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1. Introduction: Christianity Before It Became an Institution 

Christianity did not begin as a corporation, a bureaucracy, an imperial religion, or a system of 
abstract theological control. It began as a way of life formed around Jesus Christ, remembered 
by witnesses, practiced in households, and transmitted through prayer, moral discipline, 
baptism, thanksgiving, mutual correction, hospitality, and expectation of the Lord’s return. 
Before Christianity became administratively hardened, it was recognizable as a lived pattern. It 
was not merely believed; it was eaten, prayed, forgiven, taught, tested, and remembered 
around tables. The earliest Christian communities appear to have understood themselves not 
primarily as members of a religious corporation, but as people walking in the Way of Life. Their 
faith was domestic, communal, moral, sacramental, and eschatological. It lived in homes before 
it lived in cathedrals. It depended on memory before it depended on bureaucracy. It tested 
teachers before it licensed professionals. It formed persons before it managed populations. 

This paper argues that something essential was lost very early when the uncertainties of the 
post-apostolic period became increasingly corporate. Once the first generation of witnesses 
passed away, Christian communities faced a crisis: how could the living memory of Christ be 
preserved? The institutional answer was canon, creed, office, hierarchy, liturgy, and discipline. 
Some of this development may have been necessary. Yet necessity does not erase danger. The 
same mechanisms that preserved Christianity also transformed it. The church’s attempt to 
protect the faith gradually risked replacing the Way of Life with an organized system of managed 
certainty. 

The Didache may preserve a witness to Christianity before this transformation was complete. Its 
simplicity is not a defect. Its silence about many later controversies is not necessarily evidence 
of immaturity. Instead, it may reveal an earlier center of gravity: the formation of a holy people 
through the Two Ways, prayer, fasting, baptism, Eucharistic thanksgiving, hospitality, 
discernment, and readiness. The Didache does not read like the constitution of an empire. It 
reads like the rule of a sacred household. 

1.1 The Central Thesis 

The central thesis of this paper is that primitive Christianity was closer to a disciplined 
household gathered around the Way of Life than to the later corporate church that emerged to 
manage doctrine, authority, and identity. This does not mean that later Christianity was entirely 
false, nor that all institutional development was illegitimate. Rather, it means that the earliest 
recognizable Christian life may have had a different center than the one later generations came 
to assume. Its center was not administrative possession of truth, but lived obedience to truth. 

The Didache is crucial because it presents Christianity as a concrete moral and communal 
practice. It begins with the Two Ways: the way of life and the way of death. This structure is 
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decisive. It suggests that the earliest Christian instruction was not first an elaborate 
metaphysical system, but a moral path. The initiate was taught how to live, how to pray, how to 
fast, how to receive baptism, how to give thanks, how to recognize true and false teachers, and 
how to remain ready for the end. Christianity was not presented as an abstract belief system 
detached from ordinary conduct. It was a complete pattern of life. 

This primitive form also resembles the memory of a sanctified household. A grandmother’s 
Sunday dinner, remembered across sixty years, can function as more than nostalgia. It may 
become an interpretive key. At such a table, food is not merely food. It carries memory, order, 
reverence, correction, belonging, and thanksgiving. The family gathers under an authority that is 
personal rather than bureaucratic. The meal teaches without needing to become a manual. It 
forms without needing to become an institution. Something like this may have been present in 
the earliest Christian gatherings: table, prayer, kinship, moral expectation, and sacred memory. 

This paper therefore proposes that the Didache and Tolstoy belong together as witnesses 
separated by centuries but united by a common concern. The Didache witnesses to Christianity 
before full corporatization. Tolstoy protests Christianity after corporatization. The first preserves 
the primitive form; the second rebels against the institutional substitute. 

1.2 The Problem of Post-Apostolic Uncertainty 

The first Christian generation lived close to the original events. Jesus had been seen, heard, 
followed, betrayed, crucified, and proclaimed risen by people who carried living memory. 
Authority was personal, immediate, and embodied. The apostles were not merely officials. They 
were witnesses. Their authority rested on proximity to Christ and participation in the founding 
events of the faith. 

But time created a problem. Witnesses die. Memories spread unevenly. Communities multiply. 
Teachers travel. False teachers arise. Local practices diverge. Expectations about the Lord’s 
return require endurance beyond the first generation. The church had to answer a difficult 
question: how does a movement based on living witness survive the death of the witnesses? 

This is the crisis of post-apostolic uncertainty. It is not merely an intellectual problem. It is a 
social, spiritual, and practical problem. Without the living presence of the apostles, who decides 
what is faithful? Who may teach? Who may preside? Which writings are authoritative? Which 
practices are binding? Which claims about Jesus are true? Which communities remain in the 
Way of Life? 

The answer that developed over time was institutional. Authority increasingly became located 
in recognized offices, approved doctrine, received texts, formal succession, and communal 
boundaries. These developments helped preserve continuity. They also created a new danger: 
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the possibility that the management of uncertainty would become more important than the 
living practice of obedience. 

When uncertainty becomes corporate, the institution begins to present itself as the solution to 
the crisis. The church no longer simply points to the Way; it claims to possess, administer, and 
secure the Way. The center shifts from discipleship to authorization. The danger is subtle 
because it arises from a real need. Communities do need continuity. Teachings do need testing. 
Falsehood does need resistance. Yet the very tools designed to preserve the faith can gradually 
reshape the faith into something colder, larger, and more self-protective. 

1.3 The Didache as a Primitive Corrective 

The Didache stands as a primitive corrective because it gives us a glimpse of Christian order 
before later ecclesial complexity dominates the scene. Its concerns are direct. It teaches the way 
of life and the way of death. It gives practical instructions about baptism. It regulates fasting and 
prayer. It offers Eucharistic thanksgivings. It addresses traveling apostles and prophets. It warns 
against exploitation. It urges watchfulness. 

This is not Christianity without structure. The Didache is ordered, disciplined, and communal. 
Yet its order is not corporate in the later sense. It is the order of a morally serious household. It 
assumes that Christians must be formed, not merely counted. It assumes that teachers must be 
tested, not merely trusted. It assumes that meals, prayers, and ordinary conduct are central to 
the life of the community. It assumes that holiness is practical. 

The Didache is therefore valuable not because it solves every theological question, but because 
it reveals what an early Christian community thought worth preserving. Its emphases are 
themselves evidence. It does not begin with later doctrinal disputes. It does not present 
Christianity as submission to an imperial religious machine. It does not center on elaborate 
Marian dogma, speculative metaphysics, or ecclesiastical privilege. It centers on the Way. 

This does not mean that later doctrine is automatically false. It does mean that later doctrine 
must be measured against the primitive form of Christian life. If a later development obscures 
the Way of Life, replaces obedience with affiliation, or converts mystery into institutional 
possession, then the Didache stands against it. The Didache functions like a measuring rod. It 
asks whether Christianity remains recognizable as the life taught by Christ and practiced by the 
earliest communities. 

In this sense, the Didache may be more than an ancient document. It may be a guide for 
recovery. It calls modern Christians back to simplicity without sentimentality, discipline without 
bureaucracy, and table fellowship without institutional domination. 
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1.4 Tolstoy as a Modern Witness Against Institutional Religion 

Tolstoy enters this argument as a modern witness against the corporate transformation of 
Christianity. His critique was not merely literary, philosophical, or political. It was theological in 
the deepest moral sense. He believed that the institutional church had obscured the plain 
teaching of Jesus, especially the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount. For Tolstoy, Christianity 
was not primarily a mystical system, sacramental corporation, or state-supported tradition. It 
was a new way of life. 

Tolstoy’s anger was directed at the contradiction between the teaching of Jesus and the 
behavior of Christian institutions. He saw churches blessing violence, defending social hierarchy, 
cooperating with state power, and replacing obedience with doctrine. He believed that 
institutional Christianity had made peace with the very powers Jesus exposed. In his view, the 
church had preserved the name of Christ while neutralizing the command of Christ. 

This makes Tolstoy a natural companion to the Didache. The Didache shows a Christianity still 
close to moral instruction, communal discipline, and practical holiness. Tolstoy calls for a 
Christianity restored to moral obedience after centuries of institutional compromise. The 
Didache is early simplicity; Tolstoy is late protest. Both challenge the assumption that 
Christianity is best understood as a system of corporate certainty. 

Tolstoy also helps clarify the difference between believing Christianity and living Christianity. 
Institutions can preserve propositions, rituals, and offices while failing to produce the life those 
forms were meant to serve. The Didache does not allow such separation. Its Christianity is lived. 
It is prayed. It is fasted. It is shared. It is tested in hospitality. It is recognized by conduct. 
Tolstoy’s Christianity, whatever its limits, moves in the same direction. He insists that Christ’s 
teaching is not primarily something to be admired, explained away, or institutionally possessed, 
but something to be obeyed. 

1.5 The Household Table as Interpretive Key 

The memory of Sunday dinner at a grandmother’s home offers an unexpected but powerful 
interpretive key. It brings the argument down from abstraction into lived reality. A sacred 
household table contains elements that may be closer to primitive Christianity than many later 
ecclesiastical forms: food, blessing, order, reverence, kinship, correction, gratitude, 
remembrance, and moral expectation. 

At such a table, authority is real but not corporate. The grandmother does not need a 
bureaucracy to form the family. Her authority comes through presence, memory, love, 
discipline, and continuity. The meal itself carries tradition. Children learn not only by instruction, 
but by repetition. They learn when to speak, how to receive, how to give thanks, how to belong, 
how to remember the dead, and how to honor the living. The table becomes a school of life. 
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This analogy illuminates the Didache. The earliest Christian communities may have functioned 
less like later religious institutions and more like disciplined sacred households. The Eucharistic 
meal was not an isolated ritual performed by a detached religious class. It was embedded in a 
whole way of life. Baptism, fasting, prayer, teaching, hospitality, and moral discernment 
belonged together. The community was not merely an audience. It was a family under the 
discipline of the Way. 

The grandmother’s table also exposes what may be lost when religion becomes corporate. A 
corporation manages identity from above. A household forms identity from within. A 
corporation standardizes. A household remembers. A corporation protects itself. A household 
feeds. A corporation produces compliance. A sacred household produces persons. 

If the church was lost early, it may have been lost precisely through the replacement of 
household holiness with institutional possession. The Didache allows us to imagine Christianity 
before that replacement was complete. Tolstoy helps us see the cost after the replacement had 
hardened. The way back may not begin with another institution, another ideology, or another 
theory of authority. It may begin where Christianity itself began: at the table, in prayer, under 
moral discipline, awaiting the Lord, walking the Way of Life. 

 

2. The First-Century Crisis: What Happens When the Witnesses Disappear? 

The first Christian century contained an authority that later centuries could not reproduce: 
living witness. The earliest communities were not built around a distant religious memory, but 
around people who had seen, heard, followed, misunderstood, betrayed, denied, touched, 
eaten with, and proclaimed Jesus Christ. Their authority was not abstract. It was embodied in 
memory. They could say what they had received because they had received it from those who 
were there, or from those who stood only one step away from those who were there. This 
made the first Christian generation unique. It was not merely the beginning of a religion. It was 
the fragile interval in which direct memory still governed the life of the church. 

That condition could not last. Time itself created the central crisis. Apostles died. Eyewitnesses 
disappeared. Households multiplied. Communities formed across geography, language, culture, 
and class. Teachings traveled faster than verification. Charismatic teachers appeared, some 
faithful and some exploitative. The expected return of the Lord did not occur in the simple 
immediate form some may have anticipated. The church had to learn how to continue without 
confusing delay with failure, memory with invention, or order with control. 

This is the first-century crisis: what happens when the witnesses disappear? A movement 
founded on testimony must either preserve testimony, distort testimony, or replace testimony 
with institutional mechanisms. The problem was unavoidable. The church needed continuity, 
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but continuity required form. It needed teachers, but teachers required testing. It needed 
shared practice, but practice required transmission. It needed boundaries, but boundaries could 
become domination. It needed memory, but memory could become property. 

The Didache belongs to this moment of transition. It reflects a Christianity that already knows 
the need for order, but has not yet become an imperial institution. It is concerned with practical 
fidelity: how to live, how to pray, how to baptize, how to fast, how to give thanks, how to 
receive or reject traveling teachers, how to remain watchful. Its solution to uncertainty is not 
yet corporate possession. It is disciplined communal discernment. It assumes that truth is 
recognized by fruit, conduct, restraint, humility, and fidelity to the Way of Life. 

2.1 From Living Memory to Managed Tradition 

Living memory is different from managed tradition. Living memory is carried in persons, meals, 
gestures, stories, corrections, and habits. It has warmth. It is not merely information. It is a living 
bond between the present community and the original event. Managed tradition, by contrast, 
arises when memory must be organized, guarded, standardized, and transmitted beyond the 
reach of the original witnesses. It is necessary, but dangerous. 

The earliest Christians were formed by living memory. They remembered Jesus not as a founder 
whose ideas could be abstracted from his life, but as Lord, teacher, sufferer, healer, judge, and 
returning king. His words were remembered in relation to his body, his table, his wounds, his 
forgiveness, and his commands. The faith was therefore intensely personal. It was not first a 
doctrinal catalog. It was allegiance to a living Lord known through apostolic testimony and 
communal practice. 

But as soon as memory had to travel beyond the circle of witnesses, it required management. 
Stories had to be repeated accurately. Teachings had to be distinguished from distortions. 
Communities had to know which teachers could be trusted. Practices had to be preserved 
across distance. This was the beginning of tradition in the formal sense. The church had to ask: 
what must be handed on, and how? 

This movement from living memory to managed tradition was not automatically corruption. 
Without transmission, Christianity would have vanished. Without recognized teaching, it would 
have dissolved into rumor. Without shared practice, it would have fragmented into local 
inventions. Yet the danger was equally real. Once tradition becomes managed, those who 
manage it can begin to mistake themselves for its source. The guardians of memory can become 
owners of memory. The servant can become master. 

The Didache appears before this danger has fully matured. It does not speak in the voice of a 
large institution claiming total control over the faithful. It speaks like a community manual for 
preserving a way of life. Its authority is practical and formative. It does not attempt to answer 
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every speculative question. It teaches what must be done. It gives the community enough 
structure to remain faithful without converting the faith into institutional possession. 

This is why the Didache matters. It shows managed tradition at an early and modest stage, 
when the goal was still the preservation of household holiness, not the consolidation of 
ecclesiastical power. It represents tradition as a path to be walked, not a corporation to be 
defended. 

2.2 Apostles, Prophets, Teachers, and Local Households 

The earliest Christian world was not yet organized around the later full machinery of 
ecclesiastical office. It included apostles, prophets, teachers, overseers, deacons, elders, 
household leaders, patrons, widows, travelers, and local gatherings. Authority was plural, 
relational, and often charismatic. It depended on recognition by the community, fidelity to 
received teaching, and visible conformity to the Way of Life. 

Apostles carried founding authority because they bore witness to Christ and transmitted the 
gospel. Prophets spoke with charismatic urgency and were treated with seriousness, but also 
with caution. Teachers instructed converts and communities in the moral and practical demands 
of the faith. Local households provided the space in which Christianity was lived. These homes 
were not incidental. They were the first churches in the most concrete sense. They hosted 
prayer, teaching, meals, baptisms, hospitality, and discernment. 

This early structure was flexible because the movement itself was still close to its missionary 
beginnings. Christianity spread along roads, through families, across trades, through kinship 
networks, and by the movement of teachers and believers. The local household was therefore 
both sanctuary and testing ground. It welcomed strangers, but it also had to protect the 
community from exploitation. It received traveling apostles and prophets, but it also had to ask 
whether their conduct matched their claims. 

The Didache reflects precisely this tension. It assumes that some traveling figures may be 
genuine servants of God, while others may be religious opportunists. It gives criteria for 
discernment. The true teacher does not exploit hospitality. The false teacher overstays, 
demands money, or contradicts the Way. This is primitive Christianity in a very concrete form: 
not abstract theory, but practical wisdom for communities vulnerable to manipulation. 

This world is far removed from later centralized systems. Authority has not yet become fully 
professionalized. The community still participates in discernment. Households are not passive 
recipients of institutional commands. They are active guardians of the Way. The faithful are 
expected to recognize the difference between holiness and exploitation. 
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This does not mean early Christianity was anarchic. It had order. But the order was personal, 
local, and moral before it became bureaucratic. The household was central because Christianity 
was not merely attended; it was inhabited. The faith entered kitchens, courtyards, family 
structures, meals, debts, quarrels, forgiveness, hospitality, and daily conduct. The church was 
not yet primarily an institution one belonged to; it was a life one entered. 

2.3 The Delayed Parousia and the Need for Continuity 

The expectation of the Lord’s return shaped primitive Christianity. The earliest communities 
lived with eschatological urgency. They did not imagine history as an indefinite religious 
marketplace in which Christianity would become one permanent institution among others. They 
expected judgment, vindication, resurrection, and the coming kingdom. This expectation gave 
moral seriousness to ordinary life. The Way of Life was not optional improvement. It was 
preparation. 

But time passed. The Lord did not return in a simple immediate manner. This delay created 
pressure. Communities had to continue living faithfully without losing urgency. They had to raise 
children, bury elders, receive new converts, settle disputes, care for the poor, and resist false 
teaching while still awaiting the end. The church had to become durable without becoming 
complacent. 

This was one of the great spiritual tests of early Christianity. An apocalyptic movement that 
survives must decide how to live in the meantime. If it abandons expectation, it becomes 
merely another religious culture. If it refuses continuity, it collapses. If it institutionalizes 
expectation too completely, it can turn watchfulness into routine and hope into administration. 

The Didache addresses this condition by preserving readiness within ordinary discipline. It does 
not dissolve eschatology into speculation. It does not encourage date-setting or feverish fantasy. 
It instructs the community to remain watchful through faithful practice. Prayer, fasting, baptism, 
thanksgiving, hospitality, discernment, and moral formation become the shape of waiting. The 
community waits by living rightly. 

This is an important corrective. When the return of Christ is delayed, the temptation is to 
replace living expectation with institutional permanence. The church can begin to behave as if 
its own survival is the kingdom. Buildings, offices, wealth, influence, and administrative 
continuity can gradually become substitutes for eschatological hope. The institution that began 
as a waiting people can become a managing power. 

The Didache offers another possibility. Continuity need not mean corporatization. Waiting 
communities can remain simple, disciplined, hospitable, and morally alert. They can preserve 
the Way without imagining themselves to own the future. The delay of the Lord’s return 
requires faithfulness, not domination. It requires memory, not institutional self-worship. 
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In this sense, the Didache shows how the early church might have survived the crisis of delay 
without losing its soul. It teaches a Christianity capable of endurance, but not yet seduced by 
permanence. 

2.4 Authority Before Bureaucracy 

Authority existed in the earliest church, but it was not identical with bureaucracy. This 
distinction is essential. Modern readers often assume that without a large institutional system 
there can be no real authority. The Didache suggests otherwise. It presents a community with 
norms, disciplines, teachers, rituals, and boundaries, yet without the later machinery of 
corporate religious control. 

Authority before bureaucracy is authority grounded in fidelity, recognition, moral seriousness, 
and continuity of life. It does not require administrative gigantism. A grandmother at Sunday 
dinner can possess real authority without possessing an office. Her authority is embodied, 
relational, and formative. She knows the family history. She preserves the table. She corrects 
disorder. She feeds. She remembers. She teaches through repetition. Her authority is not less 
real because it is not corporate. 

Primitive Christian authority may have functioned in a similar way. It was carried by those who 
preserved the teaching, embodied the Way, and served the community. Apostles, prophets, 
teachers, elders, and hosts were not interchangeable bureaucratic functionaries. Their authority 
depended on recognizable faithfulness. A prophet who exploited the household discredited 
himself. A teacher whose teaching contradicted the Way was not to be received. Authority was 
tested by life. 

This is profoundly different from later systems in which office can become detached from 
holiness. Once bureaucracy develops, the institution may protect the office even when the life 
fails. The question shifts from whether a teacher embodies the Way to whether he possesses 
authorization. This shift may be one of the earliest and most consequential losses in Christian 
history. 

The Didache does not reject authority. It rejects naive trust. It assumes that communities must 
discern. It gives practical criteria. It teaches that spiritual claims must be tested by conduct. This 
is authority before bureaucracy: real order without surrendering moral judgment to a self-
protective structure. 

Such authority is vulnerable. It can be messy, local, and uneven. But it preserves something that 
bureaucracy often kills: responsibility within the community. The faithful are not merely 
managed. They participate in guarding the Way. They must know enough of the truth to 
recognize its counterfeit. They must be formed enough to resist religious manipulation. They 
must be awake. 
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2.5 The Difference Between Faithfulness and Control 

The crisis after the first century forced the church to choose, again and again, between 
faithfulness and control. Faithfulness seeks to preserve the Way of Life. Control seeks to secure 
outcomes by managing people, boundaries, offices, and interpretations. Faithfulness requires 
trust in God, obedience to Christ, and discernment within the community. Control requires 
mechanisms. The two can overlap, but they are not the same. 

Some control is unavoidable in any human community. Teaching must be guarded. The 
vulnerable must be protected. Falsehood must be resisted. Rituals must be transmitted. Leaders 
must be recognized. The problem begins when control becomes the measure of faithfulness. At 
that point, the institution’s stability becomes confused with the kingdom of God. 

The Didache helps recover the distinction. Its instructions are disciplined, but they are not 
grandiose. They aim to preserve holiness, not institutional supremacy. They regulate baptism, 
fasting, prayer, thanksgiving, and hospitality, but they do not turn the community into a 
religious corporation. They provide tests for teachers, but not a machinery of domination. They 
teach readiness, not possession. 

Faithfulness is humble because it knows that the Way belongs to God. Control is anxious 
because it fears that without institutional possession the truth will disappear. Faithfulness forms 
persons. Control manages populations. Faithfulness gathers around a table. Control builds 
systems. Faithfulness tests teachers by fruit. Control protects authority by title. Faithfulness 
remembers. Control records. Faithfulness waits. Control plans permanence. 

This distinction lies at the heart of the paper’s argument. Christianity may have been lost very 
early not through an immediate denial of Christ, but through the gradual substitution of control 
for faithfulness. The post-apostolic church faced real dangers, and its institutional developments 
were partly responses to those dangers. Yet the cure carried its own disease. The mechanisms 
that preserved Christianity also risked transforming it into something less like the Way of Life 
and more like a system of corporate certainty. 

The Didache remains important because it preserves a different possibility. It shows a church 
ordered but not imperial, disciplined but not bureaucratic, moral but not abstract, sacramental 
but not institutionally inflated, watchful but not possessive. It witnesses to Christianity at the 
threshold, before the household fully gave way to the corporation. 

The question, then, is not whether the church needed continuity after the witnesses 
disappeared. It did. The question is whether continuity had to become control. The Didache 
suggests that another path was possible: a path of household holiness, shared discipline, 
practical discernment, and faithful waiting. That path may be the Way of Life that later 
Christianity preserved in fragments, obscured in practice, and must now recover. 
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3. The Didache as a Window into Primitive Christian Life 

The Didache matters because it preserves a form of Christianity that is recognizably ordered, 
but not yet institutionally swollen. It does not present the faith as a grand system of 
ecclesiastical possession. It presents the faith as a way of life. Its concerns are concrete: how to 
live, how to pray, how to fast, how to baptize, how to give thanks, how to receive teachers, how 
to recognize exploitation, and how to remain ready for the Lord. This practical texture is 
precisely what makes the document so important. It shows Christianity before later layers of 
doctrinal conflict, imperial recognition, and institutional self-defense came to dominate the 
historical record. 

The Didache is not primitive in the sense of being crude. It is primitive in the sense of being 
close to origins. Its simplicity may be evidence of depth rather than poverty. It assumes that the 
Christian community is formed by repeated practices, shared moral instruction, disciplined 
prayer, and table fellowship. It does not treat Christianity as a private opinion or merely an 
inward spirituality. It is communal and visible. A person walking in the Way of Life can be 
recognized by conduct, restraint, mercy, generosity, prayer, and fidelity. 

This makes the Didache a crucial witness against the later assumption that Christianity’s essence 
lies chiefly in institutional continuity. The document is certainly concerned with continuity, but 
its model of continuity is not corporate control. It preserves a pattern of life. It teaches a 
community how to remain faithful in ordinary things. It does not imagine holiness as a 
professional specialization or doctrine as a possession administered from above. Instead, it 
assumes that the whole community must be formed, alert, discerning, and morally serious. 

The Didache therefore opens a window into Christianity as household discipline. It reveals a 
world in which the church is not yet primarily a building, hierarchy, or legal corporation. It is a 
gathered people walking in one of two ways. Its central question is not how much religious 
power can be centralized, but how a community can live faithfully before God. 

3.1 The Didache as Church Order Before Church Corporation 

The Didache is often described as an early church order, but the phrase can mislead if read 
through later institutional assumptions. A later church order may suggest bureaucracy, 
jurisdiction, formal office, authorized procedure, and official enforcement. The Didache is 
different. Its order is closer to household rule, apprenticeship, and communal discipline. It is a 
manual for forming a people rather than an administrative code for managing a religious 
corporation. 

This distinction is essential. The Didache has structure, but its structure serves life. It teaches 
the Way of Life and the Way of Death. It provides instructions for baptism. It regulates fasting 
and prayer. It gives thanksgiving prayers for the cup and bread. It warns against false teachers 
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and exploitative travelers. It ends with watchfulness. These are not random topics. Together 
they describe the practical architecture of primitive Christian existence. 

The community imagined by the Didache is neither chaotic nor bureaucratic. It has boundaries, 
but the boundaries are moral and spiritual before they are institutional. It has teachers, but 
teachers are tested by conduct. It has ritual, but ritual belongs to a life of obedience. It has 
communal meals, but meals are surrounded by thanksgiving and moral seriousness. It has 
eschatological hope, but hope is expressed through readiness rather than speculation. 

This is church order before church corporation. The order exists to keep the community walking 
in the Way. It does not yet display the later ambition to define all Christian reality through 
office, jurisdiction, and institutional possession. The Didache assumes that the faithful 
themselves can recognize basic holiness and basic fraud. It trusts a formed community more 
than a remote administrative apparatus. 

That does not make the Didache anti-institutional in a modern ideological sense. It is not 
anarchic. It does not celebrate individual autonomy. It does not dissolve the church into private 
conscience. On the contrary, it is intensely communal. But it gives us a model of community in 
which discipline arises from shared obedience rather than corporate command. The church is a 
moral household under God, not a religious corporation defending its own permanence. 

This distinction becomes vital when considering later history. As Christianity expanded, it 
needed greater organization. But organization can become self-justifying. The mechanisms 
designed to preserve the Way can become more visible than the Way itself. The Didache 
reminds us that early order was not an end in itself. Order existed so that Christians could live, 
pray, eat, teach, discern, and wait rightly. 

3.2 The Two Ways: Moral Formation Before Dogmatic Complexity 

The Didache begins with the Two Ways: the way of life and the way of death. This opening is 
decisive. It tells us what kind of Christianity the document assumes. The faith begins as a path. 
Before the convert is drawn into later layers of doctrinal complexity, he or she is confronted 
with a moral division. There is a way that leads to life, and there is a way that leads to death. 
Christianity is not presented first as cultural belonging, ethnic inheritance, or institutional 
membership. It is a lived direction. 

This does not mean doctrine is unimportant. Every moral path presupposes a vision of reality. 
The Way of Life exists because God is real, Christ is Lord, judgment is coming, and human life 
must be ordered toward love of God and neighbor. But the Didache refuses to separate belief 
from conduct. It does not allow a person to claim Christianity while continuing in the Way of 
Death. Its theology is embodied in behavior. 
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The Two Ways structure places moral formation before abstraction. The community must learn 
what kind of person a Christian is. The initiate is trained in speech, desire, anger, generosity, 
sexuality, truthfulness, patience, mercy, and restraint. The faith is not reduced to ritual 
performance. Nor is it reduced to correct verbal confession detached from life. It is a total 
discipline of the person. 

This is why the Didache can feel closer to a grandmother’s Sunday dinner than to a later 
ecclesiastical machine. At a sacred household table, children do not first learn an abstract 
theory of family. They learn the way of the household. They learn reverence, gratitude, 
manners, restraint, memory, and belonging. They learn by repetition. They learn that some 
behaviors belong at the table and others do not. The table forms them before they can explain 
what formation is. 

The Two Ways perform a similar function. They establish the moral grammar of the Christian 
household. They teach the community to recognize life and death in ordinary conduct. This is 
primitive Christianity as moral apprenticeship. The community is not merely told what to think. 
It is taught how to walk. 

Later Christianity often became preoccupied with dogmatic precision, and some of that 
precision arose from real disputes that could not be avoided. Yet the Didache warns against a 
fatal imbalance. If dogmatic complexity grows while moral formation weakens, the church may 
preserve correct language while losing the Way of Life. The earliest Christian test was not 
merely whether one could repeat the right formula, but whether one walked in life. 

3.3 Baptism, Fasting, Prayer, and Practical Discipline 

The Didache’s instructions on baptism, fasting, and prayer show that primitive Christianity was 
neither vague spirituality nor mere ethical idealism. It had concrete practices. These practices 
formed the body, marked time, disciplined desire, and distinguished the Christian community 
from surrounding patterns of life. The Way of Life was not simply admired. It was enacted. 

Baptism appears as an entrance into the community’s life. It is not treated as an isolated 
ceremony detached from moral instruction. It follows the teaching of the Way. This order 
matters. The person is first instructed in the life into which baptism initiates. Baptism then 
becomes the visible threshold into a disciplined community. It is water joined to teaching, 
repentance, and new belonging. 

The Didache’s practical flexibility about baptism is also significant. It gives a preferred form but 
allows alternatives when circumstances require them. This reveals a type of authority that is 
serious without being rigidly bureaucratic. The ritual matters, but the community is not 
enslaved to ceremonial perfection. There is order, but not institutional anxiety. There is 
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reverence, but not legalistic paralysis. This is a faith still capable of distinguishing essence from 
circumstance. 

Fasting likewise appears as communal discipline. It trains the body and marks the community’s 
separation from surrounding religious patterns. Fasting is not self-punishment. It is embodied 
attention. It teaches that desire is not master. It gives the community a rhythm of restraint. In a 
household setting, such rhythms matter. They shape identity more deeply than occasional 
instruction can. 

Prayer is similarly regularized. The Didache assumes that prayer belongs to the daily life of the 
faithful. It is not reserved for crisis or public performance. Repeated prayer forms memory and 
desire. It places the believer under God’s rule again and again. It also binds the community 
together through shared words and shared rhythm. People who pray together are not merely 
expressing private spirituality; they are being formed into one people. 

These practices show that primitive Christianity was practical, but not casual. It was simple, but 
not shallow. Its simplicity required discipline. Baptism, fasting, and prayer taught Christians that 
the Way of Life involved the whole person: body, speech, time, hunger, memory, and 
community. Christianity entered the ordinary structure of days. 

This challenges later forms of religion in which practice becomes either professionalized or 
neglected. If only clergy perform the sacred acts, the household becomes passive. If moral 
discipline is reduced to private preference, the community dissolves. The Didache holds 
together what later Christianity often separates: teaching and ritual, body and soul, household 
and church, discipline and thanksgiving. 

3.4 Eucharistic Thanksgiving as Household Table Fellowship 

The Eucharistic prayers in the Didache are among its most striking features because they sound 
like table thanksgiving before they sound like later sacramental systematization. The emphasis is 
on gratitude, gathering, holiness, nourishment, revelation, and the coming kingdom. The cup 
and bread are received in a context of communal thanksgiving. The meal is not merely food, but 
neither is it yet enclosed within later layers of institutional control. 

This is where the image of the household table becomes especially powerful. Primitive Christian 
Eucharistic life likely emerged within meals, homes, and gathered communities rather than 
within the architecture of later church buildings. The sacred meal was embedded in a total 
pattern of life. It belonged with teaching, prayer, hospitality, moral discipline, and readiness. To 
give thanks at the table was to remember God’s action, receive nourishment, and be gathered 
as one people. 
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The Didache’s Eucharistic vision is communal. The scattered are gathered. The many become 
one. The table is therefore an image of the church itself. But this unity is not corporate 
uniformity. It is the unity of a people gathered by God. The meal teaches dependence. No one 
at the table is self-created. All receive. All give thanks. All are accountable to the holiness of the 
gathering. 

This differs sharply from later tendencies to isolate the Eucharist from ordinary life or place it 
entirely under institutional possession. When the sacred meal becomes only a controlled rite 
administered by a professional class, something of the household character may be obscured. 
The Didache does not support casual irreverence, but it also does not present the meal as a 
possession of religious bureaucracy. It presents thanksgiving as the act of a holy community. 

The grandmother’s Sunday dinner again becomes a meaningful analogy. A family meal can carry 
memory more powerfully than a lecture. The dead are present in stories. The living are 
corrected by manners and expectation. The young learn identity by receiving food in the 
presence of elders. Gratitude is practiced before it is analyzed. The table itself becomes a school 
of belonging. 

Primitive Eucharistic thanksgiving may have done this at an even deeper level. It gathered 
believers into the memory of Christ, the hope of the kingdom, and the discipline of holiness. It 
was not entertainment, consumption, or mere sociability. It was sacred fellowship. It formed the 
church as a household of God. 

The Didache therefore helps recover the Eucharist as thanksgiving before possession, table 
before bureaucracy, and formation before system. It does not answer every later theological 
question about the Eucharist. Its importance lies elsewhere. It shows that the sacred meal was 
central to the Way of Life, and that the church was formed by gratitude at the table. 

3.5 Hospitality, Discernment, and the Testing of Teachers 

The Didache’s instructions about apostles, prophets, and teachers reveal a community both 
open and cautious. Hospitality was essential. Traveling teachers and prophets could carry the 
faith across regions, encourage communities, and strengthen the shared life of believers. But 
hospitality also created vulnerability. Religious language can be exploited. Spiritual authority can 
be faked. Generosity can be manipulated. The Didache understands this clearly. 

Its solution is not paranoia, but discernment. The community is to receive genuine servants of 
God, but it is also to test them. A teacher who contradicts the Way is not to be accepted. A 
traveler who exploits hospitality reveals his character. A prophet who demands money or 
abuses trust discredits himself. Conduct matters. The claim to spiritual authority is not self-
validating. 
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This is one of the most important aspects of primitive Christian life. Authority is tested by fruit. 
The community is not instructed to surrender judgment to every religious performer. Nor is it 
told that charisma automatically proves holiness. The Didache assumes that ordinary Christians, 
if properly formed in the Way, can recognize exploitation. This is a powerful safeguard against 
religious corporatization and spiritual abuse. 

Later institutions often tried to solve the problem of false teaching by centralizing authority. The 
Didache offers an earlier model: form the community so that it can discern. This does not 
eliminate the need for leaders, but it prevents leadership from becoming untouchable. A 
teacher remains accountable to the Way of Life. Office, charisma, eloquence, and reputation do 
not excuse greed, manipulation, or contradiction. 

Hospitality and discernment belong together. Without hospitality, the community becomes 
closed, fearful, and selfish. Without discernment, it becomes naive and exploitable. The Didache 
teaches both. The Christian household must have an open door, but not an empty mind. It must 
feed strangers, but not finance deception. It must honor prophets, but not surrender to fraud. 

This balance may be one of the clearest signs of early Christian health. The primitive church was 
generous, but not gullible. It was spiritual, but not credulous. It was communal, but not easily 
captured. It understood that the Way of Life could be imitated by those walking in the Way of 
Death. Therefore the community had to remain awake. 

For the modern church, this may be one of the Didache’s most urgent lessons. Religious 
exploitation remains a constant danger. Institutions often protect exploiters when reputation or 
hierarchy is threatened. The Didache cuts through this by returning to conduct. Does the 
teacher walk the Way? Does he exploit the table? Does he seek money, control, or honor? Does 
his life match his words? 

In this sense, the Didache is not merely ancient. It is contemporary. It gives a model of Christian 
life in which the household remains hospitable, the community remains morally alert, and 
authority remains answerable to the Way. This may be exactly the kind of primitive wisdom 
needed when corporate certainty has failed. 

 

4. The Sacred Household: Christianity as Table, Memory, and Discipline 

One of the most striking features of primitive Christianity is how ordinary its setting appears. 
The earliest believers did not gather in monumental cathedrals or within elaborate ecclesiastical 
bureaucracies. They gathered in homes, around tables, within families, and among neighbors. 
Their worship was inseparable from ordinary life. The same hands that broke bread also 
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prepared meals, welcomed strangers, cared for children, buried the dead, and labored for daily 
survival. Christianity entered the household before it entered history as an institution. 

This observation is not merely architectural. It is theological. A household is a place where 
identity is formed rather than merely declared. It is where memory is transmitted before it is 
written, where discipline is learned before it is codified, and where love is expressed through 
repeated acts of service rather than occasional ceremonies. Primitive Christianity appears to 
have understood that holiness grows most naturally within such environments. Faith was not 
added onto life; it became the pattern through which life itself was ordered. 

The Didache reflects this household orientation. Its instructions presume that believers live 
together in recognizable communities where prayer, fasting, meals, hospitality, moral 
correction, and discernment are woven into ordinary existence. The document does not 
separate sacred moments from daily life. Instead, daily life becomes sacred through disciplined 
obedience. The Christian household becomes the primary school of discipleship. 

Modern readers often imagine Christianity primarily through institutions, denominations, 
buildings, and clergy. The Didache invites another perspective. It asks whether the church first 
existed as a sacred household whose members learned holiness together before Christianity 
became a large religious civilization. If this is true, then recovering primitive Christianity requires 
more than theological reform. It requires recovering the household itself as the principal 
environment in which Christian life is cultivated. 

4.1 The Home as the Original Ecclesial Space 

The earliest Christian communities did not possess a dedicated religious infrastructure 
comparable to later centuries. Their gatherings took place in domestic settings that naturally 
combined worship, teaching, fellowship, hospitality, and shared meals. The home was not 
merely convenient because buildings were unavailable. The home expressed something 
essential about the character of the early church. 

Within a household, every member participates. Meals require preparation. Guests are 
welcomed. Children observe adults. Elders teach without formal classrooms. Prayer is 
integrated into ordinary rhythms. The physical environment itself reinforces relationships rather 
than bureaucracy. Faith is encountered through people before it is encountered through 
institutions. 

This environment shapes Christian identity differently than an institutional setting. A household 
does not merely communicate information; it forms habits. It teaches reverence through 
repetition, gratitude through blessing, patience through service, generosity through hospitality, 
and forgiveness through daily necessity. These virtues cannot easily be manufactured by 
administrative systems because they arise from shared life. 
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The Didache presupposes precisely this kind of community. Its concern with fasting, prayer, 
Eucharistic thanksgiving, hospitality, and discernment makes sense within households where 
believers know one another personally. Spiritual growth is not delegated to specialists. Every 
member contributes to preserving the Way of Life. 

The household also provides accountability that differs from bureaucracy. In a family, conduct 
cannot easily be separated from profession. Character is visible over time. Generosity, 
selfishness, humility, pride, patience, and anger become evident through daily interaction. 
Primitive Christianity therefore possessed a natural mechanism for moral formation because 
believers lived close enough to observe one another honestly. 

This closeness may explain why the earliest Christian emphasis falls so heavily upon conduct. 
The Way of Life could not remain theoretical because it was tested every day at the family table, 
in shared labor, and through hospitality toward strangers. 

4.2 Grandmother's Sunday Dinner as Theological Memory 

The memory of a grandmother's Sunday dinner illustrates something that modern religious 
discussion often overlooks. Such meals are not merely social occasions. They preserve identity 
across generations. They teach without lectures. They establish continuity without 
constitutions. They create belonging through repeated participation rather than formal 
membership. 

Children rarely remember every word spoken around the table, but they remember the 
atmosphere. They remember gratitude before eating, respect for elders, stories about those 
who came before them, expectations for behavior, forgiveness after disagreements, and the 
quiet certainty that this gathering mattered. The meal becomes a living archive. 

This memory provides an illuminating analogy for primitive Christianity. The earliest believers 
likely encountered the gospel within similarly ordinary yet sacred settings. The Christian table 
was a place where scripture was heard, prayers were repeated, blessings were offered, 
strangers became family, and the memory of Christ remained alive through thanksgiving. Faith 
entered the imagination through repeated participation rather than abstract explanation. 

The grandmother herself represents a kind of authority that institutions cannot easily 
reproduce. Her authority is neither bureaucratic nor coercive. It rests upon wisdom, memory, 
service, sacrifice, and personal example. She does not require elaborate credentials because her 
life authenticates her teaching. Her presence itself forms the household. 

Primitive Christian leadership may often have resembled this pattern more closely than later 
ecclesiastical office. Authority arose through recognizable holiness, faithful service, hospitality, 
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and continuity of life. The Didache reflects such practical authority by emphasizing conduct 
rather than status. 

The theological importance of this analogy lies in its ability to reconnect Christianity with lived 
experience. Faith becomes something embodied around tables rather than merely discussed 
within institutions. The memory of the sacred meal preserves continuity more effectively than 
many formal systems because it shapes the imagination as well as the intellect. 

4.3 Food, Prayer, Order, Correction, and Kinship 

A household meal appears simple, yet it contains a remarkable concentration of theological 
themes. Food acknowledges dependence upon God's provision. Prayer expresses gratitude. 
Order reflects mutual respect. Correction teaches moral boundaries. Kinship reminds 
participants that identity is received before it is chosen. 

These elements appear repeatedly throughout primitive Christianity. The Christian meal is never 
simply nutrition. It is fellowship, thanksgiving, reconciliation, and expectation. Every shared 
table quietly teaches dependence upon God and responsibility toward neighbor. 

Prayer before the meal establishes gratitude as the beginning of Christian existence. Human 
beings receive before they achieve. They live by gifts they did not create. Thanksgiving therefore 
becomes the natural language of the household because every meal reminds participants that 
life itself is received rather than manufactured. 

Order likewise serves formation rather than domination. Every family possesses customs 
governing speech, hospitality, generosity, and mutual respect. These customs are not arbitrary 
restrictions but practical wisdom accumulated across generations. Primitive Christian 
communities likewise developed patterns of conduct that enabled peace, trust, and shared 
identity. 

Correction forms another essential aspect of household life. Healthy families correct because 
they desire maturity rather than mere compliance. Discipline serves restoration. It seeks the 
flourishing of the person rather than the assertion of power. The Didache reflects this spirit by 
continually directing believers back toward the Way of Life rather than merely condemning 
failure. 

Kinship completes the picture. The earliest Christians called one another brothers and sisters 
because they genuinely understood themselves as members of a new household created 
through Christ. This language was not metaphor alone. It described a lived social reality. 
Hospitality transformed strangers into family. Shared meals reinforced common identity. Mutual 
responsibility replaced isolated individualism. 
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Within such a framework, theology ceased to be merely conceptual. It became visible through 
ordinary relationships. Love of God found expression through love of neighbor because both 
occurred within the same shared life. 

4.4 The Table Before the Altar Became an Institution 

The Christian table existed before later ecclesiastical architecture transformed worship into 
highly structured public ceremony. This observation should not be interpreted as criticism of 
later liturgical development. Rather, it highlights the historical sequence. The household meal 
preceded the cathedral. Fellowship preceded bureaucracy. Shared bread preceded institutional 
administration. 

The Didache preserves this earlier atmosphere remarkably well. Its Eucharistic thanksgivings 
emerge naturally from communal life. Gratitude appears before theological systematization. The 
gathered community remains central. The meal expresses unity rather than institutional 
ownership. 

The distinction between table and altar is therefore symbolic as well as historical. The table 
emphasizes participation, gratitude, fellowship, memory, and shared dependence. The 
institutional altar can also preserve these realities, but it may additionally encourage separation 
between clergy and laity, performer and observer, administrator and participant. 

Primitive Christianity appears to have minimized such separation. The gathered community 
understood itself collectively as the people of God. Leadership existed, but leadership remained 
integrated within the household rather than standing entirely above it. 

This perspective also illuminates the significance of hospitality. The household table naturally 
expands. Guests become friends. Friends become family. Outsiders become participants. The 
table possesses missionary power because welcome itself becomes proclamation. 

Institutional religion sometimes reverses this movement. Admission becomes increasingly 
regulated. Participation becomes increasingly mediated. Sacred space becomes progressively 
separated from ordinary life. These developments may serve legitimate purposes, yet they also 
risk obscuring the original household character of Christian existence. 

The Didache quietly reminds readers that Christianity first spread through tables rather than 
monuments. The faith multiplied because households welcomed, taught, prayed, disciplined, 
and remembered together. 

4.5 Domestic Holiness as the Primitive Christian Form 

Domestic holiness may represent one of the defining characteristics of primitive Christianity. 
Holiness did not require withdrawal from ordinary life. Instead, ordinary life itself became the 
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arena in which holiness matured. Cooking, serving, teaching children, welcoming strangers, 
sharing possessions, praying together, forgiving offenses, and giving thanks became sacred acts 
because they were performed within the Way of Life. 

This understanding differs sharply from later tendencies to divide existence into sacred and 
secular compartments. The Didache assumes no such separation. Every aspect of daily life 
belongs within Christian formation. Speech, appetite, generosity, sexuality, hospitality, work, 
prayer, and worship are integrated into one continuous pattern of obedience. 

Domestic holiness also possesses remarkable resilience. Institutions may rise and fall. Political 
systems may change. Buildings may be destroyed. Clergy may become corrupt. Yet a faithful 
household can continue transmitting Christian life from one generation to another. Parents 
teach children. Elders preserve memory. Meals remain occasions for thanksgiving. Hospitality 
continues. The faith survives because it lives within persons rather than primarily within 
organizations. 

This may explain why the household became the foundation upon which the early church 
expanded. Institutions can preserve structures, but households preserve culture. They transmit 
habits, expectations, stories, language, and moral imagination. Primitive Christianity appears to 
have recognized this instinctively. 

The memory of a grandmother's Sunday dinner therefore becomes more than personal 
nostalgia. It becomes an historical analogy for understanding how Christianity may originally 
have been experienced. The sacred household forms believers long before theological 
controversies require formal resolution. It teaches reverence before argument, gratitude before 
analysis, and obedience before speculation. 

If later Christianity increasingly defined itself through institutional continuity, primitive 
Christianity may have defined itself through domestic holiness. The Didache stands at this 
remarkable intersection. It records a church already possessing order, yet still deeply rooted in 
household life. Its vision suggests that Christianity was strongest when the table remained its 
center, when memory remained personal, when discipline remained communal, and when 
holiness remained inseparable from ordinary existence. 

Recovering this household vision does not require abandoning institutions. It requires 
remembering their original purpose. Institutions exist to serve the Way of Life, not replace it. 
When the household once again becomes the primary school of Christian formation, the church 
may rediscover something of its earliest character: a family gathered around thanksgiving, 
disciplined by love, sustained by memory, and awaiting the kingdom together. 
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5. When Uncertainty Became Corporate 

The transition from primitive Christianity to institutional Christianity can be understood as the 
moment when uncertainty became corporate. This phrase does not mean that early Christians 
simply became corrupt, cynical, or deliberately deceptive. The process was subtler and more 
understandable than that. The first communities faced real uncertainty. The apostles died. 
Eyewitnesses disappeared. Competing teachers arose. Local practices diverged. Persecution 
threatened continuity. The delay of the Lord’s return required endurance across generations. 
The church had to decide how to preserve the Way of Life when the living witnesses were no 
longer present to correct error directly. 

The problem was unavoidable. Every movement founded on living testimony eventually faces 
the death of its witnesses. The question is how the testimony will be preserved. It may be 
preserved through memory, practice, written texts, recognized teachers, ritual continuity, moral 
discipline, and shared communal life. Yet as soon as preservation becomes formal, a second 
danger appears. The means of preservation can become the center. The guardians of the 
memory can become owners of the memory. The community formed by the Way can become 
an organization that claims possession of the Way. 

This is the meaning of corporate certainty. It is the transformation of living faithfulness into 
managed religious security. The church increasingly sought to stabilize ambiguity through 
structures: canon, creed, office, hierarchy, liturgy, discipline, and boundary-making. These 
structures were not meaningless. Many arose from real needs. The danger is that they could 
gradually displace the primitive Christian center. Instead of a household walking the Way of Life, 
Christianity could become an authorized system administered from above. 

The Didache stands near the threshold before this transformation is complete. It shows order 
without imperial ambition, discipline without bureaucracy, and discernment without centralized 
domination. Later Christianity often moved in another direction. It sought certainty by 
corporate means. This movement may have preserved Christianity historically, but it also risked 
obscuring Christianity spiritually. The Way of Life became increasingly mediated by the 
institution that claimed to protect it. 

5.1 The Institutional Management of Ambiguity 

Ambiguity was one of the central pressures upon the early church. What did Jesus mean? 
Which memories were authentic? Which teachers were faithful? Which communities preserved 
apostolic teaching? How should Gentiles live within a faith born from Israel? How should 
Christians relate to synagogue, empire, family, wealth, violence, and death? These questions 
were not minor. They touched every aspect of Christian existence. 
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At first, ambiguity could be addressed through living witness, apostolic correction, prophetic 
speech, household instruction, and communal practice. But as the movement expanded, 
informal correction became harder. A local community might encounter a traveling teacher 
without knowing his background. A writing might circulate without clear origin. A ritual practice 
might differ from one region to another. A charismatic figure might claim divine authority while 
exploiting the generosity of believers. The church needed ways to manage uncertainty. 

Institutional management emerged as a practical response. Communities began to recognize 
authoritative writings, received formulas of faith, stable leadership roles, and patterns of 
worship. These developments helped guard continuity. They also reduced the burden placed 
upon each local household. A community no longer had to discern everything from the 
beginning. It could appeal to a wider tradition. 

Yet the management of ambiguity easily becomes the replacement of discernment. Once the 
institution claims to settle uncertainty, ordinary believers may become passive. They no longer 
need to know the Way deeply enough to recognize truth and falsehood. They need only know 
where official authorization resides. The center of gravity shifts from formed conscience to 
institutional permission. 

The Didache offers a different model. It does not abolish ambiguity by appealing to a distant 
bureaucracy. It forms the community to discern. The true teacher is known by conduct. The 
false teacher is exposed by greed, contradiction, and exploitation. The community is given 
practical criteria. It must remain awake. 

This is a crucial difference. Primitive Christianity manages ambiguity by forming persons. 
Corporate Christianity manages ambiguity by centralizing decisions. The first requires mature 
communities. The second produces dependent populations. The first is slower and more 
vulnerable. The second is efficient but spiritually dangerous. 

When ambiguity became corporate, the church gained stability but risked losing moral 
immediacy. The institution became the place where uncertainty was processed, interpreted, 
and resolved. Over time, believers could confuse obedience to the institution with obedience to 
Christ. The question changed from whether one walked in the Way of Life to whether one stood 
inside the approved structure. 

5.2 Canon, Creed, Office, and Boundary-Making 

The great instruments of post-apostolic stabilization were canon, creed, office, and boundary-
making. Each served an intelligible purpose. The canon helped distinguish authoritative writings 
from other texts. Creeds summarized essential belief. Offices provided continuity of leadership. 
Boundaries protected communities from teachings considered destructive. These developments 
cannot be dismissed as mere corruption. They were part of the church’s struggle to survive. 
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But each instrument carried an internal danger. The canon could become a controlled object 
rather than a living witness. The creed could become a verbal test detached from obedience. 
Office could become a status protected even when holiness was absent. Boundaries could 
become mechanisms of exclusion serving institutional power rather than truth. 

The canon was necessary because Christian memory had to be preserved in stable form. Yet 
scripture itself points beyond possession. It calls people to repentance, faith, love, obedience, 
mercy, and endurance. When an institution claims exclusive control over interpretation, 
scripture may be functionally enclosed. The text remains present, but its living force is mediated 
through institutional permission. 

Creed likewise emerged from real conflict. Communities needed to distinguish the received faith 
from distortions. Yet a creed can be repeated by people whose lives contradict Christ. Correct 
words may coexist with greed, violence, pride, and domination. The Didache begins not with a 
creed but with the Two Ways. This does not make belief irrelevant. It reminds us that belief and 
life cannot be separated. 

Office also arose from practical necessity. Communities need leadership. They need teachers, 
elders, overseers, servants, and stable forms of responsibility. Yet office is dangerous when it 
becomes self-validating. In the Didache, a teacher’s conduct matters. A prophet may be tested. 
A claim to authority does not override the Way of Life. Later systems often moved toward the 
opposite danger: the office itself could shield the person from moral scrutiny. 

Boundary-making may be the most understandable and most dangerous of all. Every 
community must decide what it is and what it is not. Without boundaries, the faith dissolves. 
But boundaries can become tools of control. They can protect the institution from criticism. 
They can define dissent as evil even when dissent is calling the community back to primitive 
obedience. 

The issue is not whether canon, creed, office, and boundaries should exist. The issue is whether 
they remain servants of the Way or become substitutes for the Way. The Didache stands as a 
reminder that the earliest Christian order was practical, moral, and communal. Later structures 
must be judged by whether they preserve that life or obscure it. 

5.3 From Charismatic Discernment to Administrative Stability 

Primitive Christianity existed in a world of charismatic discernment. Apostles, prophets, 
teachers, hosts, elders, and households all participated in the recognition of truth. This created 
risk. Charisma can be faked. Prophecy can be abused. Teachers can manipulate. Households can 
be deceived. The Didache is fully aware of these dangers and gives practical tests. 
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The later church increasingly preferred administrative stability. The unpredictable movement of 
prophets and teachers gave way to more settled offices. Local communities became more 
structured. Authority became more clearly located. Over time, this helped reduce disorder. It 
also reduced the community’s direct responsibility for discernment. 

This shift may have seemed necessary. A rapidly spreading movement cannot depend 
indefinitely on informal charisma. Stable communities require stable leadership. Teachers must 
be accountable. Rituals must be protected. The vulnerable must not be exposed to every 
wandering claimant. Administrative stability can serve charity and truth. 

Yet the cost is significant. Charismatic discernment keeps the community spiritually alert. 
Administrative stability can put the community to sleep. When every question is referred 
upward, believers gradually lose the habit of testing spirits, judging fruit, and recognizing 
holiness. The institution becomes the expert. The household becomes the audience. 

The Didache belongs to an earlier mode. It assumes that local Christians must be capable of 
discernment. A traveling apostle is not automatically trusted forever. A prophet is not above 
examination. A teacher’s life must match the Way. Hospitality is required, but so is vigilance. 
This model demands more from the community because the community itself must be formed. 

Administrative stability often demands less from ordinary believers. They are told whom to 
trust, what to repeat, where to stand, and how to belong. This can preserve outward unity, but 
it may weaken inward maturity. A person can remain institutionally compliant while becoming 
morally passive. 

The movement from charismatic discernment to administrative stability therefore marks a 
profound transformation. Christianity becomes less household and more corporation. It 
becomes less apprenticeship and more system. The question shifts from whether the Spirit’s 
fruit is visible to whether the correct administrative channel has been followed. 

A healthy church may require both discernment and order. The tragedy occurs when order 
replaces discernment. The Didache does not permit that replacement. It keeps the community 
responsible before God. It teaches that the Way of Life is visible enough to test those who claim 
to speak for it. 

5.4 The Temptation to Convert Mystery into Possession 

Christianity is built around mystery: incarnation, resurrection, forgiveness, judgment, kingdom, 
Spirit, sacrament, and the presence of God among ordinary people. Mystery does not mean 
irrationality. It means that divine reality exceeds human control. The proper response to 
mystery is reverence, obedience, thanksgiving, and humility. 
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Institutional religion is often tempted to convert mystery into possession. This temptation 
appears whenever the church behaves as though it owns what it was entrusted to serve. The 
gospel becomes institutional property. The sacraments become controlled assets. Doctrine 
becomes a badge of jurisdiction. Holiness becomes identified with submission to management. 
The mystery remains in language, but its living force is contained. 

This temptation becomes especially strong in periods of uncertainty. People desire security. 
Institutions offer visible stability. A corporate church can say where truth is located, who may 
speak, who may preside, who belongs, and who is outside. Such clarity can comfort anxious 
believers. But it can also replace trust in God with trust in structure. 

The Didache offers a humbler posture. It does not pretend to own the mystery. It teaches a 
community how to walk. It gives thanks. It baptizes. It fasts. It prays. It receives and tests 
teachers. It waits. Its eschatology preserves humility because the community remains oriented 
toward the coming Lord, not toward its own permanence. 

The conversion of mystery into possession also changes the character of theology. Theology 
becomes less doxological and more proprietary. Instead of speech that leads to worship and 
obedience, it becomes speech that defines institutional control. Those who command the 
language command the community. The living God becomes enclosed within authorized 
formulas. 

This does not mean that all formulas are wrong. The church needs language. False language can 
deform faith. But Christian language must remain transparent to the mystery it serves. When 
doctrine becomes possession, it ceases to be a window and becomes a wall. 

Tolstoy’s critique is relevant here. He saw institutional Christianity claiming Christ while evading 
the plain demands of Christ. In his view, the mystery had been converted into a system that 
protected social order, violence, and authority. The command of Jesus was not denied outright; 
it was surrounded by explanations until it no longer had to be obeyed. 

The Didache cuts through such evasion. It asks whether one walks in the Way of Life. Its 
simplicity resists possession because it returns Christianity to practice. Do you love God and 
neighbor? Do you pray? Do you fast? Do you give thanks? Do you welcome without being 
exploited? Do you refuse the Way of Death? Do you remain watchful? These questions cannot 
be answered by institutional possession alone. 

5.5 Corporate Certainty as a Substitute for Living Obedience 

The deepest danger of corporate certainty is that it can become a substitute for living 
obedience. A person may belong to the correct institution, repeat the correct words, receive the 
correct rites, and defend the correct boundaries while failing to walk in the Way of Life. When 
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this happens, the outward structure of Christianity remains, but its primitive center is 
weakened. 

Living obedience is costly. It requires repentance, humility, mercy, forgiveness, chastity, 
generosity, patience, truthfulness, nonviolence, hospitality, and watchfulness. It reaches into 
speech, money, desire, anger, family, labor, and daily conduct. It cannot be delegated. No 
institution can obey Christ on behalf of the person. 

Corporate certainty offers relief from that burden. It allows the believer to feel secure through 
affiliation. It creates the impression that belonging to the authorized body is itself the decisive 
act. The institution becomes a shelter from the demands of the Way. Obedience is replaced by 
identity. Formation is replaced by membership. Discipleship is replaced by compliance. 

The Didache exposes this substitution because its Christianity is practical from beginning to end. 
The Way of Life must be walked. Baptism follows instruction. Fasting disciplines the body. Prayer 
orders time. Thanksgiving sanctifies the table. Hospitality tests generosity. Discernment tests 
wisdom. Watchfulness tests hope. There is no place where mere affiliation can replace 
formation. 

This is why the Didache may be so important for a critique of later Christianity. It does not allow 
the reader to confuse religious structure with Christian life. It presents a church that exists to 
form people in the Way. If later institutions fail to do this, they may preserve the shell while 
neglecting the seed. 

Corporate certainty is especially dangerous because it can appear as faithfulness. It speaks the 
language of preservation, orthodoxy, continuity, and protection. It presents itself as the 
guardian of truth. Sometimes it truly does guard truth. But the test remains whether it produces 
people who live the Way of Life. If it produces dependence, fear, passivity, pride, violence, or 
institutional self-worship, then its certainty is false. 

The primitive church did not possess the later machinery of corporate certainty, yet it possessed 
something more basic: a way to live. The Didache shows that early Christian certainty was not 
primarily administrative. It was moral, communal, sacramental, and eschatological. Christians 
knew the Way because they practiced it together. 

The recovery of Christianity therefore cannot consist merely in replacing one corporation with 
another. It requires recovering living obedience. It requires households that pray, fast, give 
thanks, teach children, welcome strangers, test teachers, refuse exploitation, and remain ready 
for the Lord. It requires believers who understand that the church is not saved by managing 
uncertainty, but by walking faithfully through it. 
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When uncertainty became corporate, Christianity gained historical durability but risked losing 
primitive immediacy. The task now is not to deny the need for order, but to restore order to its 
proper place. Order must serve the Way of Life. It must not become the object of faith. The 
church is faithful only when its structures lead back to the table, the prayer, the discipline, the 
mercy, the discernment, and the living obedience that marked Christianity before it became 
managed certainty. 

 

6. Mary, Kinship, and the Growth of Later Dogmatic Systems 

The question of Mary’s children appears at first to be a narrow theological dispute, but it opens 
onto a much larger historical problem: how did the plain household language of the New 
Testament become absorbed into later systems of dogmatic interpretation? The Gospels 
present Jesus within a recognizable human network of mother, father, relatives, brothers, 
sisters, neighbors, village memory, and family misunderstanding. These details locate Jesus not 
in abstraction, but in the density of ordinary household life. They place the incarnation inside 
kinship, table fellowship, social expectation, and local scandal. 

Later Christianity increasingly treated Mary through a different lens. She became not only the 
mother of Jesus, but a major figure in the development of doctrine, devotion, liturgy, 
intercession, typology, and ecclesial identity. For Catholic and Orthodox traditions, this 
development expresses reverence for the mystery of the incarnation and the unique holiness of 
the Theotokos. For many Protestants, the same development appears to move beyond the plain 
sense of scripture. For a Didache-centered reading of primitive Christianity, the key question is 
not simply which later tradition is correct, but what the growth of Marian doctrine reveals 
about the church’s shift from household realism to institutional theology. 

The Mary question is therefore a case study in the larger thesis of this paper. Primitive 
Christianity appears close to household life, moral formation, shared meals, practical holiness, 
and direct obedience. Later Christianity increasingly organizes uncertainty through authoritative 
interpretation, doctrinal elaboration, and ecclesial boundary-making. Mary becomes one of the 
places where this transformation is especially visible. The family of Jesus, once presented in 
concrete social terms, becomes the subject of elaborate theological management. The 
household is not erased, but it is reinterpreted through dogmatic necessity. 

This does not require contempt for Mary. On the contrary, it may require recovering her more 
concretely: Mary as mother, witness, sufferer, disciple, and participant in the household reality 
into which Jesus entered. The question is whether later systems preserved this reality or buried 
it beneath corporate certainty. 
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6.1 The New Testament Household Around Jesus 

The New Testament does not present Jesus as an isolated religious idea descending into history 
without family, place, memory, or social context. It places him within a household and village 
world. He is known as Mary’s son. He is associated with Joseph. He is identified by neighbors 
through named brothers and unnamed sisters. His family seeks him, worries about him, 
misunderstands him, and is eventually drawn into the larger drama of his mission. This is not 
incidental background. It is part of the scandal of the incarnation. 

The incarnation means that the Word of God entered actual human life, not a sanitized religious 
abstraction. Jesus had a mother. He grew up in a village. People thought they knew his family. 
They were offended by the mismatch between ordinary origins and extraordinary authority. The 
household language surrounding Jesus therefore reinforces one of the deepest claims of 
Christianity: God entered the ordinary without ceasing to be holy. 

This household realism matters. It resists the later tendency to make the holy seem less human 
by removing it from ordinary conditions. The Gospels do the opposite. They allow the holiness 
of Jesus to appear within the rough texture of family, kinship, labor, rumor, obedience, grief, and 
misunderstanding. The mystery is not protected by denying the ordinary. The mystery is 
revealed through the ordinary. 

Mary belongs within this realism. She is blessed, obedient, astonished, pierced by sorrow, and 
present at decisive moments. Yet she is not presented in the New Testament as the center of an 
independent devotional system. Her greatness is inseparable from her relation to Christ and her 
obedience to God. She receives, bears, ponders, suffers, and follows. Her holiness is not 
corporate possession; it is lived surrender. 

The family references in the Gospels are therefore important because they preserve the 
domestic environment around Jesus. Whether one interprets the brothers and sisters as Mary’s 
later children, Joseph’s children from an earlier marriage, or close kin within extended family 
language, the texts still confront us with a household. Jesus is not introduced as the founder of 
an institution first, but as one who emerges from family life and then redefines family around 
obedience to God. 

This redefinition is crucial. When Jesus says that those who do the will of God are his brother, 
sister, and mother, he does not abolish the household. He transfigures it. Biological kinship is 
not denied, but it is subordinated to obedience. The true household of God is formed by those 
who hear and do the word. This is very close to the world of the Didache, where the Way of Life 
defines the community more deeply than ancestry, office, or institutional status. 
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6.2 Brothers, Sisters, Relatives, and the Problem of Later Interpretation 

The references to Jesus’ brothers and sisters became controversial because later theological 
systems required interpretive decisions. The words themselves appear within ordinary narrative 
contexts. People ask whether Jesus is not the son of Mary and whether his brothers and sisters 
are not known among them. The plain social effect of these passages is to emphasize familiarity. 
Jesus’ hearers believe they know his family, and that familiarity becomes an obstacle to 
recognizing his authority. 

Different Christian traditions resolve the family question differently. Many Protestants read the 
brothers and sisters as younger biological children of Mary and Joseph after Jesus’ birth. 
Catholic tradition maintains Mary’s perpetual virginity and often interprets the siblings as close 
relatives or kin. Eastern Orthodox tradition commonly understands them as Joseph’s children 
from a previous marriage. Each reading belongs to a broader theological framework, not merely 
an isolated lexical decision. 

For the purposes of this paper, the issue is not only the final count of Mary’s children. The 
deeper issue is how interpretation changes when later doctrine becomes the controlling frame. 
Once perpetual virginity becomes dogmatically necessary, the household language must be 
read in ways consistent with that doctrine. Once the plain familial reading becomes central to 
Protestant critique, those same passages are read as evidence against later tradition. The text 
becomes a battlefield for institutional identity. 

This is an example of uncertainty becoming corporate. The ambiguity of kinship terms, ancient 
household structures, and Gospel narrative context becomes absorbed into larger systems of 
authority. The question is no longer simply what the text evokes, but which church’s interpretive 
structure governs the text. The family of Jesus becomes a place where ecclesial claims are 
defended. 

A Didache-centered approach would ask a different question. What does this debate reveal 
about the kind of Christianity being protected? The Didache has little interest in constructing a 
large Marian system. Its concern is the Way of Life. It would likely direct attention back toward 
obedience, prayer, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, and discernment. From that vantage point, 
later debates over Mary may appear disproportionate if they distract from the primitive center. 

This does not mean the question is meaningless. It means that its importance must be 
measured. If a Marian doctrine deepens reverence for Christ, humility before God, and 
obedience in the Way of Life, it may serve the faith. If it becomes a marker of institutional 
possession, separating insiders from outsiders while obscuring the ordinary household into 
which Christ came, then it becomes another example of corporate certainty overtaking 
primitive simplicity. 
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6.3 Marian Doctrine as a Case Study in Ecclesial Development 

Marian doctrine illustrates how Christian theology develops under pressure from devotion, 
controversy, liturgy, typology, and institutional identity. Mary’s role as mother of Jesus naturally 
drew reverence. Reflection on the incarnation led Christians to speak carefully about who she 
bore. Devotional imagination connected her obedience with Eve, Israel, the ark, the church, and 
the new creation. Over time, these reflections formed a rich theological world. 

Such development should not be caricatured. It arose from serious attempts to honor Christ. To 
call Mary the mother of God was, in its original Christological context, a way of defending the 
unity of Christ’s person. Reverence for Mary often emerged from reverence for the incarnation 
itself. Many Christians have found in Mary a model of obedience, humility, suffering, and faithful 
discipleship. 

Yet the same development also demonstrates the danger of expansion. A doctrine that begins 
by guarding Christ can grow into a system with its own internal momentum. Devotion can 
become expectation. Expectation can become doctrine. Doctrine can become boundary. 
Boundary can become institutional identity. At each stage, the church may believe it is 
preserving truth. Yet the cumulative effect may be to shift attention away from the simpler 
primitive form. 

The Didache provides a striking contrast. It is not hostile to mystery, but it is sparse. It does not 
build an elaborate devotional architecture. Its Christianity is recognizable through practice. The 
community is taught how to live and how to remain watchful. It does not appear concerned 
with later dogmatic elaborations surrounding Mary. That silence should not be overused, but 
neither should it be ignored. It reminds us that the earliest Christian center of gravity may have 
been elsewhere. 

Ecclesial development becomes dangerous when it claims inevitability. Later doctrines are often 
presented as organic unfoldings of apostolic faith. Sometimes they may be. But the category of 
development can also conceal institutional self-authorization. A church may define its own 
additions as necessary growth and then treat resistance as rebellion. In that way, development 
becomes corporate certainty. 

The Mary question reveals this mechanism vividly. To some traditions, the growth of Marian 
doctrine is the flowering of truth. To others, it is evidence that the church moved away from 
scripture and primitive simplicity. A Didache-centered critique does not need to settle every 
later controversy in order to make its point. It asks whether the development preserves the Way 
of Life or increasingly replaces it with devotion, hierarchy, and boundary-making. 

Mary herself may be best honored by refusing to turn her into an institutional possession. The 
Mary of primitive Christianity is the woman who receives the word, bears Christ, suffers, 
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ponders, and stands within the community of disciples. She does not need to be reduced, but 
she also need not be enlarged beyond recognition. Her greatness is inseparable from 
obedience. 

6.4 The Tension Between Household Realism and Institutional Theology 

The tension between household realism and institutional theology is one of the central tensions 
in Christian history. Household realism sees Jesus and his first followers within the ordinary 
texture of life: mothers, brothers, sisters, meals, work, weddings, funerals, children, sickness, 
debt, hospitality, conflict, and forgiveness. Institutional theology tends to abstract these realities 
into systems of doctrine, authority, and symbolic control. Both modes can serve truth, but they 
do not feel the same, and they do not form people in the same way. 

Household realism protects the incarnation from becoming merely conceptual. It insists that 
God entered the world of birth, milk, hunger, fatigue, family obligation, village reputation, and 
grief. It keeps Christianity close to the table. It reminds us that holiness is not an escape from 
ordinary life, but the sanctification of ordinary life. 

Institutional theology protects memory from dissolution. It formulates, guards, defines, and 
transmits. Without such work, Christianity might fragment into private impressions. The 
problem is not that institutional theology exists. The problem is that it can become dominant in 
a way that buries the household reality it was meant to serve. 

Mary stands precisely at this intersection. She is the mother in the house, and she is also the 
subject of doctrine. She belongs to domestic memory, and she belongs to ecclesial theology. 
The question is which aspect governs interpretation. If the institutional image overwhelms the 
household image, Mary may become less human in the name of making her more holy. If the 
household image is preserved, her holiness becomes more concrete: obedience in a real body, 
in a real family, under real danger, grief, and uncertainty. 

The grandmother’s Sunday dinner analogy helps clarify this point. The sacred household does 
not need to abstract motherhood in order to honor it. A grandmother’s authority is not 
diminished by her kitchen, her table, or her ordinary acts of service. On the contrary, these are 
the very places where her greatness appears. Holiness is not made greater by being removed 
from domestic life. It is often revealed most powerfully within it. 

A Didache-centered Christianity would likely recover Mary within this domestic holiness. She 
would be honored as the mother of the Lord and as a model of obedience, not as the center of 
a system that pulls attention away from the Way of Life. Her significance would be measured by 
how she points to Christ and to obedience, not by how extensively later institutions develop 
claims about her. 
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The tension remains unresolved because Christian traditions answer it differently. But the 
existence of the tension is itself instructive. It reveals how far later Christianity traveled from the 
household world in which the gospel first appeared. 

6.5 What the Mary Question Reveals About Early Loss 

The Mary question reveals early loss not because one tradition can be dismissed simplistically 
and another declared obvious, but because the debate itself shows how Christianity moved 
from household recognition to institutional control of meaning. The New Testament presents 
kinship language that ordinary readers naturally experience as family language. Later traditions 
then require increasingly elaborate interpretive frameworks to preserve doctrinal 
commitments. The result is not merely disagreement over Mary. It is evidence of a larger 
transformation in how Christianity handles uncertainty. 

Primitive Christianity appears to have been able to live with concrete household realities 
without needing to absorb them immediately into totalizing systems. The Didache’s world is 
disciplined but modest. It teaches the Way. It does not attempt to settle every possible doctrinal 
implication of every holy person. Its silence is part of its power. It shows a community more 
concerned with walking rightly than with enclosing every mystery inside a formal structure. 

Later Christianity often moved toward enclosure. Mary’s body, virginity, motherhood, family 
relations, and heavenly role became subjects of definition and boundary-making. These 
developments may be understood by their defenders as acts of reverence. Yet they also reveal 
the church’s increasing need to manage meaning corporately. Ambiguity could not be left as 
household ambiguity. It had to become doctrine, and doctrine had to become identity. 

This is where Tolstoy’s critique becomes relevant again. Tolstoy objected to Christianity 
becoming a system that protects itself while evading the direct command of Christ. The Mary 
question can function similarly. A church may possess elaborate Marian doctrine while failing to 
produce people who walk in the Way of Life. It may exalt the mother of Jesus while ignoring the 
obedience that made her blessed. It may defend virginity as doctrine while neglecting purity of 
heart, mercy, humility, and nonviolence. 

The Didache would return the question to practice. Are believers walking in life or death? Are 
they praying, fasting, giving thanks, showing hospitality, refusing exploitation, and awaiting the 
Lord? Are teachers tested by fruit? Are households becoming schools of holiness? If not, then 
doctrinal certainty has not saved the church from loss. 

Mary may therefore become a test case for Christian recovery. To recover primitive Christianity 
is not to dishonor Mary, but to release her from corporate possession and restore her to the 
household of faith. She belongs at the beginning, where the Word is received in humility. She 
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belongs at the table, where memory and obedience are formed. She belongs among the 
disciples, where the true family of Jesus is defined by doing the will of God. 

The early loss of the church may have occurred whenever living obedience was displaced by 
managed certainty. The Marian debates show how easily this displacement can happen even 
around holy things. The more sacred the subject, the more tempted institutions become to 
claim possession over it. The Didache offers a corrective by refusing inflation. It leads us back to 
the Way of Life. 

The question is therefore not simply how many children Mary had. The deeper question is what 
kind of Christianity requires the answer to become a corporate boundary. If the answer serves 
humility, obedience, reverence, and the household holiness of the gospel, it may be fruitful. If it 
serves institutional self-definition while distracting from the Way, it becomes a sign of the very 
loss this paper seeks to name. 

Primitive Christianity did not begin by asking believers to master a system of Marian 
interpretation. It asked them to walk in life. That difference may reveal more than a doctrinal 
disagreement. It may reveal the distance between Christianity as a sacred household and 
Christianity as managed certainty. 

 

7. The Didache Against Later Ecclesial Expansion 

The Didache stands against later ecclesial expansion not by direct polemic, but by contrast. It 
does not attack the later church because it belongs to an earlier world. Yet precisely for that 
reason, it becomes a powerful witness. It shows a form of Christianity that is disciplined, 
communal, sacramental, moral, and watchful without being institutionally inflated. Its simplicity 
becomes an implicit judgment upon later complexity. Its omissions become as significant as its 
instructions. It reveals what an early Christian community apparently needed in order to live 
faithfully, and what it did not yet need in order to remain recognizably Christian. 

Later ecclesial expansion produced many things: episcopal hierarchy, formal canon 
consciousness, creedal definitions, sacramental systems, Marian doctrines, penitential 
structures, monastic movements, imperial councils, legal privileges, theological schools, and 
eventually massive institutional power. Some of these developments may have served real 
needs. Some preserved the faith under pressure. Some produced beauty, learning, courage, and 
saints. Yet they also changed the shape of Christianity. The household became a jurisdiction. 
The table became an administered altar. The Way of Life became increasingly mediated through 
institutional belonging. 



39 
 

The Didache challenges this expansion because it presents Christianity before much of this 
machinery appears. Its community is not unformed, but it is not corporate in the later sense. It 
has instruction, ritual, discipline, hospitality, leadership, discernment, and eschatological 
expectation. That is enough. The question raised by the Didache is therefore not whether the 
church may ever develop, but whether later development obscured the primitive center. Did 
expansion serve the Way of Life, or did it gradually replace it? 

This section argues that the Didache functions as a measuring rod for later Christianity. It 
emphasizes what primitive Christianity seems to have considered essential. It omits many things 
later treated as central. It suggests that simplicity need not mean immaturity. It preserves a pre-
imperial Christian world. Above all, it tests later ecclesial claims by asking whether they still lead 
believers into the Way of Life. 

7.1 What the Didache Emphasizes 

The Didache emphasizes moral formation, practical obedience, shared discipline, baptism, 
prayer, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, discernment, and watchfulness. These emphases are 
not accidental. Together they define Christianity as a way to be lived rather than merely a 
system to be affirmed. The document begins with the Two Ways because Christian identity 
begins with direction. A person is either walking toward life or toward death. This moral 
structure governs everything that follows. 

The first emphasis is moral clarity. The Didache assumes that Christian life can be recognized. It 
is not hidden inside institutional status. It appears in conduct. Speech, desire, generosity, anger, 
sexual behavior, truthfulness, mercy, and restraint all matter. The Christian is not merely a 
believer in propositions, but a person undergoing formation. The community is responsible for 
teaching this formation clearly. 

The second emphasis is embodied practice. Baptism, fasting, and prayer shape the person 
physically and temporally. Christianity enters water, hunger, speech, repetition, and daily 
rhythm. It is not an interior mood. It is practiced with the body. This is vital because corporate 
religion often becomes abstract, symbolic, or official while ordinary believers remain only 
loosely formed. The Didache refuses that separation. It makes ordinary practice central. 

The third emphasis is table thanksgiving. The Eucharistic prayers in the Didache show a 
community gathered in gratitude, holiness, and expectation. The meal is not casual, but neither 
is it enclosed within later institutional machinery. It belongs to a people who give thanks 
together and understand themselves as gathered by God. The table is both domestic and 
sacred. It forms memory through gratitude. 

The fourth emphasis is hospitality. The community must receive travelers, apostles, prophets, 
and teachers. Christianity is not a closed tribal household protecting only itself. It opens its 
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doors. Yet this hospitality is disciplined by discernment. The Didache knows that generosity can 
be exploited. It therefore teaches the community to distinguish a true servant from a religious 
parasite. 

The fifth emphasis is watchfulness. The Christian life is directed toward the Lord’s coming. This 
eschatological horizon prevents the community from identifying itself with permanence. The 
church is a waiting people, not a self-worshiping institution. It lives in readiness. It does not exist 
to secure its own endless administrative survival. 

These emphases reveal an early Christianity centered on formation. The Didache does not 
define the church primarily by scale, office, empire, or power. It defines the church as a 
community walking, praying, fasting, baptizing, giving thanks, discerning, welcoming, and 
waiting. Later Christianity must be measured against these priorities. 

7.2 What the Didache Does Not Emphasize 

What the Didache does not emphasize is as important as what it does. It does not present 
Christianity as a large doctrinal machine. It does not center on imperial authority. It does not 
build a complex hierarchy. It does not elaborate a developed Marian system. It does not present 
a fully professional clergy separated sharply from the household community. It does not make 
institutional possession the heart of Christian identity. 

These omissions must be handled carefully. Silence is not proof that later developments are 
false. A short early document cannot be expected to contain everything Christianity would later 
discuss. Yet silence can still reveal proportion. The Didache shows what was operationally 
central for at least one early Christian community. Its concerns are immediate and formative. It 
is concerned with how Christians live together before God. Later debates may be important, but 
the Didache reminds us that they were not the whole of the faith. 

The absence of elaborate Marian doctrine is especially relevant in light of earlier discussion. 
Mary is central to the incarnation, but the Didache does not organize Christian life around 
Marian interpretation. This does not dishonor Mary. It suggests that primitive communal 
formation did not require later Marian systems in order to be Christian. The Way of Life, 
baptism, prayer, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, and watchfulness were enough to structure 
the community. 

The absence of imperial logic is even more striking. The Didache does not imagine Christianity 
as a public power managing civilization. Its world is smaller, more fragile, more local, and more 
vulnerable. It teaches communities how to live faithfully without assuming cultural dominance. 
This is Christianity before it could rely upon law, privilege, architecture, military protection, or 
political alliance. It is therefore closer to discipleship than to Christendom. 
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The absence of extensive theological abstraction also matters. The Didache does not turn every 
mystery into a system. It does not attempt to possess all meaning. It gives enough to live. That 
restraint may itself be a mark of primitive wisdom. Later Christianity often multiplied 
definitions, categories, and controversies. Some were necessary, but many also risked shifting 
the center from obedience to intellectual control. 

The Didache’s omissions therefore challenge later Christians to ask whether they have mistaken 
expansion for essence. A church may possess many later developments and still fail to walk in 
life. Conversely, a household community formed by the Didache’s pattern may preserve much of 
primitive Christianity even without later institutional fullness. The omissions do not settle every 
question, but they restore proportion. They ask what Christianity truly needs in order to remain 
faithful. 

7.3 Simplicity as Evidence, Not Poverty 

Modern readers often assume that simplicity is a sign of incompleteness. Under this 
assumption, the Didache appears as an early, underdeveloped document that would naturally 
need to be surpassed by later theology and institution. But this assumption may be wrong. 
Simplicity can be evidence of clarity. It can indicate proximity to a living source. It can preserve 
the center before secondary structures accumulate around it. 

The Didache’s simplicity should therefore not be dismissed as poverty. It may represent a form 
of Christian life that had not yet been buried by centuries of controversy, institutional interest, 
and theological overgrowth. Its directness may be precisely what makes it valuable. It teaches 
the Way of Life without needing to create a total system of religious management. 

This does not mean primitive Christianity was simplistic. A household can be simple without 
being shallow. A grandmother’s Sunday dinner may contain more real formation than a formal 
lecture on ethics. The meal teaches gratitude, hierarchy, patience, forgiveness, memory, and 
belonging through practice. Its power lies in repetition and embodiment. The Didache works 
similarly. It forms through basic practices that carry deep meaning. 

Simplicity also protects against evasion. Complex systems can become ways of avoiding 
obedience. A command can be surrounded by qualifications until it no longer commands. A 
mystery can be analyzed until it no longer humbles. A ritual can be institutionalized until it no 
longer forms. A doctrine can be defended until it no longer leads to love. The Didache cuts 
through these evasions by returning to practice. Walk in life. Pray. Fast. Baptize. Give thanks. 
Welcome. Discern. Watch. 

Tolstoy understood this danger. His critique of institutional Christianity was rooted in the 
conviction that the plain command of Jesus had been buried beneath explanations and 
accommodations. He believed that Christians had learned how to admire Christ without 
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obeying him. The Didache represents the opposite instinct. It does not permit admiration to 
replace practice. It assumes that teaching exists to be lived. 

Simplicity also limits institutional self-importance. A complex church system can convince itself 
that its own machinery is indispensable to salvation. The Didache humbles that claim. It shows a 
Christian community sustained by basic disciplines, shared thanksgiving, moral instruction, and 
watchful hope. The community is ordered, but its order remains servant rather than master. 

The question is therefore not whether Christianity may develop beyond the Didache. 
Historically, it did. The question is whether later development remains accountable to primitive 
simplicity. If later forms cannot be translated back into the Way of Life, then they may be 
expansions without faithfulness. Simplicity becomes evidence because it reveals what cannot be 
lost without losing the church itself. 

7.4 The Absence of Imperial Christianity 

The Didache is pre-imperial in spirit. It does not speak as a religion allied with power. It does not 
imagine bishops as civil authorities, councils as imperial events, churches as public monuments, 
or Christian identity as the organizing principle of empire. Its world is one of households, 
travelers, local communities, moral instruction, and expectation. This absence is one of its most 
important features. 

Imperial Christianity changed the church profoundly. Once Christianity became publicly favored, 
its social meaning shifted. The faith that began among households, martyrs, the poor, travelers, 
and local gatherings became increasingly associated with law, public order, architecture, money, 
military authority, and cultural prestige. The persecuted community became capable of 
persecution. The waiting people became a civilizational institution. 

This transformation did not happen overnight, and it was not entirely negative. Public 
recognition allowed Christian worship to expand openly. It supported theological learning, 
charitable institutions, and large-scale organization. It gave the church visibility and resources. 
Yet it also introduced temptations almost impossible to resist. Power seeks permanence. 
Institutions protect themselves. State alliance rewards obedience to order. The cross becomes 
difficult to preach when the church benefits from the sword. 

The Didache’s pre-imperial character exposes this later tension. It shows Christianity before 
worldly success became possible. The community it imagines has no need to justify violence, 
manage empire, sanctify political hierarchy, or protect public privilege. Its concerns are humbler 
and more dangerous: how to live faithfully, how to welcome without being exploited, how to 
test teachers, and how to wait for the Lord. 
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This matters for Tolstoy’s critique. Tolstoy saw the alliance of church and state as one of 
Christianity’s great betrayals. He believed that institutional Christianity had accommodated 
violence and authority while preserving Christian language. The Didache does not yet face the 
full imperial problem, but for that reason it witnesses to a Christianity before such 
accommodation. It preserves a way of being Christian that does not require power. 

The absence of imperial Christianity also restores the meaning of church weakness. Modern 
religious institutions often fear loss of influence. The Didache suggests that weakness may be 
closer to the original condition of the church than power. A household gathered in prayer and 
thanksgiving may be more Christian than a powerful institution defending its privileges. The 
question is not how large the church becomes, but whether it walks in the Way of Life. 

The Didache therefore functions as a pre-imperial rebuke. It reminds us that Christianity does 
not need empire in order to be itself. It needs obedience, prayer, baptism, thanksgiving, 
hospitality, discernment, and watchfulness. When the church gained empire, it gained the 
world’s tools. The danger is that it also learned the world’s habits. 

7.5 The Didache as a Measuring Rod for Later Claims 

The Didache can be used as a measuring rod for later Christian claims. This does not mean it 
should become a new idol, a new canon above scripture, or a simplistic weapon against all 
tradition. It means that its primitive pattern provides a test of proportion. Later developments 
should be asked a basic question: do they serve the Way of Life, or do they obscure it? 

A measuring rod does not answer every question by itself. It establishes scale. The Didache 
helps us see whether later Christianity has grown in continuity with its primitive form or 
expanded into something disproportionate. It asks whether doctrine produces obedience, 
whether ritual produces thanksgiving, whether authority produces holiness, whether hospitality 
remains disciplined, whether teachers are still tested by fruit, and whether the community 
remains watchful. 

Applied to ecclesial hierarchy, the Didache asks whether office serves formation or protects 
itself. Leadership is necessary, but leadership must remain accountable to the Way. If office 
becomes immune from moral testing, it has departed from primitive discernment. 

Applied to doctrine, the Didache asks whether teaching leads to life. Doctrine is necessary, but 
doctrine that does not form love, humility, mercy, restraint, and obedience becomes sterile. If 
theological precision coexists with the Way of Death, then something essential has failed. 

Applied to sacrament, the Didache asks whether ritual remains connected to communal 
holiness. Baptism and thanksgiving are not magical objects detached from life. They belong 
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within instruction, prayer, discipline, and readiness. If sacramental systems become institutional 
possessions rather than means of formation, they have lost proportion. 

Applied to Marian doctrine, the Didache asks whether reverence for Mary points believers 
toward Christ and obedience or whether it becomes a boundary of corporate identity. Mary’s 
holiness is real, but the question is whether later claims preserve the household humility of the 
gospel or bury it beneath ecclesial self-definition. 

Applied to church power, the Didache asks whether Christianity still knows how to exist without 
empire. A church dependent on influence, privilege, and legal dominance may have forgotten 
the household form in which it began. The Didache reminds us that the church is fully itself 
when it walks in life, even without worldly control. 

The Didache’s measuring function is therefore both historical and spiritual. Historically, it shows 
a very early pattern of Christian life. Spiritually, it asks whether present forms still carry that 
pattern. It does not require modern Christians to pretend that later history never happened. It 
requires them to submit later history to primitive judgment. 

The final test is simple: does a Christian community produce people who walk in the Way of 
Life? Do they love God and neighbor? Do they pray, fast, give thanks, forgive, welcome, discern, 
and wait? Do they refuse exploitation? Do they test teachers by conduct? Do they understand 
the table as sacred? Do they form households of holiness? 

If the answer is yes, later developments may serve the faith. If the answer is no, then 
institutional expansion has become a substitute for Christianity. The Didache stands against that 
substitution. It calls the church back from corporate certainty to living obedience, from imperial 
religion to household holiness, from managed identity to the Way of Life. 

 

8. Tolstoy and the Recovery of the Way of Life 

Tolstoy enters this argument as a witness against the institutional capture of Christianity. He did 
not merely criticize church corruption in the ordinary moral sense. He challenged the deeper 
structure by which the church had come to preserve the language of Christ while evading the 
command of Christ. For Tolstoy, the central catastrophe was not that Christianity had become 
imperfect. It was that Christianity had been converted into something capable of coexisting with 
violence, hierarchy, coercion, wealth, state power, and social respectability while still claiming 
the name of Jesus. 

This makes Tolstoy essential to a Didache-centered critique of ecclesial expansion. The Didache 
appears before Christianity becomes an imperial system. Tolstoy writes after Christianity has 
long been entangled with empire, nation, law, war, clergy, class, and institutional self-defense. 
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The Didache is a primitive witness to Christianity as the Way of Life. Tolstoy is a modern protest 
against Christianity as managed religion. They stand at opposite ends of history, yet they point 
toward the same recovery: Christianity as lived obedience rather than corporate certainty. 

Tolstoy’s importance does not depend on accepting every element of his theology. He can be 
criticized for reductionism, for minimizing sacrament, for reading Christianity through a severe 
moral lens, and for setting himself against historic church tradition with a confidence that may 
itself become excessive. Yet his central accusation remains difficult to escape: the institutional 
church often found ways to admire Jesus without obeying him. It praised the cross while 
blessing the sword. It recited the Sermon on the Mount while supporting coercive power. It 
spoke of love while defending systems of domination. 

This section argues that Tolstoy represents a late attempt to recover what the Didache 
preserves early: the primacy of the Way of Life. His rebellion against institutional Christianity 
should be understood not as mere individualism, but as a protest against the conversion of 
discipleship into religious management. Tolstoy’s Christianity is a demand that the command of 
Christ be taken seriously again. 

8.1 Tolstoy’s Rejection of Institutional Christianity 

Tolstoy rejected institutional Christianity because he believed it had betrayed the plain teaching 
of Jesus. His critique was not aimed only at hypocrisy, although hypocrisy mattered deeply to 
him. His deeper objection was structural. He believed the church had created a system in which 
people could call themselves Christian while refusing to live according to Christ’s commands. 
The institution had become a mechanism for avoiding obedience. 

In Tolstoy’s view, the church transformed Christianity into doctrine, ritual, authority, and identity 
while neglecting the moral revolution at the center of Jesus’ teaching. The faith became 
something one confessed, inherited, defended, or received through official mediation, rather 
than something one lived. This allowed Christian societies to maintain armies, prisons, wealth, 
exploitation, and coercive government while treating these things as compatible with the 
gospel. 

Tolstoy saw this as an intolerable contradiction. If Jesus commanded love of enemies, 
forgiveness, truthfulness, humility, mercy, and non-resistance to evil by violence, then a church 
that blesses violence cannot be simply imperfect. It has reversed the meaning of Christianity. It 
has made Christ into a symbol while refusing Christ as master. 

This rejection of institutional Christianity was not merely anti-clerical. Tolstoy did not object to 
clergy simply because they were clergy. He objected to any religious structure that inserted 
itself between the human person and the living command of Christ. When the institution tells 
believers that they may remain faithful while ignoring the obvious moral demands of Jesus, the 
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institution becomes spiritually dangerous. It no longer preserves Christianity; it anesthetizes 
conscience. 

The Didache helps explain why Tolstoy’s critique has force. The Didache presents Christianity as 
instruction in the Way of Life. It does not begin by asking how the church can defend its 
institutional claims. It begins by teaching how one must live. Tolstoy likewise returns Christianity 
to conduct. He asks whether Christians obey Christ in practice. If they do not, the rest may be 
religious decoration. 

Tolstoy’s rejection of the institutional church therefore belongs within the larger theme of 
corporate certainty. The institution offers certainty through belonging, ritual, and doctrine. 
Tolstoy asks whether that certainty produces obedience. If it does not, then it is false certainty. 
It protects people from the very crisis that Christianity was meant to create: the crisis of 
deciding whether one will walk in the Way of Life or the Way of Death. 

8.2 Christianity as a New Theory of Life 

Tolstoy understood Christianity not primarily as a mystical system or ecclesiastical structure, but 
as a new theory of life. This phrase is crucial. For him, Christianity was not an ornament added 
to ordinary existence. It was a total reordering of life under the teaching of Jesus. It changed 
how one understands power, property, violence, truth, family, labor, status, and death. 

A theory of life is deeper than a set of beliefs. It is the operating principle by which a person 
lives. Many people hold religious opinions that do not actually govern their conduct. Tolstoy 
wanted to expose this divide. If Christianity is true, it cannot remain at the level of opinion. It 
must become the structure of life itself. It must determine what one will do and refuse to do. 

This brings Tolstoy close to the Didache. The Didache’s Two Ways are also a theory of life. They 
divide existence into two paths. The Way of Life is not merely a doctrine about life; it is life 
rightly ordered. The Way of Death is not merely incorrect thought; it is existence curved toward 
destruction. Christianity is therefore a path, not a label. 

Tolstoy’s Christianity is radical because he insists that Jesus meant what he said. This sounds 
simple, but it destabilizes entire religious systems. If Jesus’ teaching is binding, then Christians 
cannot easily justify violence, revenge, domination, oath-taking, wealth accumulation, or 
participation in systems that contradict love. The institutional church often managed these 
tensions by interpretation, exception, and accommodation. Tolstoy saw such management as 
betrayal. 

For Tolstoy, the tragedy of historical Christianity was that it converted the new theory of life into 
a religion compatible with the old theory of life. The old theory remained power, coercion, 
status, fear, and self-preservation. Christianity was then layered on top as ceremony, identity, 
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consolation, and metaphysical explanation. The result was a civilization that called itself 
Christian while living by pagan principles. 

The Didache points in the opposite direction. Its Christianity is not compatible with walking the 
Way of Death. It does not imagine that a person can be formed by greed, violence, pride, and 
exploitation while remaining secure through religious affiliation. The Way must be walked. Life 
must become Christian in its actual pattern. 

Tolstoy’s phrase, Christianity as a new theory of life, can therefore serve as a modern 
restatement of the Didache’s primitive structure. Both insist that the faith is not merely to be 
believed, but inhabited. Both resist the reduction of Christianity to institutional possession. 
Both call the believer back to the practical question: how then shall we live? 

8.3 The Sermon on the Mount and Non-Resistance 

The Sermon on the Mount was central to Tolstoy because he regarded it as the clearest 
expression of Jesus’ moral teaching. In it, he found not an impossible ideal meant only to 
expose human weakness, nor a poetic exaggeration to be admired from a distance, but the 
actual command of Christ. For Tolstoy, Christianity stands or falls on whether the Sermon on the 
Mount is obeyed. 

The command of non-resistance to evil by violence became especially important. Tolstoy 
interpreted Jesus as forbidding the use of coercive violence, retaliation, and participation in 
systems built upon force. This placed him in direct opposition to church traditions that justified 
war, punishment, state authority, and national violence. He believed such justifications 
represented the church’s surrender to the world. 

This is where Tolstoy’s critique becomes most severe. If the church blesses armies while 
claiming to follow the crucified Christ, it has not merely made a minor compromise. It has 
inverted the gospel. It has taken the one who refused worldly power and made him the sponsor 
of power. It has taken the victim of state violence and placed him behind the sword of the state. 

The Didache does not develop Tolstoy’s full doctrine of non-resistance, but its moral world is 
much closer to disciplined peace than to imperial violence. The Way of Life teaches restraint, 
mercy, generosity, and rejection of destructive conduct. It assumes that Christians must be 
visibly different from the Way of Death. It does not imagine Christianity as a system for 
legitimizing domination. 

Tolstoy’s use of the Sermon on the Mount also challenges the way later Christianity often 
handles difficult commands. A command may be neutralized by calling it an ideal, limiting it to 
private life, assigning it to monks, postponing it to a future kingdom, or burying it beneath 
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theological qualification. Tolstoy rejects these strategies. He insists that the command is 
addressed to those who claim to follow Christ now. 

This insistence is uncomfortable because it removes the shelter of corporate certainty. The 
institution can no longer protect the believer from the direct voice of Jesus. One cannot hide 
behind church, nation, tradition, or office. The question becomes personal and practical: will I 
resist evil with violence, or will I obey Christ? 

The Didache likewise presses Christianity into practice. It is not content with religious identity. It 
gives instructions for life. Tolstoy extends that primitive seriousness into the modern world, 
especially where church and state have collaborated to make violence appear normal. He forces 
the question whether Christianity can remain Christianity when it blesses what Jesus forbade. 

Even if one does not follow Tolstoy to every conclusion, his challenge cannot be dismissed. Any 
church claiming fidelity to Christ must ask whether its treatment of violence is governed by 
Jesus or by the survival needs of institutions and states. A Didache-centered Christianity would 
at least begin with the Way of Life, not with the requirements of empire. 

8.4 Tolstoy’s Critique of Church, State, and Violence 

Tolstoy saw church, state, and violence as deeply intertwined. The state depends upon coercion. 
It commands, taxes, imprisons, conscripts, punishes, and wages war. The institutional church, 
when allied with the state, provides sacred legitimacy to these acts. It teaches people to obey 
rulers, accept violence as necessity, and confuse national loyalty with Christian duty. For Tolstoy, 
this alliance represented one of the great apostasies of history. 

His critique was especially devastating because it exposed a contradiction at the heart of 
Christian civilization. The church proclaimed Christ, who taught love of enemies, yet blessed 
armies that killed enemies. It honored martyrs, yet cooperated with systems that created new 
victims. It preached forgiveness, yet supported punishment. It worshiped the crucified one, yet 
stood beside the powers that crucify. 

This is corporate certainty in its most dangerous form. The institution resolves moral uncertainty 
by declaring violent order compatible with Christianity. Believers are relieved of the burden of 
direct obedience. They are told that the state may do what the individual may not, that rulers 
bear responsibilities beyond the Sermon on the Mount, that war can be just, that coercion can 
be righteous, and that Christian duty may include participation in violence. 

Tolstoy regarded these explanations as evasions. He believed that Jesus’ teaching was clear 
enough and that the church had made it obscure in order to preserve its alliance with power. 
The issue was not interpretive difficulty alone. It was institutional interest. A church supported 
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by the state will find theological reasons to support the state. A church accustomed to privilege 
will struggle to hear the gospel as a rebuke to power. 

The Didache stands outside this later settlement. Its world is not the world of Christian empire. 
It does not ask how believers should govern nations, command armies, or sanctify law. It asks 
how a community should live in the Way of Life. This difference is enormous. Primitive 
Christianity did not begin as a strategy for ruling the world. It began as a people called out from 
the Way of Death. 

Tolstoy’s critique, therefore, is not a modern invention alien to early Christianity. It may be a late 
recovery of something primitive: the incompatibility between the Way of Life and systems 
organized around coercion. The Didache’s simplicity strengthens this critique by reminding us 
that Christianity existed before it needed to justify power. 

The connection between church and state also reveals why institutional Christianity so often 
resists primitive recovery. To return to the Way of Life would threaten many arrangements that 
later churches learned to bless. It would challenge nationalism, militarism, economic 
exploitation, clerical privilege, and the entire machinery of respectable religion. Tolstoy 
understood that true Christianity would not merely improve society; it would judge society. 

This judgment begins not in abstraction, but in obedience. The believer must refuse the lie, 
refuse hatred, refuse vengeance, refuse complicity, and refuse to call violence holy. Such refusal 
is costly. Corporate religion often exists to reduce that cost. Tolstoy calls the church back to the 
cost of discipleship. 

8.5 Tolstoy and the Didache as Parallel Witnesses 

Tolstoy and the Didache are separated by nearly the whole span of Christian history, yet they 
function as parallel witnesses. The Didache speaks from near the beginning, when Christianity 
still appears as a household discipline centered on the Way of Life. Tolstoy speaks from the far 
side of institutional history, after Christianity has become entangled with empire, nation, 
hierarchy, violence, and respectability. One preserves primitive simplicity. The other protests its 
loss. 

Their agreement is not exact. The Didache contains ritual instructions, communal prayers, 
baptismal practice, Eucharistic thanksgiving, and guidance about prophets and teachers. 
Tolstoy’s Christianity is more suspicious of church ritual and more radically moralized. The 
Didache is communal in an early church sense; Tolstoy can sound more individual and anti-
institutional. These differences matter. Tolstoy should not simply be projected backward into the 
first century. 
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Yet the deeper convergence remains powerful. Both resist the reduction of Christianity to 
institutional identity. Both emphasize life over possession. Both assume that the faith must be 
practiced. Both expose the inadequacy of mere verbal religion. Both measure spiritual claims by 
conduct. Both point toward a Christianity that is morally visible. 

The Didache teaches the Way of Life. Tolstoy demands that Christians obey the teaching of 
Christ. The Didache tests teachers by whether they exploit the household or contradict the Way. 
Tolstoy tests churches by whether they bless violence and evade Jesus’ commands. The Didache 
gathers believers around thanksgiving, discipline, and watchfulness. Tolstoy calls believers away 
from state religion and back to the kingdom within. 

Together, they form a two-sided critique of corporate certainty. The Didache shows what 
Christianity looked like before corporate certainty fully developed. Tolstoy shows what 
Christianity becomes when corporate certainty hardens into compromise. The first offers 
memory; the second offers judgment. 

This pairing also helps prevent romanticism. The Didache alone might tempt one to imagine 
that all early Christianity was pure and simple. Tolstoy alone might tempt one to reject all 
historical tradition in favor of moral immediacy. Read together, they offer a more balanced 
recovery. The Didache preserves communal form; Tolstoy preserves moral urgency. The Didache 
keeps the table, baptism, prayer, and discernment; Tolstoy keeps the command of Christ from 
being neutralized by institution and state. 

A recovered Christianity may need both. It needs the Didache’s household discipline, its shared 
practices, its thanksgiving, its testing of teachers, and its watchfulness. It also needs Tolstoy’s 
refusal to let institutions explain away obedience. Without the Didache, recovery may become 
rootless moral protest. Without Tolstoy, recovery may become antiquarian interest without 
repentance. 

The path forward is therefore not a simple return to the past, as though history can be undone. 
It is a return to the primitive center that history obscured. The church must again ask whether it 
is walking in the Way of Life. It must ask whether its rituals form obedience, whether its 
doctrines produce humility, whether its leaders are tested by fruit, whether its households are 
holy, whether its meals are thanksgiving, and whether its relation to power contradicts Jesus. 

Tolstoy’s role is to make evasion impossible. The Didache’s role is to show that another form 
once existed. Together they point back to Christianity before it became managed certainty and 
forward to a Christianity that may yet be recovered: domestic, disciplined, peaceful, discerning, 
thankful, and obedient to the living Christ. 
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9. The Way of Life Versus the Religion of Managed Certainty 

The central conflict identified in this paper is not simply between early Christianity and later 
Christianity, nor between household faith and institutional church, nor between the Didache 
and later doctrine. The deeper conflict is between the Way of Life and the religion of managed 
certainty. The Way of Life is Christianity as obedience, formation, thanksgiving, hospitality, 
discernment, peace, and readiness before God. The religion of managed certainty is Christianity 
transformed into a system that offers security through affiliation, doctrine, office, ritual control, 
institutional identity, and social belonging, whether or not these produce actual obedience to 
Christ. 

This distinction is difficult because managed certainty often uses the language of faithfulness. It 
speaks of preserving truth, guarding tradition, protecting the flock, maintaining unity, defending 
orthodoxy, and resisting error. These are not false concerns. The early church truly did need to 
preserve truth, guard the vulnerable, resist false teachers, and maintain continuity. The problem 
begins when the mechanisms of preservation become substitutes for the life they were meant 
to preserve. At that point, Christianity can become a religious structure that reassures people 
without converting them. 

The Didache stands against this substitution by presenting Christianity as a way to be walked. 
Tolstoy stands against it by insisting that the words of Jesus must be obeyed rather than 
admired, ritualized, or explained away. Together, they expose a form of Christianity in which 
certainty is managed externally while obedience decays internally. This is the religion of 
managed certainty: a religious system that relieves believers of the burden of living the Way of 
Life by giving them institutional signs of security. 

The Way of Life cannot be managed into existence. It must be practiced. It must form 
households, speech, appetite, money, hospitality, sexuality, forgiveness, anger, and hope. It is 
not hostile to order, but it refuses to let order replace discipleship. It is not hostile to doctrine, 
but it refuses doctrine without obedience. It is not hostile to ritual, but it refuses ritual without 
thanksgiving and transformation. 

9.1 Obedience Before System 

The Didache begins with the Way because Christianity begins with obedience. This does not 
mean that belief is secondary in an insignificant sense. Rather, it means that belief becomes 
Christian only when it takes the form of life. A person may affirm religious propositions while 
walking in the Way of Death. The Didache does not permit such separation. It places the convert 
immediately before a path. The question is not merely what one claims, but how one walks. 

Obedience before system is one of the most difficult truths for institutional religion to accept. 
Systems prefer what can be organized, measured, repeated, defended, and administered. 
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Obedience is more dangerous. It is personal, costly, and concrete. It cannot be fully delegated to 
clergy, doctrine, membership, ancestry, nation, or ritual. A person either forgives or does not 
forgive. A person either welcomes or refuses. A person either speaks truth or lies. A person 
either resists greed or serves it. A person either walks in life or walks in death. 

This does not abolish the need for teaching. The Way must be taught. The community must 
know what obedience requires. The Didache itself is a teaching document. But its teaching 
exists to produce life, not merely to create an intellectual system. Its purpose is formation. It 
does not invite the reader to master Christianity from the outside. It calls the reader to enter a 
path. 

Later Christianity often reversed this order. System came before obedience. The believer was 
taught to locate certainty in doctrine, institution, sacrament, hierarchy, or confession, and 
obedience was treated as a consequence that might or might not appear. In practice, this 
allowed people to feel secure while remaining largely unformed. The system carried the weight 
that obedience was supposed to carry. 

Tolstoy’s protest is powerful precisely here. He saw Christians defending theological systems 
while refusing the direct commands of Jesus. They explained the Sermon on the Mount, 
classified it, limited it, admired it, spiritualized it, and postponed it, but did not obey it. For 
Tolstoy, this was not a minor failure. It was the essential betrayal. Christianity had become a 
system for avoiding Christ. 

Obedience before system does not require anti-intellectualism. It requires proper order. 
Doctrine must serve obedience. Ritual must form obedience. Authority must protect obedience. 
Community must encourage obedience. When these forms no longer produce the Way of Life, 
they become religious substitutes. They may remain impressive, ancient, beautiful, and socially 
powerful, but they no longer perform their Christian purpose. 

The primitive church, as seen through the Didache, appears to have understood this order 
instinctively. It teaches the path first. It forms the believer in practical holiness. It gives enough 
structure to sustain obedience without allowing structure to become the object of faith. That is 
why the Didache remains such a sharp witness. It calls Christianity back to the beginning, where 
the first question is not institutional identity, but the way one walks. 

9.2 Moral Clarity Without Institutional Domination 

One of the great mistakes of later Christianity is the assumption that moral clarity requires 
institutional domination. According to this assumption, without a powerful church structure to 
define, regulate, and enforce truth, communities will collapse into confusion. The Didache 
suggests another possibility. A community can possess moral clarity through shared formation 
in the Way of Life without becoming dominated by a religious corporation. 
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The Didache is morally clear. It does not hesitate to distinguish life from death. It names 
behaviors, habits, and dispositions that belong to each path. It teaches Christians what must be 
rejected and what must be practiced. Yet this clarity does not appear as domination from a 
distant administrative center. It appears as instruction for a gathered community. The 
community is being formed to recognize the Way. 

This is important because institutional domination often weakens the moral capacities of 
ordinary believers. When a system claims exclusive authority to define truth, the community 
may gradually lose the habit of discernment. Believers become dependent on external 
decisions. They ask whether something is permitted rather than whether it belongs to the Way 
of Life. Moral responsibility is transferred upward. The conscience is managed. 

Primitive Christian moral clarity seems to have worked differently. It required participation. The 
household had to know how to receive a teacher, when to reject exploitation, how to pray, 
when to fast, how to give thanks, and how to distinguish life from death. The community was 
not passive. It was trained. Its members were expected to recognize holiness and falsehood in 
concrete conduct. 

This does not mean every individual becomes a law unto himself. The Didache is not modern 
individualism. It is communal formation. The Way is shared. It is taught. It binds the community. 
Yet its authority is not domination because it remains tied to visible obedience rather than 
institutional self-protection. A teacher is not accepted merely because he claims authority. He is 
tested by the Way. 

Moral clarity without domination may be one of the most urgent needs of the modern church. 
Many people have seen religious institutions use moral language to protect themselves, silence 
victims, maintain status, or enforce conformity. Others have reacted by rejecting moral clarity 
altogether, assuming that any strong moral claim is oppressive. The Didache offers a third path. 
It is morally serious without being bureaucratically oppressive. It forms conscience without 
replacing conscience. 

The grandmother’s Sunday dinner analogy again helps. A good household teaches moral clarity 
without operating as a corporation. Children learn what is honorable, shameful, generous, rude, 
truthful, selfish, reverent, or ungrateful. They learn through repeated participation, correction, 
and example. Authority is real, but it is personal and formative. It does not need to become 
domination in order to be clear. 

The Way of Life requires this kind of clarity. It must be embodied in communities that know how 
to teach, correct, forgive, and discern. Institutional domination may appear stronger, but it 
often produces weaker persons. The Didache points toward communities strong enough to live 
without being spiritually infantilized by management. 
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9.3 The Difference Between Living Tradition and Dead Administration 

Tradition is not the enemy of primitive Christianity. The Didache itself is a form of tradition. It 
hands on teaching, prayer, ritual practice, moral instruction, and communal discipline. The 
question is not whether Christians should have tradition, but what kind of tradition preserves 
life. Living tradition forms persons in the Way. Dead administration preserves forms after their 
formative power has decayed. 

Living tradition is transmitted through practice, memory, example, repetition, and correction. It 
is alive because it produces life. A child who learns to pray at the table has received tradition. A 
community that fasts together has received tradition. A household that welcomes strangers 
while testing teachers has received tradition. A believer who forgives because Christ 
commanded forgiveness has received tradition. Tradition is not merely something stored in 
texts or offices. It is something embodied in faithful life. 

Dead administration occurs when the external forms remain but no longer form. The prayers 
are said, but not prayed. The meal is performed, but not received with thanksgiving. The 
doctrine is recited, but not obeyed. The office is honored, but not tested by holiness. The 
institution continues, but the Way of Life is no longer its visible fruit. Administration can 
preserve the appearance of continuity while the substance withers. 

This distinction is essential because critiques of institutional Christianity are often accused of 
rejecting tradition itself. But the problem is not tradition. The problem is the replacement of 
living tradition by administrative continuity. A church may be ancient and still spiritually dead. A 
household may be small and still carry living tradition. Age alone does not prove life. 
Institutional continuity alone does not prove faithfulness. 

The Didache appears as living tradition because its instructions are inseparable from practice. It 
does not preserve empty forms. It teaches Christians what to do and how to live. Its prayers 
belong at the table. Its baptismal instruction belongs to initiation. Its fasting instruction belongs 
to bodily discipline. Its guidance about teachers belongs to real communal vulnerability. 
Everything in it points toward life. 

Later administration becomes dead when it protects the structure more than the Way. This can 
happen in any tradition. Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, evangelical, and independent 
communities can all substitute administrative survival for living obedience. The form of the 
corporation may differ, but the temptation is the same. A denomination, parish, ministry, 
movement, or theological school can all become self-protective. 

Tolstoy’s critique is a critique of dead administration. He saw churches preserving ceremonies, 
doctrines, and alliances while failing to produce obedience to Jesus. He believed Christianity 
had become an inherited system rather than a living command. His protest was severe because 
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dead administration often appears respectable. It wears vestments, quotes scripture, honors 
saints, blesses families, and speaks of morality. Yet it may remain dead if it does not produce the 
Way of Life. 

Living tradition is humble because it knows it must be practiced anew. Dead administration is 
proud because it imagines that possession of inherited forms guarantees faithfulness. The 
Didache destroys that illusion. It gives no comfort to a Christianity that is merely possessed. It 
calls the community to walk. 

9.4 The False Security of Corporate Religion 

Corporate religion offers a powerful form of security. It gives the believer a visible place to 
stand, a recognized identity, a set of approved beliefs, a pattern of rituals, leaders to trust, 
boundaries to defend, and a history to inherit. These things can be good when they serve 
formation. Human beings need belonging, continuity, and order. But corporate religion becomes 
false security when it convinces people that these external signs are equivalent to walking in the 
Way of Life. 

False security is spiritually dangerous because it feels like faith. A person may believe he is safe 
because he belongs to the right church, confesses the right doctrine, receives the right 
sacrament, follows the right leader, or rejects the right enemies. The institution reassures him. 
His anxiety is calmed. His identity is stabilized. Yet his life may remain untouched by the 
commands of Christ. 

The Didache offers no such reassurance. It does not say that those who belong to the correct 
institution are walking in life. It describes the Way and the Way of Death. It confronts the 
believer with conduct. The community is known not by its claims alone, but by its path. The 
false teacher is not exposed by lack of credentials alone, but by exploitative behavior. The test is 
life. 

Corporate religion often shifts the test from life to membership. The crucial question becomes 
whether one is inside or outside the approved body. This can generate intense boundary-
consciousness. The believer learns whom to distrust, which labels to reject, which doctrines to 
defend, and which institution to obey. Yet boundary-consciousness can coexist with pride, 
cruelty, greed, violence, and spiritual laziness. A person can be highly orthodox in boundary 
maintenance and deeply unconverted in heart. 

The false security of corporate religion also protects institutions from repentance. If the 
institution identifies itself with truth, criticism of the institution can be treated as rebellion 
against God. This makes reform difficult. Victims are silenced. Prophets are dismissed. Teachers 
who threaten the system are condemned. The Way of Life is subordinated to the survival of the 
corporation. 
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Tolstoy saw this dynamic clearly in the alliance between church and state. The church offered 
sacred security to societies organized around violence. It told people that they could serve 
coercive systems and still be Christian. It made the contradiction bearable. In doing so, it 
protected people from the hard demand of Jesus. 

The same pattern can occur in less dramatic ways. Religious systems may reassure the wealthy 
without requiring generosity, reassure the violent without requiring peace, reassure the proud 
without requiring humility, reassure the resentful without requiring forgiveness, and reassure 
the passive without requiring discipleship. Corporate certainty becomes a narcotic. 

The Way of Life offers a different security. It is not the security of possession, but of obedience. 
It is the peace of walking in truth, giving thanks, showing mercy, resisting exploitation, praying, 
fasting, forgiving, and waiting for the Lord. This security cannot be mass-produced by an 
institution. It must be lived. It may appear weaker than corporate religion, but it is spiritually 
stronger because it rests on faithfulness rather than affiliation. 

9.5 The Primitive Church as a School of Life 

The primitive church was a school of life. This may be the simplest and most important 
description recovered through the Didache. The early Christian community taught people how 
to live before God. It instructed converts in the Two Ways. It baptized them into a new identity. 
It taught them to pray and fast. It gathered them in thanksgiving. It trained them in hospitality 
and discernment. It kept them watchful for the Lord. It formed them as persons. 

A school of life differs from a religious corporation. A corporation manages membership, 
authority, resources, reputation, and continuity. A school of life forms character. It asks what 
kind of people are being produced. Are they truthful? Are they merciful? Are they generous? 
Are they peaceful? Are they watchful? Are they free from exploitation? Are they able to 
recognize false teachers? Are they capable of gratitude? 

The Didache is pedagogical from beginning to end. It teaches not as an academic exercise, but 
as apprenticeship. The community learns the Way by practicing it. The household becomes a 
classroom. The table becomes a classroom. Prayer becomes a classroom. Fasting becomes a 
classroom. Hospitality becomes a classroom. Even the encounter with false teachers becomes a 
classroom in discernment. 

This model is especially important because modern Christianity often separates instruction from 
formation. People may attend services, hear sermons, read doctrines, or consume religious 
media without entering a disciplined communal life. The result is information without 
transformation. The Didache knows nothing of such separation. To receive the teaching is to 
enter the path. 
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The primitive church as a school of life also restores the importance of elders, households, and 
memory. Formation requires examples. It requires people who have walked longer in the Way. It 
requires correction that comes from love rather than bureaucracy. It requires meals where the 
young watch the old give thanks. It requires stories, habits, and shared discipline. In this sense, 
grandmother’s Sunday dinner may be closer to primitive ecclesiology than many modern church 
programs. 

This does not romanticize the household. Households can be broken, abusive, selfish, 
sentimental, or closed. A Christian household must itself be converted by the Way of Life. But 
when converted, the household becomes one of the most powerful forms of Christian 
transmission. It can teach what institutions can only describe. 

If the church is a school of life, then every later development must be judged educationally. 
Does it form people in Christ? Does it teach them to walk in life? Does it make them more 
truthful, merciful, peaceful, grateful, and discerning? Does it strengthen households in holiness? 
Does it prepare them for the kingdom? If not, then it has failed, regardless of its institutional 
prestige. 

The recovery of primitive Christianity therefore requires rebuilding schools of life. These need 
not reject all institutions, but they must refuse to be defined by managed certainty. They must 
begin again with the Way: teaching, baptism, prayer, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, 
discernment, and watchfulness. They must produce Christians who can live without corporate 
narcotics because they have been formed in obedience. 

The religion of managed certainty asks, where is safety guaranteed? The Way of Life asks, how 
shall we walk? The primitive church knew that the second question is the Christian one. Any 
church that forgets it may survive historically while failing spiritually. Any household that 
remembers it may carry the flame of Christianity even when institutions have lost their way. 

 

10. Reconstructing a Didache-Centered Christianity Today 

A Didache-centered Christianity today would not be an antiquarian project, a fantasy of 
returning mechanically to the first century, or an attempt to erase all later Christian history. It 
would be a disciplined recovery of proportion. It would ask what primitive Christianity 
considered essential and then judge later forms by whether they serve or obscure that essence. 
The goal would not be to create another sect organized around nostalgia, but to recover the 
Way of Life as the center of Christian existence. 

Such a reconstruction would begin with the recognition that Christianity is first a life to be 
walked. It would not deny doctrine, sacrament, scripture, or community, but it would restore 
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them to their proper order. Doctrine would serve obedience. Sacrament would form 
thanksgiving and holiness. Scripture would teach the Way. Community would cultivate 
discernment. Authority would be tested by fruit. The household would again become a primary 
school of Christian formation. 

A Didache-centered Christianity would be simple, but not casual. It would be disciplined, but 
not bureaucratic. It would be communal, but not corporate. It would be sacramental, but not 
institutionally possessive. It would be hospitable, but not gullible. It would be watchful, but not 
feverish. Its center would be the Way of Life: love of God, love of neighbor, prayer, fasting, 
baptismal identity, Eucharistic thanksgiving, moral instruction, hospitality, discernment, and 
readiness for the Lord. 

This kind of recovery may be especially urgent in an age when many people distrust religious 
institutions but still hunger for sacred order, moral clarity, and communal belonging. The 
Didache offers a pattern older than denominational branding and less abstract than modern 
spirituality. It points back to a Christianity that can be lived in households, around tables, 
through disciplined practices, under the command of Christ. 

10.1 A Household Rule of Life 

The first step in reconstructing a Didache-centered Christianity is recovering the household rule 
of life. Primitive Christianity did not depend primarily on large religious infrastructure. It was 
carried in homes, meals, prayers, moral instruction, and shared rhythms. A household rule of 
life would make the home once again an intentional place of Christian formation. 

Such a rule need not be elaborate. Its strength would lie in repetition and clarity. A household 
might commit to daily prayer, weekly thanksgiving meals, regular fasting, moral instruction 
through the Two Ways, hospitality toward guests, mutual confession and forgiveness, and 
discernment regarding teachers, media, ideologies, and spiritual influences. The goal would not 
be perfection, but direction. The household would consciously walk the Way of Life. 

A household rule of life would also restore authority to its formative rather than corporate 
meaning. Parents, grandparents, elders, and mature believers would become living witnesses. 
Their authority would not rest on domination, but on example, memory, service, and fidelity. A 
grandmother’s Sunday dinner becomes the model: the table teaches through blessing, order, 
gratitude, restraint, correction, and love. The household becomes a school where Christian life 
is learned before it is explained. 

This rule would resist the fragmentation of modern life. Many homes are now shaped more by 
screens, schedules, consumption, and private preference than by shared sacred practice. A 
Didache-centered household would reverse that pattern. It would treat time, food, speech, 
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money, hospitality, and conflict as places where the Way of Life must be practiced. Christianity 
would no longer be confined to church attendance or private belief. It would structure the day. 

The household rule would also protect against institutional dependency. If believers only receive 
Christianity from religious professionals, they become passive. If the household itself prays, 
fasts, gives thanks, forgives, welcomes, and discerns, then Christian life becomes embodied. 
Institutions may still help, but they no longer monopolize formation. 

A Didache-centered household would therefore ask simple questions. Did we pray? Did we give 
thanks? Did we speak truthfully? Did we forgive? Did we feed someone? Did we resist greed? 
Did we test what we heard? Did we remember the Lord? Did we walk in life rather than death? 

The reconstruction of Christianity may begin not with a council, manifesto, or denomination, 
but with a table. 

10.2 Prayer, Fasting, Baptismal Identity, and Thanksgiving 

The Didache gives practical attention to prayer, fasting, baptism, and thanksgiving because these 
practices form Christian identity at the level of body and time. A modern recovery must do the 
same. Christianity cannot remain merely intellectual, emotional, or occasional. It must enter the 
daily rhythm of life. 

Prayer orders speech toward God. It interrupts self-enclosure. It teaches dependence. Regular 
prayer forms memory and desire by repeatedly placing the person under divine rule. A Didache-
centered Christianity would restore common prayer within households and communities. Prayer 
would not be reserved for crisis, performance, or clergy. It would become the ordinary breath of 
the household. 

Fasting disciplines appetite. It teaches that desire is not sovereign. In a consumer civilization, 
fasting may be even more important than in earlier ages. Modern people are trained to obey 
appetite instantly: food, entertainment, outrage, sexual stimulation, shopping, distraction, and 
self-display. Fasting interrupts this system. It reminds the believer that the body must be trained 
for freedom. A Didache-centered community would recover fasting not as legalism, but as 
embodied resistance to slavery. 

Baptismal identity would also need recovery. Baptism is not merely a past ceremony or 
denominational marker. It is the entrance into a new life. To live baptismally is to remember that 
one has crossed from the Way of Death into the Way of Life. A Didache-centered Christianity 
would connect baptism to moral instruction. The baptized person must be taught what life has 
been entered. Baptism without formation becomes a sign detached from its meaning. 

Thanksgiving over food and table would stand near the center. The Didache’s Eucharistic prayers 
reveal a community formed by gratitude. Modern Christianity often separates Eucharist from 
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ordinary meals, and ordinary meals from sacred memory. A recovery would reconnect them 
without collapsing their distinctions. Every meal can become a school of thanksgiving. The 
sacred table teaches the meaning of all tables. The household meal becomes a rehearsal of 
gratitude, unity, and expectation. 

Prayer, fasting, baptismal identity, and thanksgiving work together. Prayer orders the heart. 
Fasting disciplines desire. Baptism names the new life. Thanksgiving gathers the community in 
received grace. These practices do not require imperial power, religious spectacle, or corporate 
management. They require faithfulness. 

A Didache-centered Christianity today would be recognized by these rhythms. It would be less 
interested in religious branding and more interested in whether Christians actually pray, fast, 
remember their baptism, give thanks, and walk in life. Its practices would be simple enough for 
a household and deep enough for a lifetime. 

10.3 Moral Instruction Through the Two Ways 

The Two Ways should become a central tool of Christian moral instruction again. Modern 
Christianity often struggles because moral teaching is either diluted into vague kindness or 
hardened into ideological boundary-making. The Didache offers another model: clear moral 
formation rooted in the distinction between life and death. 

The Way of Life begins with love of God and neighbor. From there, it extends into speech, anger, 
desire, generosity, truthfulness, mercy, humility, and restraint. The Way of Death is not merely a 
list of forbidden acts. It is a pattern of existence organized around violence, greed, deceit, lust, 
pride, exploitation, and contempt. The Two Ways teach people to recognize spiritual direction. 
Every act moves toward life or death. 

This framework is especially useful for household formation. Children and adults alike can 
understand the basic question: is this the Way of Life or the Way of Death? Does this speech 
give life or death? Does this habit make us more grateful or more enslaved? Does this desire 
lead toward love or toward possession? Does this teacher produce holiness or exploitation? 
Does this technology, entertainment, political passion, or ambition form us in life or death? 

The Two Ways also restore moral seriousness without requiring constant institutional 
intervention. A formed community can discern patterns. It does not need every question 
resolved by remote authority. It learns the shape of life and death, then applies that wisdom in 
new circumstances. This is crucial for modern life, where new moral problems emerge faster 
than institutions can address them. 

A Didache-centered Christianity would teach the Two Ways repeatedly, not as a one-time 
lesson. The framework would shape preaching, family discussion, confession, education, 
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hospitality, media use, business decisions, sexuality, conflict resolution, and political judgment. 
It would become the moral grammar of the community. 

This instruction must avoid self-righteousness. The Two Ways are not a weapon for condemning 
outsiders while excusing oneself. They are a mirror. Every believer must ask where the Way of 
Death remains active within the heart. The purpose is repentance and formation, not 
superiority. 

Tolstoy’s critique strengthens this point. The churches he condemned often possessed moral 
language but failed to obey Christ in matters of violence, coercion, and power. A Didache-
centered use of the Two Ways must therefore be fearless. It must apply to church, state, family, 
money, war, and religious authority alike. No institution receives exemption from the Way of 
Life. 

The recovery of the Two Ways would give Christianity a simple but profound moral architecture. 
It would teach believers to read life itself as a path. The question would no longer be merely 
whether something is religiously permitted, socially acceptable, or institutionally approved. The 
question would be whether it belongs to life. 

10.4 Testing Teachers and Refusing Religious Exploitation 

A Didache-centered Christianity must recover the testing of teachers. This may be one of the 
most urgent tasks in the modern religious world. False teachers no longer arrive only as 
wandering prophets requesting lodging. They arrive through pulpits, institutions, books, 
podcasts, conferences, online platforms, political movements, fundraising campaigns, spiritual 
brands, and algorithmic influence. The problem is ancient, but the scale is new. 

The Didache’s wisdom is direct: a teacher must be judged by conduct, fidelity to the Way, and 
freedom from exploitation. Spiritual claims are not self-validating. Eloquence, charisma, 
credentials, popularity, institutional office, emotional intensity, or claimed revelation do not 
prove truth. The community must test. 

Modern Christians are often trained either to trust too easily or to distrust cynically. The 
Didache teaches neither gullibility nor paranoia. It teaches disciplined hospitality. Receive what 
is good. Honor genuine servants. But refuse manipulation, greed, contradiction, and spiritual 
abuse. The door may be open, but the conscience must remain awake. 

Testing teachers requires a community that knows the Way of Life. People who are morally 
unformed are easily captured by religious performance. They mistake confidence for truth, 
intensity for holiness, success for blessing, and institutional approval for faithfulness. A Didache-
centered community would train believers to ask practical questions. Does this teacher live 
simply? Does he exploit money, sex, status, fear, or loyalty? Does he produce humility or 
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dependency? Does he point to Christ or to himself? Does his teaching lead to prayer, mercy, 
truth, and peace? Does he welcome examination? 

Refusing religious exploitation also means refusing to finance it. The Didache’s concern about 
teachers who overstay or demand support has modern equivalents. Religious industries can 
become systems for extracting money, attention, obedience, and identity from believers. A 
Didache-centered Christianity would be cautious about religious commerce. It would support 
genuine need and genuine service, but it would not reward manipulation. 

This principle applies to institutions as well as individuals. A church, ministry, denomination, or 
movement can become exploitative when it protects reputation over truth, demands loyalty 
without accountability, uses fear to secure obedience, or treats members as resources. The 
Didache’s standard remains conduct. The Way of Life judges all claims. 

Such discernment would not destroy authority. It would purify authority. True teachers should 
welcome testing because their authority rests on fidelity rather than control. False teachers fear 
testing because their authority depends on image, pressure, and mystification. 

A recovered Christianity would therefore teach believers how to receive and reject. It would 
restore the right of households and communities to guard the table. No teacher, office, 
institution, or spiritual personality should be allowed to override the Way of Life. 

10.5 The Return of the Sacred Meal 

The return of the sacred meal may be the most concrete sign of a Didache-centered recovery. 
Christianity began around tables: Jesus eating with disciples and sinners, households receiving 
the gospel, believers breaking bread, communities giving thanks, strangers being welcomed, 
and the poor being remembered. The table is not incidental to Christian life. It is one of its 
original forms. 

Modern Christianity often suffers from the loss of the table. Meals are rushed, fragmented, 
privatized, commercialized, or replaced by entertainment. Families eat separately. Churches 
may gather for services but rarely become households of shared life. The Eucharist may be 
liturgically preserved while ordinary table fellowship disappears. The sacred meal is reduced 
either to ritual alone or to casual social eating without spiritual depth. 

A Didache-centered Christianity would restore the table as a place of thanksgiving, memory, 
discipline, and welcome. This does not mean confusing every meal with the Eucharist or 
ignoring later sacramental distinctions. It means recognizing that Christian life is table-shaped. 
The sacred meal teaches how all meals should be received: with gratitude, reverence, 
generosity, purity, and hope. 
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The household table can become the daily altar of thanksgiving in the broad sense of domestic 
holiness. Food is received as gift. Prayer marks dependence. Stories preserve memory. Guests 
are welcomed. Children are formed. Conflicts are reconciled. The absent and dead are 
remembered. The poor are not forgotten. The table becomes a school of the kingdom. 

Communal Christian meals can extend this household pattern. Small gatherings can read 
scripture, pray, give thanks, share food, discuss the Way of Life, confess failures, support the 
needy, and test the teachings shaping their lives. Such meals need not be elaborate. Their 
power lies in faithfulness. A simple table with prayer and gratitude may carry more primitive 
Christianity than a large religious event built around performance. 

The sacred meal also resists corporate religion. Corporations manage from above, but tables 
gather face to face. At a table, people become visible to one another. They cannot remain 
anonymous consumers. They must speak, listen, receive, serve, and share. The table restores 
human scale. It makes Christianity personal again. 

A recovered table would also challenge social divisions. The early Christian meal gathered 
people across lines of class, ethnicity, gender, and status. The table declared a new household. 
Modern Christians must recover this without sentimentality. True table fellowship requires 
repentance from pride, exclusion, indifference, and exploitation. It requires making room. 

The grandmother’s Sunday dinner remains the interpretive image. At that table, sacred order 
was not abstract. It was tasted. It was remembered. It formed children across decades. If 
Christianity is to be recovered from managed certainty, it may need to become edible again: 
bread, cup, blessing, gratitude, family, stranger, memory, correction, forgiveness, and hope. 

The return of the sacred meal would not solve every theological problem. But it would restore 
the environment in which many Christian truths become visible. The Way of Life is easier to 
recognize when people gather at a table to give thanks. The church may rediscover itself not 
first by expanding programs, defending institutions, or multiplying statements, but by blessing 
bread in a holy household and walking together in life. 

 

11. Objections, Limits, and Historical Cautions 

Any attempt to recover primitive Christianity through the Didache must face serious objections. 
A strong thesis becomes weaker, not stronger, when it ignores its own limits. The argument of 
this paper is not that the Didache alone is Christianity, that all later development is corruption, 
that institutions are inherently evil, or that the first Christian generations were pure in some 
sentimental way. Such claims would be historically naive and spiritually dangerous. The Didache 
is a crucial witness, but it is not the whole witness. The household church is foundational, but 
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households can fail. Simplicity is powerful, but simplicity can also become reductionism. Anti-
institutional critique can expose corruption, but it can also become pride, isolation, and self-
authorization. 

The central claim must therefore be stated carefully. The Didache should not be used as a 
weapon for abolishing Christian history. It should be used as a measuring rod for restoring 
proportion. It helps reveal what primitive Christianity considered essential: the Way of Life, 
moral formation, baptism, prayer, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, discernment, and 
watchfulness. Later developments are not automatically invalid because they are later. They 
become suspect when they obscure, replace, or neutralize these primitive essentials. 

This distinction matters because Christianity is historical. It unfolds through time, conflict, 
persecution, transmission, translation, interpretation, and communal memory. A faith centered 
on incarnation cannot despise history. Yet a historical faith must also judge history. Not 
everything that developed under the name of Christianity equally expresses Christ. Some 
developments preserved the Way; others buried it. Some institutions guarded the vulnerable; 
others protected themselves. Some doctrines clarified truth; others became corporate 
boundaries detached from obedience. 

This section therefore offers necessary cautions. It guards against romanticizing the early 
church, overusing the Didache, dismissing institutional continuity, falling into anti-church 
reductionism, or turning the Didache itself into a new idol. These cautions do not weaken the 
argument. They keep the recovery honest. 

11.1 The Danger of Romanticizing the Early Church 

The first danger is romanticizing the early church. It is tempting to imagine the earliest Christian 
communities as pure, simple, unified, peaceful, and free from the failures that later marked 
institutional Christianity. This temptation is understandable. Compared with later imperial 
power, clerical corruption, doctrinal weaponization, and bureaucratic self-defense, primitive 
Christian households can appear almost innocent. But the evidence of early Christianity itself 
warns against such nostalgia. 

The earliest communities struggled with conflict, false teaching, moral failure, rivalry, disorder, 
exploitation, confusion, and division. The need for documents such as the Didache already 
proves that primitive Christianity required instruction, correction, and discernment. If everyone 
naturally walked in the Way of Life, there would be no need to teach the Two Ways. If all 
teachers were trustworthy, there would be no need to test apostles and prophets. If all 
households were holy, there would be no need for discipline. 

The Didache is therefore not evidence of an effortless golden age. It is evidence of a community 
trying to remain faithful under pressure. Its simplicity should not be confused with perfection. It 
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is a manual for formation precisely because formation was needed. It addresses vulnerability 
precisely because exploitation was possible. It teaches watchfulness precisely because danger 
remained. 

Romanticizing the early church also risks ignoring the harshness of ancient life. Households 
could be patriarchal, economically dependent, socially fragile, and vulnerable to abuse. 
Hospitality could be dangerous. Poverty, disease, persecution, and social exclusion were real. 
The household was not automatically holy simply because it was early. It had to be converted by 
the Way of Life. 

The grandmother’s Sunday dinner analogy must also be handled carefully. Such memory can 
illuminate primitive Christianity, but it can also become sentimental if treated uncritically. Not 
every family table is sacred. Some tables are places of silence, domination, shame, exclusion, or 
fear. A household becomes Christian only when it is ordered by gratitude, love, truth, 
correction, forgiveness, and hospitality. The table is not holy by nature; it becomes holy when 
placed under God. 

The purpose of recovering household Christianity is therefore not nostalgia. It is repentance. 
The question is not how to return to an imagined perfect past, but how to recover practices that 
form faithful people. The early church was not perfect, but it may have preserved a more direct 
sense of Christianity as a life to be walked. That is what must be recovered, not a fantasy of 
primitive innocence. 

A mature Didache-centered Christianity must therefore speak honestly. The early church had 
failures. The first households required correction. Primitive communities were vulnerable to 
false teachers. Yet their very methods of correction reveal something valuable. They addressed 
failure by returning to the Way of Life. That is the recoverable treasure. 

11.2 The Didache Was Not the Whole of Christianity 

The second caution is that the Didache was not the whole of Christianity. It is an early and 
precious witness, but it is not the New Testament, not a complete theological system, not a 
universal constitution, and not the only form of early Christian life. It represents a particular 
stream, community, or set of communities within the broader world of early Christianity. Its 
importance is immense, but it must not be exaggerated into exclusivity. 

The New Testament contains many dimensions not fully developed in the Didache: apostolic 
preaching, passion narrative, resurrection proclamation, Pauline theology, Johannine theology, 
apocalyptic vision, pastoral instruction, spiritual gifts, ecclesial conflict, and deep reflection on 
Christ, Israel, law, grace, and new creation. The Didache does not replace these. It stands beside 
them as a practical church order and moral manual. 
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This limitation matters because a simplistic Didache-only Christianity could become selective. It 
might use the Didache to avoid difficult parts of the New Testament or broader apostolic 
witness. It might reduce Christianity to moral instruction, table fellowship, and community 
discipline while neglecting the full mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection, the work of the 
Spirit, the meaning of Israel, the depth of grace, or the cosmic scope of redemption. 

Tolstoy sometimes risks a similar narrowing. His insistence on obedience to Jesus is prophetic 
and necessary, but his Christianity can appear to compress the faith into moral command. The 
Didache helps correct institutional excess, but if isolated from the broader Christian witness, it 
too could be reduced to ethical discipline. Christianity is the Way of Life, but the Way of Life is 
grounded in the person and work of Christ, not merely in human moral resolve. 

The Didache’s silence on later doctrines must therefore be interpreted with restraint. Silence 
may reveal primitive proportion, but it does not automatically refute everything absent. A short 
early text cannot contain all later reflection. The fact that the Didache does not develop a 
doctrine does not prove that the doctrine is false. It does, however, raise the question of 
whether later doctrine remained proportionate to primitive Christian life. 

This is the proper use of the Didache. It should measure later Christianity, not erase it. It should 
ask whether later developments still lead back to the Way of Life. It should restore the practical 
center without pretending that no other center exists. It is a witness to primitive Christian 
formation, not a replacement for the entire Christian inheritance. 

A recovered Christianity must therefore read the Didache with the Gospels, the apostolic 
writings, and the lived history of the church. The Didache corrects later expansion by showing 
what early communities practiced. The Gospels correct all Christianity by presenting Jesus 
himself. The apostolic writings deepen the meaning of Christ’s work and the church’s vocation. 
Tradition must then be judged by whether it remains faithful to this whole witness. 

To say that the Didache should be our guiding light does not mean it is our only light. It means 
that it may guide us back to a primitive clarity that later systems obscured. It illuminates the 
path, but the path remains Christ. 

11.3 Institutional Continuity and Its Partial Necessity 

The third caution is that institutional continuity was partly necessary. A critique of corporate 
certainty must not pretend that all structure is evil. The church needed continuity after the 
death of the witnesses. Without stable teaching, recognized writings, trusted leaders, and 
communal boundaries, Christianity could have dissolved into competing memories and private 
revelations. Some form of institution was unavoidable. 
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Human communities cannot survive by impulse alone. They need habits, offices, agreements, 
texts, rituals, and processes for resolving conflict. Even a household has structure. A 
grandmother’s Sunday dinner has order, custom, authority, memory, and expectation. It is not a 
spontaneous gathering of isolated individuals. Its beauty depends upon form. Likewise, 
primitive Christianity required form in order to transmit life. 

The Didache itself proves this point. It is not anti-order. It gives instructions. It regulates 
practice. It distinguishes true and false teachers. It preserves prayers. It provides a pattern for 
baptism, fasting, thanksgiving, hospitality, and watchfulness. It is a document of continuity. The 
question is not whether Christianity should have order. The question is what kind of order 
serves the Way of Life. 

Institutional continuity becomes dangerous when it forgets its purpose. Office exists to serve 
holiness. Doctrine exists to serve truth. Ritual exists to form thanksgiving and obedience. 
Discipline exists to restore life. Boundaries exist to protect the Way. When these structures 
serve themselves, they become corporate certainty. But when they remain humble, they can 
preserve living tradition. 

This means that a Didache-centered recovery should not simply reject churches, clergy, liturgy, 
doctrine, or historical continuity. Such rejection may feel pure, but it can quickly become 
rootless. Communities without structure are vulnerable to charismatic manipulation, doctrinal 
confusion, personality cults, emotional instability, and fragmentation. Anti-institutional 
movements often recreate institutions unconsciously, but without accountability or wisdom. 

The real challenge is to subordinate institution to the Way of Life. Leadership must be tested by 
fruit. Doctrine must produce obedience. Liturgy must deepen thanksgiving. Boundaries must 
protect the vulnerable rather than the powerful. Authority must remain transparent to Christ. 
Continuity must preserve memory without claiming ownership of God. 

This is a difficult balance. Too much institution can suffocate life. Too little institution can fail to 
transmit life. The Didache offers a model of modest order: enough structure to form 
communities, not so much that the structure becomes the faith. It shows discipline without 
domination, continuity without corporate inflation, and authority without bureaucratic self-
worship. 

A mature recovery must therefore distinguish institution from institutionalism. Institution is 
organized service to communal life. Institutionalism is the elevation of organization into an 
object of trust. The first may be necessary. The second is spiritually fatal. 

The early church was not lost because it developed structure. It was lost whenever structure 
ceased to serve the Way of Life. That distinction preserves the critique without turning it into an 
oversimplification. 
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11.4 The Risk of Anti-Church Reductionism 

The fourth caution is the risk of anti-church reductionism. A person who sees institutional 
corruption may conclude that the church itself is the problem. This conclusion is emotionally 
understandable, especially where religious institutions have protected abuse, blessed violence, 
demanded conformity, or obscured the direct teaching of Jesus. Yet anti-church reductionism 
can become another form of error. It may replace corporate certainty with private certainty. 

The church is not merely an institution. At its deepest level, the church is the gathered people of 
God, the household of faith, the body called to walk in the Way of Life. To reject all church 
because some institutions have become corrupt would be to abandon the communal nature of 
Christianity. The Didache is not a manifesto for solitary religion. It assumes community. It 
assumes shared teaching, shared prayer, shared fasting, shared meals, shared discernment, and 
shared watchfulness. 

Tolstoy’s critique of institutional Christianity is powerful, but if taken in isolation, it can tempt 
readers toward individual moral religion detached from sacramental, communal, and historical 
life. The Didache prevents that reduction. It shows that primitive Christianity was not merely 
individual obedience to Jesus. It was communal formation in the Way. It had practices, tables, 
teachers, baptism, thanksgiving, and mutual accountability. 

Anti-church reductionism also risks pride. The critic of institutions may imagine himself free 
from corruption simply because he stands outside them. But the roots of corruption are not 
only institutional; they are human. Pride, greed, domination, lust, fear, deception, and self-
justification can flourish in independent movements, private households, and solitary 
spirituality just as they can flourish in large churches. Leaving an institution does not 
automatically produce holiness. 

A Didache-centered critique must therefore remain ecclesial in the primitive sense. It seeks not 
the abolition of the church, but the recovery of the church as a sacred household walking in life. 
It does not say, abandon community. It says, reform community around the Way. It does not say, 
reject all authority. It says, test authority by conduct. It does not say, discard all tradition. It says, 
restore living tradition. 

There is also a danger of reducing Christianity to a moral program. If one reacts against 
institutional doctrine by keeping only ethics, the faith becomes another human project. The 
Didache’s Way of Life is not secular morality. It is life before God, shaped by baptism, prayer, 
fasting, thanksgiving, and expectation of the Lord. It is communal, sacramental, and 
eschatological. It cannot be reduced to humanitarian decency. 

The church must therefore be criticized from within the claim of the Way, not merely from 
outside as a failed institution. The goal is not to destroy the church, but to ask whether the 
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church still knows what it is for. The church exists to form people in Christ. When it fails, critique 
is necessary. When it repents, continuity may be healed. 

Anti-church reductionism is tempting because it offers clarity. But it may become another 
managed certainty: the certainty that all institutions are false and that the isolated critic sees 
clearly. The Didache calls us to a harder path: communal life without domination, authority 
without exploitation, tradition without dead administration, and correction without contempt. 

11.5 How to Use the Didache Without Making It Another Idol 

The final caution is that the Didache itself can be turned into an idol. Any corrective witness can 
become distorted when treated as a total solution. A community could use the Didache to 
create a new rigid identity, a new boundary system, a new purity test, or a new anti-institutional 
corporation. In that case, the document meant to recover the Way of Life would be absorbed 
into the very logic it was used to oppose. 

To avoid this, the Didache must be used humbly. It is a witness, not a replacement for Christ. It 
is a guide, not a possession. It is a measuring rod, not a weapon of superiority. It teaches a 
pattern of life, but it does not authorize pride in those who admire it. The true test of receiving 
the Didache is not whether one can argue for primitive Christianity, but whether one walks 
more faithfully in the Way of Life. 

The danger of idolizing the Didache is especially strong because simplicity can become a badge 
of superiority. A group may congratulate itself for being more primitive, more authentic, more 
household-based, or less institutional than others. But such pride is already a departure from 
the Way. The Didache does not exist to create a new elite. It exists to form disciples. 

The proper use of the Didache is practical. It should lead households to pray, fast, give thanks, 
welcome strangers, test teachers, reject exploitation, teach moral clarity, and remain watchful. 
It should make communities simpler, humbler, more disciplined, and more obedient. If it merely 
produces arguments against Catholicism, Orthodoxy, Protestantism, or modern church 
structures, it has been misused. The point is recovery, not sectarian triumph. 

The Didache should also be read in conversation with the whole Christian witness. Its Two Ways 
should be heard alongside the teaching of Jesus. Its prayers should be heard alongside the 
Gospel meals. Its baptismal instruction should be heard alongside apostolic preaching. Its 
testing of teachers should be heard alongside warnings against false prophets. Its watchfulness 
should be heard alongside the hope of the kingdom. Isolated from this larger witness, it can 
become thin. Joined to it, it becomes luminous. 

Using the Didache rightly also requires patience. A Didache-centered Christianity cannot be 
manufactured overnight. It must be practiced into existence. Households must learn new 
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rhythms. Communities must rebuild trust. Teachers must accept testing. Meals must become 
sacred again. Prayer and fasting must become ordinary. Moral instruction must be repeated. 
This is slow work. It is closer to gardening than revolution. 

The goal is not to possess certainty, but to walk faithfully. This is the final paradox. The Didache 
helps correct corporate certainty by teaching a way of life that remains humble before God. It 
does not eliminate uncertainty by institutional force. It trains believers to live faithfully within 
uncertainty. It returns them to prayer, table, discipline, hospitality, and watchfulness. 

The Didache should therefore be held like a lamp, not like a trophy. It shines on the path. It 
exposes distortions. It helps recover proportion. But the path itself is the Way of Life, and the 
Way leads beyond the document to the living Christ. 

If this caution is remembered, the Didache can serve the church rather than become another 
instrument of religious possession. It can call Christians back to the sacred household, the 
thankful table, the tested teacher, the disciplined body, the praying community, and the 
watchful hope. It can help the church repent without teaching the critic to despise. It can 
recover primitive clarity without denying historical complexity. It can guide without becoming 
an idol. 

That is the only recovery worth seeking: not a new corporation of certainty, but a humble 
people walking together in life. 

 

12. Conclusion: The Way Back to the Table 

The argument of this paper has been that Christianity may have been lost very early, not 
necessarily through open denial, but through the gradual conversion of living uncertainty into 
corporate certainty. The first Christian communities faced a real crisis after the disappearance of 
the original witnesses. The apostles died. Living memory faded. Teachers multiplied. 
Communities spread. Ambiguity increased. The church needed continuity. Yet the means 
developed to preserve continuity also carried the danger of transforming Christianity from a 
Way of Life into a managed religious system. 

The Didache matters because it appears before this transformation had fully hardened. It 
preserves a Christianity that is ordered but not inflated, disciplined but not bureaucratic, 
communal but not corporate, sacramental but not institutionally possessive, hospitable but not 
naive, and watchful but not imperial. It offers a vision of the church as a sacred household 
walking in the Way of Life. Its center is not institutional self-definition, but formation: teaching, 
prayer, fasting, baptism, thanksgiving, hospitality, discernment, and readiness. 
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Tolstoy matters because he saw, from the far side of Christian history, what happens when the 
command of Christ is buried beneath religious systems. He protested a Christianity that could 
bless violence, cooperate with state power, defend social hierarchy, and still claim the name of 
Jesus. His critique does not replace the Didache, and the Didache does not simply become 
Tolstoy in ancient form. But together they expose the same wound: Christianity becomes false 
when it preserves its language while evading its life. 

The way back is not nostalgia, sectarian triumph, or another religious corporation. The way back 
is the table: sacred household, moral instruction, thanksgiving, tested teachers, prayer, fasting, 
forgiveness, hospitality, and obedience. Christianity must become lived again. 

12.1 The Primitive Church as Household Holiness 

The primitive church appears most clearly not as an institution first, but as household holiness. 
This does not mean it lacked order, teaching, ritual, or authority. It means that these realities 
were embedded in shared life before they became the machinery of large religious systems. The 
earliest recognizable Christianity was not merely a public doctrine or private spirituality. It was a 
way of living together before God. 

Household holiness is ordinary and demanding. It does not depend upon spectacle. It appears in 
prayer before meals, forgiveness after offense, correction given in love, children formed by 
repetition, strangers welcomed without naivete, teachers tested by conduct, and gratitude 
practiced before God. It is small enough to be lived and deep enough to form generations. It 
does not require empire in order to be real. 

The Didache’s genius is that it assumes this scale. It gives instructions that can be lived in a 
household and shared by a community. It does not require Christians to possess a total religious 
system before they begin walking in life. It gives them a path. The Way of Life is not postponed 
until institutional perfection is achieved. It is entered through concrete obedience. 

This household form also protects the incarnation. Christianity begins with God entering actual 
human life: birth, mother, kinship, table, hunger, grief, misunderstanding, and death. A faith that 
loses the household risks losing the texture of the incarnation. It may preserve lofty claims while 
becoming detached from the ordinary places where holiness must appear. 

The memory of grandmother’s Sunday dinner therefore becomes more than sentimental 
recollection. It becomes a theological image of transmission. Around such a table, identity is not 
merely explained; it is formed. Children learn reverence, gratitude, order, kinship, and memory 
through participation. Primitive Christianity may have lived in this way, not as mere domestic 
nostalgia, but as sacred formation. 
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To recover the primitive church as household holiness is to restore Christianity to the scale at 
which people are actually formed. Institutions may assist, but they cannot replace the holy 
household. Programs may instruct, but they cannot substitute for embodied memory. Doctrines 
may define, but they cannot alone create persons who walk in life. The sacred household is 
where Christianity becomes visible. 

12.2 Tolstoy’s Warning and the Didache’s Witness 

Tolstoy’s warning and the Didache’s witness belong together. The Didache shows a Christianity 
near the beginning, when the faith still appears as a practical way of life. Tolstoy warns from the 
modern side that institutional Christianity can preserve the name of Christ while betraying the 
teaching of Christ. One gives memory. The other gives judgment. 

The Didache’s witness is constructive. It teaches how a community may live. It does not spend 
its energy denouncing later institutions because it precedes them. Its rebuke comes by contrast. 
It shows that Christianity can be morally clear, ritually serious, communally disciplined, and 
spiritually alert without becoming a vast system of corporate certainty. It gives enough order to 
form life without turning order into the object of faith. 

Tolstoy’s warning is destructive in the necessary sense. He tears away excuses. He refuses to let 
Christians explain away the plain commands of Jesus. He exposes the contradiction of churches 
that praise Christ while blessing violence, coercion, wealth, and state power. He insists that 
Christianity must be obeyed or it has been falsified. 

Both witnesses are needed. Without the Didache, Tolstoy’s protest may become too individual, 
too severe, or too detached from communal practice. Without Tolstoy, the Didache may 
become merely an ancient curiosity admired by scholars but not allowed to judge the modern 
church. Together they create a living challenge: recover the Way of Life, and do not let any 
institution neutralize Christ’s command. 

This pairing also prevents a shallow return to the past. The point is not to imitate every ancient 
circumstance. The point is to recover the primitive center. The Didache teaches the structure of 
that center. Tolstoy reminds us why recovery is necessary. The church has often grown 
comfortable with contradiction. It has too often allowed religious belonging to replace 
obedience. 

Tolstoy’s most important contribution may be his refusal to separate Christianity from life. The 
Didache shares that refusal. Christianity is not merely something believed, inherited, 
administered, or defended. It is something walked. It must shape speech, money, desire, 
violence, meals, family, hospitality, and hope. When it does not, the church may remain 
historically visible while spiritually lost. 
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The Didache and Tolstoy therefore stand as two witnesses against managed certainty. They call 
Christianity back from religious possession to living obedience. 

12.3 Corporate Certainty Versus Living Faithfulness 

Corporate certainty arises when the church attempts to secure faith through structures that 
eventually become substitutes for faithfulness. It is not always malicious. It often begins as a 
response to real need. Communities require continuity. Teaching must be guarded. Falsehood 
must be resisted. Rituals must be transmitted. Leaders must be recognized. Boundaries must 
exist. The problem is not order itself, but the elevation of order into spiritual security. 

Living faithfulness is different. It does not despise structure, but it refuses to trust structure 
more than obedience. It knows that a church can possess canon, creed, office, sacrament, 
history, and institutional continuity while failing to walk in the Way of Life. It also knows that a 
small household gathered in prayer and thanksgiving may preserve the flame of Christianity 
more faithfully than a powerful religious corporation. 

Corporate certainty reassures. Living faithfulness converts. Corporate certainty asks whether 
one belongs to the authorized system. Living faithfulness asks whether one walks in life. 
Corporate certainty protects identity. Living faithfulness forms character. Corporate certainty 
may defend doctrine while tolerating pride, greed, violence, exploitation, and passivity. Living 
faithfulness tests everything by the Way. 

The Didache is a witness to living faithfulness. It does not offer believers institutional narcotics. 
It gives them practices. It teaches them to walk, pray, fast, baptize, give thanks, welcome, 
discern, and watch. It expects the community to recognize false teachers by their fruit. It 
assumes that Christianity is visible in conduct. 

Corporate certainty becomes especially dangerous when it claims to remove uncertainty 
entirely. The life of faith always contains uncertainty because God cannot be possessed. The 
church must preserve truth, but it must do so humbly. It must teach with confidence without 
pretending to own mystery. It must guard the Way without turning guardianship into 
domination. 

Living faithfulness accepts the burden of obedience within uncertainty. It does not need every 
ambiguity converted into institutional control. It knows how to wait. It knows how to give 
thanks. It knows how to test teachers without surrendering conscience. It knows how to 
preserve tradition without making tradition dead administration. 

This distinction may be the key to the entire argument. The church was not lost simply because 
it became organized. It was lost whenever organization became a substitute for holiness. It was 
not lost simply because doctrine developed. It was lost whenever doctrine ceased to produce 
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obedience. It was not lost simply because offices emerged. It was lost whenever office became 
shielded from moral testing. 

The recovery of Christianity therefore requires living faithfulness: humble, disciplined, 
communal, practical, and watchful. 

12.4 Grandmother’s Sunday Dinner as Lost Ecclesiology 

Grandmother’s Sunday dinner can be understood as lost ecclesiology. It contains, in miniature, 
many features that primitive Christianity may have known more naturally than later religious 
systems. There is a table. There is food received with gratitude. There is memory of the dead 
and care for the living. There is authority embodied in service. There is correction without 
bureaucracy. There is belonging formed through repetition. There is reverence without 
spectacle. There is love made visible through preparation, welcome, and order. 

This image matters because ecclesiology often becomes abstract. People ask where authority 
resides, which institution is valid, which doctrine defines the boundary, and which office 
possesses jurisdiction. These questions are not meaningless, but they can obscure the deeper 
question: where is the Way of Life being formed? A grandmother’s table may answer that 
question more honestly than many religious theories. 

At the table, formation happens before explanation. A child learns gratitude by watching adults 
give thanks. A child learns reverence by seeing that the meal matters. A child learns kinship by 
being given a place. A child learns memory by hearing names and stories repeated. A child 
learns moral order by being corrected. A child learns hospitality when an outsider is welcomed. 
This is not merely family culture. When ordered toward God, it becomes church in seed form. 

The Didache speaks to this level of life. Its instructions are not remote from the table. Prayer, 
fasting, baptism, thanksgiving, hospitality, and discernment belong in communities small 
enough to practice them. Its Christianity is not disembodied. It is eaten, spoken, washed, 
shared, and tested. 

Calling grandmother’s Sunday dinner lost ecclesiology does not mean idealizing every family or 
reducing the church to domestic sentiment. Families can be broken. Tables can be cruel. 
Memory can become idolatry. Authority can become domination. But the answer to failed 
household life is not corporate replacement. It is conversion of the household into holiness. 

The sacred household is where Christianity becomes transmissible. A child may forget sermons, 
but remember the table. A doctrine may be misunderstood, but gratitude practiced for years 
leaves a mark. Institutional religion can define Christianity; household holiness can make it 
believable. 
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This is why the way back to the table is not regression. It is recovery. The table restores human 
scale. It places believers face to face. It joins food and prayer, memory and hope, correction and 
mercy. It resists religious consumerism because everyone must participate. It resists corporate 
abstraction because persons become visible. 

If the church has lost its way, it may not recover first through another theory of power. It may 
recover through tables made holy again. 

12.5 Christianity Before It Was Managed 

Christianity before it was managed was not Christianity without order. It was Christianity before 
order became corporate possession. It was not faith without teaching, but teaching aimed 
directly at life. It was not worship without ritual, but ritual embedded in household holiness. It 
was not community without authority, but authority tested by conduct. It was not tradition 
without continuity, but continuity carried through living practice rather than institutional self-
worship. 

The Didache gives us a glimpse of this Christianity. It is simple, but not shallow. It is practical, but 
not secular. It is communal, but not coercive. It is disciplined, but not bureaucratic. It is 
watchful, but not speculative. It is sacramental, but not possessive. It does not try to manage 
every mystery. It teaches a people how to walk. 

This may be why it feels so powerful now. Many modern believers and seekers are exhausted by 
religious systems that demand loyalty while failing to form holiness. They see institutions 
protecting themselves, teachers exploiting trust, doctrines used as weapons, worship turned 
into performance, and moral language used selectively. Against this background, the Didache 
feels fresh because it is ancient. It does not offer branding. It offers a way. 

Christianity before it was managed does not mean Christianity before difficulty. The primitive 
church had false teachers, moral failures, suffering, confusion, and conflict. The Didache exists 
because such dangers were real. But its response was not corporate domination. Its response 
was formation. Teach the Two Ways. Baptize into the life. Pray. Fast. Give thanks. Welcome 
carefully. Test teachers. Stay awake. 

This is the final proposal of the paper. The church should be judged by whether it still does 
these things. Does it form people in the Way of Life? Does it make households holy? Does it 
teach prayer and fasting? Does it gather around thanksgiving? Does it welcome without being 
exploited? Does it test teachers by fruit? Does it resist violence, greed, and domination? Does it 
remain watchful for the Lord rather than worshiping its own permanence? 
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If the answer is no, then institutional survival is not enough. The church may continue as 
religion while failing as Christianity. If the answer is yes, then even a small household may 
preserve the primitive flame. 

The way back is not a new corporation, not a new ideology, not a new system of managed 
certainty. The way back is the Way of Life. It begins with repentance and becomes visible at the 
table. It is carried by households, strengthened by prayer, disciplined by fasting, washed in 
baptism, nourished by thanksgiving, protected by discernment, and sustained by hope. 

Christianity before it was managed is not gone forever. It can be recovered wherever people 
walk in life. 
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