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Reading the Church Fathers

ot s

The church fathers play an important
role in the “Great Corversation™ of
classical and Christian education. At
Petra, our secondary students read
and

Athanasiug' Or the mearndion when

both  Augustine's Confessions
they take Mediewal Literature, usually
in their tenth-grade wear. In recent

vears, I have especially been drawn to
the fathers and believe that we hawe

much to learn from then.

Who Are the Church Fathers?

The “church fathers”™ designate the
earliest generations of Chrstian
leaders and writers after the apostles,
Frobably the earliest so designated
would be Clement of Kome who wrote
an Epistle fo the Corinthians (i.e. not the
“Corinthians” epistles in the Bible)
during the last decade of the first
century, making him a contemporary
of the Apostle John!

senerally, theologically  orthodox
writers  of the  Church's

millennium may be referred to as

first

“church fathers.” Some of the most
important and prolific of the church
fathers wrote in the fourth-century
after the Edict of Milan (A D, 3130,
when Christianity became “legal” in
the [koman  Empire.  Subsequent
Christians hawe
acknowledged their debt to such men

gererations  of

as Atharasius, Ambrose,  Basil,
Gregory of Mazianzus, Gregory of
MNyssa, John Chrysostom, Augustine,
and Jerome, These men played pivotal
toles in the important counsels of the
Church during this and the following
century,

In fact, to read the church fathers it
may be helpful to begin with a bock
about them to help understand better
the context in which they wrote, I
helpful
introduction entitled, Geffing o Know
the Church Fahers:

Introduction, The author, Bryan Litfin,

wold recornimend a

An Evagelical

iz an associate professor of theclogy at
Moody Bible Institute, and he also
serves on the board of Clapham

School, a classical and Christian school

in Wheaton, Illineis, Litfin helps a

Protestant evangelical audience
appreciate the rich heritage we share
with Cathelic and Orthodox Christians
in the writings of ten particular church
fathers (one “mother” actually), of
whom he dedicates to each a chapter
including a  short  biography,
discussion of the significance of their
writings, and concluded by a short

exemplary exrerpt of their writings,

5t Chrysoston

Why Read the Church Fathers?

The szimple answer to thiz queston
stemns from  consideration of their
unique place in history: the earliest
centuries after the ewvent that could

only be stated by wavof a gross




5t Augustine

‘hrist by human reason alone, The
athers help us appreciate the full
and

christs incarnation and help us to

amifications implications  of

ead all of Scripture as a revelation

bout him,
. Resin Readi
After  perhaps  reading  an
atroduction to the fathers, such as that
iy Bryan Litfin, Augustine's
‘mfessions would  make a great

tarting place to the actual writings of
be fathers,

54-430) decuments his own journey

In it Augustine (4D,

rom debauchery and conflicting
hilesophies to finding his “rest” in
“hrist: “Owar souls are restless, O Lord,
intil they rest in you.” It also helps the
1odern reader to understand the

atellectual landscape of the pericd. On

Alumna in the Spotlight: Chelsea Sukut

the Mmcarndion, by Athanasius (c. A D,
295-373), highlights the orthodox
position against the Arian heresy that
deried Christ's deity., The Church
Higtory, by Busebius (c. A D 260-339),
provides a very readable history of the
first three centuries of the Church
documenting the early centuries of
Eoman persecution.

hawe

encouraged to read the fathers in

In recent wears, | been
greater breadth after Inter Varsity's
publication of the Ancient Chrisfian
Commentary on Scripture,
like a

twenty-eight

Arranged
modern commentary  in
volumes, it prowvide:
selected readings from  fumerous
fathers commenting on specific texts
of Scripture, It's like sitting at the feet
of these early church leaders as they
cpen the Scriptures and become very
much like my “fathers™ in the faith (1

Cor 4:157,
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