celebrated
aspects of what the Church belicved?®

3. Authoritative-sounding statements are not always genuinely
authoritative.

Many ancient Christian writers in their allusions to liturgical
practices make very emphatic statements about what is or is
pot the casc, and traditional liturgical scholarship has been
inclined to accept such remarks as truly authoritative declara-
tions of the established doctrinc and practice of the Church at
the time that they were written, especially as many of those
making these apparently ex cathedra pronouncements did ac-
tually occupy the office of a bishop. So, to cite two early
examples which actually concern the development of the or-
dained ministry rather than liturgy itself, the First Epistle of
Clement, usually thought to have originated from the church
at Rome c. 96 c.E., is a long and impassioned denunciation
of the church at Corinth for dismissing its presbyters and
replacing them with others; and the letters of Ignatius of Anti-
och, conventionally dated carly in the second century, repeat-
edly insist on the necessity of obedience to the bishop and his
fellow ministers. Both have generally been understood as ex-
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pressing the agreed position of the Church on these 1ssucs—
that ministers were always appointed for life and that episcopal
government was the norm carly in the second century. Recent
study, however, has suggested that, since they were apparently
having to argue the case at considerable length and with great
vigor against opponents who scemingly did not share their conclu-
sions, they must, on the contrary, represent only one view
among others at the time, a view which ultimately came to
triumph but which did not achieve supremacy without a con-
siderable struggle against alternative positions and practices.”

Hence the development of ecclesiastical structures and litur-
gical practices seems to have been much slower than has tradi-
tionally been supposed. Many things did emerge quite carly
in the life of the Church but did not immediately achieve
normative or universal status, however strongly some indi-
viduals might have thought that they should. Authoritative-
sounding statements, therefore, need to be taken with a pinch
of salt. When some early Christian author proudly proclaims,
for example, that a certain psalm or canticle is sung “through-
out the world,” it probably means at the most that he knows
it to be used in the particular regions he has visited or heard
about: it remains an open question whether a similar usage
obtained in other parts of the world.* Similarly, when some
ancient bishop solemnly affirms that a certain liturgical custom
is “unheard of”" in any church, he is almost certainly excluding
from his definition of church those groups of Christians whom
he judges to be heretical, among whom the practice might
well still be flourishing as it once had done in many other
places in earlier times, in spite of our bishop’s confident
(though ignorant) assertion to the contrary.’

4. Legislation is better evidence for what it proposes (0 pro-
hibit than for what it seeks to promote.

When attention is directed toward the decrees of ecclesiasti-
cal councils and synods in the search for information about the
practicc of worship in the carly Church, there is a natural
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tendency to focus on the things that it is said shall or shall not
be done. Thus, to cite a simple example, when the Council of
Braga in 561 c.E. insists that “one and the same order of
psalmody is to be observed in the morning and evening ser-
vices; and neither individual variations nor monastic uses are
to be interpolated into the ecclesiastical rule,” one might be
tempted to conclude that liturgical practices in Spain must
have been uniform thereafter. Such a conclusion, however,
can be shown to be false by the fact that synods held in later
years found it necessary to repeat over and over again this
demand for a standardization in usage.!® Just because an
authoritative body makes a liturgical regulation does not mean
that it was observed everywhere or ever put into practice any-
where at all. Conservatism in matters liturgical is notoriously
intractable, and, as we all know well, canonical legislation
from even the highest level is frequently unable to dislodge a
well-established and much-loved local custom.

This does not mean, however, that such pieces of legislation
are entirely valueless in the search for clues to the liturgical
customs of the early Church. Indeed, quite the opposite is the
case: regulations provide excellent evidence for what was actu-
ally happening in local congregations, not by what is decreed
should be done but by what is either directly prohibited or
indirectly implied should cease to be done. The fact that such
regulations were made at all shows that the very opposite of
what they were trying to promote must have been a widespread
custom at that period. Synodal assemblies do not usually waste
their time either condemning something that is not actually
going on or insisting on the firm adherence to some rule that
everyone is already observing. Thus, for example, the fact
that the Council of Vaison in 529 c.e. decreed that the re-
sponse Kyrie eleison should be used does not prove that this
forcign innovation was quickly accepted in that part of Gaul—
and indeed we have virtually no trace of its subsequent adop-
tion there—but it does show that prior to this time that re-
sponse was not a common part of the worship of that region.

The same is true of the liturgical comments that are found
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in many of the writings and homilics of carly Christian theolo-
gians and bishops. We generally cannot know whether the
practices and customs that they advocated were cver adopted
by their congregations, or just politely listened to and then
ignored, as the pleas of preachers often are; but we can con-
clude that there must have been some real foundation to the
contrary custom or practice that is either directly criticized or
implicitly acknowledged in the advice being given. Such writ-
ers may sometimes be suspected of hyperbole in the things
they say, but they do not usually tilt at nonexistent windmills.
So, for example, when John Chrysostom describes those who
fail to stay for the reception of communion at the celebration
of the eucharist as resembling Judas Iscariot at the Last Sup-
per,!! we do not know if he had any success in reforming the
behavior of his congregation, but we can safely assume that
what he is complaining about was an observable feature at
that time.

5. When a variety of explanations is advanced for the origin
of a liturgical custom, its true source has almost certainly
been forgotten.

One frequently encounters in carly Christian writings not
only a partial description of some liturgical practicen b}lt also
an explanation as to how it originated. Sometimes it is very
easy to detect when such an explanation seems to be no more
than the product of a pious imagination. When one reads, for
example, in Coptic tradition that it was Theophilus, patriarch
of Alexandria in the fourth century, who introduced baptismal
chrism into Christian usage in response to the instruction of
an angel to bring balsam trees from Jericho, plant them, ex-
tract the balsam, and cook the spices,!? one may well have
serious doubts about the veracity of the claim. But in other
cases it is less clear whether the author has access to a reliable
source of information or not. Sometimes several writers will
allude to the same custom but offer widely differing stories as
to its true meaning or origin. This is the case, to cite just two
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examples, with regard to the times of daily prayer commonly
qbserved in the third century, and with regard to the custom
first evidenced in Syria in the late fourth century, of placiné
the book of the Gospels on the head of a bishop during his
ordination.

It is tempting in such instances to opt for the explanation
that one finds most congenial to one’s point of view and to
discount the rest. This is in fact what scholars have generally
done with respect to the explanations for the customs just
mentioned,'? but there seems no particular reason to suppose
that any one of the ancient commentators had access to a more
authoritative source of information than the others. Indeed, the
very existence of multiple explanations and interpretations is
itself a very good indication that no authoritative tradition with
rega.rd to the original purpose and meaning of the custom had
§urv1yed, and hence writers and preachers felt free to use their
imaginations. This is not to say that the real origin can never
be unearthed by modern scholarship, with its access to sources
and mcthods not known to the ancicnts, or that sometimes one
qf those early writers may not accidentally have hit upon the
right solution, but it does suggest that in such situations it may
often be necessary to look for the real answer in a quite differ-
ent direction from that of the conventional accounts.

6. Ancient church orders are not what they seem.

Within carly Christian literature is a group of documents
.that look very like real, authoritative liturgical texts, contain-
ing both directions for the conduct of worship and also the
wo'rd.s of prayers and other formularies to be used in this
act.lvny. Since they claim in one way or another to be apos-
tolic, they have generally been referred to as apostolic church
orQers. But they are not what they seem. Not only is their
claim to apostolic authorship spurious—a judgment that has
been }Jniversally accepted since at Icast the beginning of the
twentieth century—but they are not even the official liturgical
manuals of any third- or fourth-century local church, mas-

PRINCIPLES FOR INTERPRETING EVIDENCE 13

querading in apostolic dress to lend themselves added author-
ity—a judgment that is still not always fully appreciated by all
contemporary scholars.

It is usually recognized that at least some of them, espe-
cially those dated later in the sequence, were in part the prod-
ucts of the imagination and aspirations of their compilers,
armchair liturgists dreaming up what the perfect liturgy might
be like if only they had the freedom to put into practice what
their idiosyncratic tastes and personal convictions longed for.
But there has still been a tendency to want to hold on to at least
one or two of them as reliable descriptions of the real liturgy
of the local church from which they scem to derive. Indeed,
the prayers contained in one of them, the so-called Apostolic
Tradition of Hippolytus,'* have been reproduced for use in the
modern service books of a considerable number of Christian
churches in the last few years, so convinced have the revisers
been that here we are in touch with the authentic liturgy of the
early Church and so we can now say the same words that
ancient Christians once did when we celebrate the cucharist,
ordain a bishop, or initiate a new convert.

There is, however, no reason to suppose that this document
is a more, or less, reliable guide to what early Christians were
really doing in their worship than any of the other church
orders, especially as there is also some uncertainty as to what
part of the ancient world it comes from and what its original
text actually said, since all we have extant are translations and
reworkings of it. This does not mean that these church orders
are of no value in attempting to recover the liturgical practices
of the early Church. They may indeed present evidence for
what was actually going on in the churches from which they
come, but that evidence can only be disentangled with diffi-
culty and caution from both the idiosyncratic idealizing of the
individual authors and the corrections and updating to which
the documents tend to have been subjected in the course of
their subsequent transmission. Without corroborative evidence

from another source it is dangerous to claim that any particular
prayer text in them was typical of the worship of the period,
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and it is still more unwise, on the doubtful presumption of its

qncc—authorilalive status, to ask twentieth-century congrega-
tions to make it their own. !

7. Liturgical manuscripts are more prone to emendation than
literary manuscripts.

F. L. Cross once observed:

Liturgical and literary texts, as they have come down to us, have
a specious similarity. They are written in similar scripts and on
similar writing materials. They are now shelved shoulder to
shoulder in our libraries and classified within the same system
of shelfmarking. . . . But these similarities mask a radical differ-
ence. In the first place, unlike literary manuscripts, liturgical
manuscripts were not written to satisfy an historical interest.
They were written to serve a severely practical end. Their pri-
mary purpose was the needs of the services of the Church. Like
timetables and other books for use, liturgical texts were compiled
with the immediate future in view. Their intent was not to make
an accurate reproduction of an existing model. !¢

In other words, copyists or translators of ancient liturgical
material did not normally expend considerable time and en-
ergy on their work merely out of a general desire to preserve
antiquity for its own sake but because they believed that the
document legitimized as traditional the liturgical practices of
their own day. What were they to do then, for example, when
they encountered in a text the apparent omission of some ele-
ment that was regarded as important or essential in their own
tradition? They could only conclude that it ought to be in the
tfext before them, that it must have been practiced in ancient
times and had simply been omitted by accident from the docu-
ment or had fallen out in the course of its transmission. It was
then only the work of a few moments to restore what they
thought was the original reading and bring it into line with
current practice.

This is a very different situation from, say, the copying of
the works of Augustine or some other patristic writer, when
the desire was precisely to preserve antiquity and make an
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accurate reproduction of the original. Although such literary
manuscripts might also be subject to occasional attempts to
correct what were perceived as lapses from doctrinal ortho-
doxy in the text, these emendations are relatively rarc and
much easier to detect than in liturgical manuscripts, where the
risk of a passage being updated and modified to fit a changed
situation is far greater. The latter constitute “living texts,” and
hence one should not easily assume that the received text of
any liturgical document necessarily represents what the author
originally wrote, especially when it has been subsequently
translated from one language to another. This is the case with
regard to the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus mentioned
earlier, where unfortunately such caution is all too rarely exer-
cised. The careful disentangling of the various strata present
in such texts can often not only point to a very different read-
ing in the original but also tell a fascinating story of how later
liturgical practice evolved.

8. Liturgical texts can go on being copied long after they have
ceased to be used.

This principle serves as an important counterbalance to the
last, in that we should be cautious about concluding that every-
thing that appears in an ancient source must have been in
active use in the communities through which that document is
thought to have passed. We are all doubtless familiar in our
own experience with certain prayer texts, or hymns, or com-
plete orders of service that go on appearing in successive edi-
tions of an official book of liturgies for years and years without
ever being used by anyone. They were appropriate or fashion-
able in some earlier generation, perhaps at a particularly sensi-
tive point in the history of that religious tradition, but have
since become out-of-date. Yet nobody has the courage to say,
“Let’s drop this from our formularies,” since to do so would
appear to be somehow a betrayal of our heritage, a reneging
on our ancestors in the faith, or a wanton disregard for tradi-
tion. So it goes on appearing in the book, and everyone knows
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that when you reach it in the order of worship, you simply turn
the page and pass over it to the next prayer or whatever.
Thus, while it is true that liturgical manuscripts were gener-
ally copied in order to be used, yet Christians of earlier genera-
tions were quite as capable as we are of carrying some excess
liturgical baggage along with them, of copying out primitive
and venerable texts into later collections of material just be-
cause they were primitive and venerable and not because of
any real intention of putting them into practice. The problem
is that they knew which of their texts were to be used and
which passed over, while we are left to guess at it with what-
ever assistance other sources can give us. So, for example,
while all who have studied the matter are agreed that a number
of the prayers in book 7 of the fourth-century church order,
the Apostolic Constitutions, have a strongly Jewish character,
nobody can be sure what conclusions should be drawn from it.
Does it mean that Judaism was still exercising a strong influ-
ence on Christian worship at this late date, or it is just another
piece of what Robert F. Taft has called “liturgical debris”
carried down by the tide of tradition from former times?!’

9. Only particularly significant. novel, or controverted prac-
tices will tend to be mentioned, and others will probably
be passed over in silence; but the first time something is
mentioned is not necessarily the first time it was practiced.

It is dangerous to read any ancient source as though it were
a verbatim account of any liturgical act. This is obviously so
in the case of the brief allusions to Christian worship that crop
up in writings dealing with some quite different topic. We
cannot there expect the authors to be describing in exact and
full detail all the aspects of the custom to which they are
referring, but they are naturally only choosing to mention
what is germane to the point they are making. It is important
to remember, however, that the same is also true of other early
sources. Even those fourth-century sets of homilies that were
delivered to new converts to Christianity and were intended
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to instruct them in the meaning of the liturgies of baptism and
the eucharist cannot be presumed to be mentioning everything
that was said or done in those services. The authors will have
highlighted those parts of the liturgy which seemed to them
to be especially significant or to contain something of which
they judged it important for the neophytes to be conscious,
but they probably will have passed over other parts that they
thought less significant or out of which a relevant lesson could
not be drawn.

What is more, the same selectivity can be expected even in
sets of directions for the conduct of worship, such as we find
in the ancient church orders, in conciliar decrees, or in carly
monastic rules. At first sight, they may look like a complete
list of instructions, but onc has only to consider for a moment
the twentieth-century equivalents of these texts to realize how
much is always left unsaid because it is presumed to be famil-
iar to the readers. Indeed, many amusing stories can be told
of groups attempting to replicate liturgical rites that they have
never seen solely on the basis of the printed rubrics, for even
the clearest of instructions always contain an element of ambi-
guity for those unfamiliar with the tradition. Thus, directions
do not generally deal with accepted and customary things but
only with new, uncertain, or controverted points: everything
else will tend either to be passed over in silence or to receive
the briefest of allusions. What is most infuriating, therefore,
for the liturgical scholar arc passages that give the reader an
instruction like “say the customary psalms” or “do what is
usual everywhere on this day,” since it is precisely those things
that were known to everyone of the period and so were never
written down that are consequently unknown to us and of
greatest interest in our efforts to comprehend the shape and
character of early Christian worship.

On the other hand, we ought not to rush to draw the oppo-
site conclusion and assume that the first time something is
mentioned was the first time it had ever occurred. As Joachim
Jeremias has said, “In investigating a form of address used in
prayer we must not limit ourselves to dating the prayers in
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which it occurs; we must also take into account the fact that
forms of address in prayer stand in a liturgical tradition and
can therefore be older than the particular prayer in which they
appear.”!8

All this naturally makes the task more difficult. We cannot
assume that just because something is not mentioned, it was
not being practiced. Equally, arguments from silence are noto-
riously unreliable. Earlier generations of liturgical scholars
frequently attempted to reconstruct the worship of the first and
second centuries by reading back customs which were de-
scribed for the first time only in the fourth century, especially
if they bore the slightest resemblance to Jewish customs which
were, rightly or wrongly, thought to have been current in the
first century c.E., for it was concluded that the one was di-
rectly descended from the other and so must have been prac-
ticed by Christians in unbroken continuity in the intervening
years. In many cases, more recent investigation of either the
Christian or the Jewish custom has often shown such conclu-
sions to be mistaken.

10. Texts must always be studied in context.

This principle is in effect a summary of many of the others,
for knowledge of the true nature of a document is vital to its
correct interpretation, and the temptation to “proof-text”
sources must be resisted as much here as in biblical study. For
cxample, whether or not it is significant that something 1s
mentioned or omitted will depend to a considerable extent
upon the type of material with which one is dealing: the same
treatment of a subject should not be expected in, say, a mys-
tagogical catechesis as in monastic directions for reciting the
Jivine office Even historically inaccurate statements. like the
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ment or archacological remains or whatever, so that any con-
clusion drawn may be based not upon the unsubstantiated testi-
mony of one witness but upon some form of “triangulation.”

Conclusion

These, then, are ten principles or guides that may be of
assistance in the task 1 described at the beginning as that of
“joining up the dots,” the scattered picces of possible evidence
for the ways in which Christians were worshiping in the early
centuries of the Church’s existence. I make no claim that these
ten constitute a definitive or comprehensive set of such prin-
ciples, and more could doubtless be added to them.2® But
perhaps my ten will suffice as a starting point for the operation.

On the other hand, in the light of all the caution and uncer-
tainty that I have stressed in the course of my journey through
them, you may feel that the whole attempt to reconstruct pat-
terns of ancient Christian worship is doomed to failure, that it
is not simply a matter of joining up dots on a sheet of plain
paper as [ advertised at the beginning, but rather of finding the
dots in the first place, buried as they are among countless
others of different shades and hues, and of doing so with a
blindfold over one’s eyes. I share some of that trepidation: the
task is certainly not as easy as earlicr generations often judged
it to be; but while we cannot hope to learn everything we
would like to know about the Church’s early worship, it is not
wholly impossible to say, even if only in a provisional way, a
certain amount about how that worship began and developed
in the first few centuries of the Christian tradition. When the
dots are carefully joined together, a faint picture can indeed
emerge.
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