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THE AGAPE CF THE EARLY CHRISTIAN CHURCH

The Agape is defined as "the social meal or love-feast of

the primitive Ghriséians which usually accompanied the Eucharist.”
It extended from the days of the Apostles tothes ninth century in
the Weetern Church and in the Eastern Church it still exists in some
form or other. In this paper, however, we have restricted ourselves
to the first two centuries of the Christian Church and shall con-
sider the Agape under the following heads: 1) the evidence of the
meal and its designation; 2) the sources of first-hand information;

3) the origin and purpose of the meal; J) the constituents of the

meal and the order of the feast; 5) its connsction with the Eucharist;

6) its separation from the Eucharist, taking into consideration es-
pecially the time of the separation and the reasons for or causes of
the separation; and, finally, 7) the modern use of the Agape in the

Western Church and the reasons for its inedvisabllity.

I

Evidence of the leal and its Designation.

Outside of the two passages in which the Agape is specificelly
mentioned by name, Jude 12 and 2 Pet. 2, 13}'there are three passages
which are commonly considered as referring to the Agape, Acts 2, 46,
and Acts 20, 11, and 1 Cor. ll. These passages will be discussed
more at length hereafter and Acts 2, 46 shown to be uncertain, but

since there is a common acceptation of that passage I include it

here without any danger of offence.

1. 2 Pet. 2, 13 at least in some good MSS. as will be showm later.




This passage, "and they, ocontinuing daily with one accord in
the temple, and breaking bread from house to house did eat their
meat with gladness end singleness of heart," refers to meals éf
Christians of Jerusalem very scon aéter Pentecost. But the custom
was not a mere Jewlsh custom based on their common meals but was
shared also by the Gentile converts as the other two passages show.
In Acts 20, 11 we read of the celebration of the Agape in Troas,
"When he therefore was come up again, and had broken bread, and eat-
en, and talked & long while, even till break of day, sc he departed."
The "breaking of bredd" cannot mean the Eucharist because the Gresk
word, Jsvo’a'/ui veoS , implies, not a ceremonial eating but khe
eating of a good, substantial meal for the support of the body. The
third and most famous passege is 1 Cor. 1ll, in which Paul rebukes
the Corinthians for their lack of self-restraint and Christian love

over against ome another.

Besides these Bible passages we have two chapters of the Didache
devoted entirely to praysrs to be used at theigape and the directions
for the meal. PFliny mgkes mention of it in his report to the Em-
peror Trajan and the Greek and Latin Church Fathers mention and fre-

quently, especlially moved by the attendant abuses.

According to Moulton and Milligen "Vocabulary of the Greek Test-
’
ament" (1914) the word, o J 4Ty 1s to be found in profence Gresk
literature only three times. Of these three occurrences two have

been rejected and are now read otherwise and the third is doubtful.

Neither has the word as yet been found in that gold-mine of lexicograph-

i




ical and philological knowledge, the Papyrie.

In the New Testament the word occurs in Jude 12. Two of the old-
est manuscripts make it similar to the reading in Peter, "deceivings"
( ;l-ﬁ'al’td-l S ) instead of "love-feast" ( ‘,(—; t'l’ﬂ"‘“s ). But
the best manuscripts have :(. J .t'rrdl ¢ , the reading found in Nestle.
It is noteworthy in regard to the use of the word in this passage
that it is used as a customary word, already well understood and need-
ing nc explanation, thus pointing to the fact that the feast was a

well-established custom.

The reading of 2 Pet. 2, 13 is doubtful. The balance of evidence
favors ;l-rr;t tole ( although in some very valuable manuscripts, the
Vulgate, Syriec, and the Saludic favor :f-J d’ﬂ'-“‘ « The meaning
of the passage is, however, clear for the phrase, "feasting together
with shows indubitably that a feast is meant. Both Jude and Peter
refer to the same abuse, Jude to the negative angle and Peter to

the positive.

- z 2 ’
1 Pet. 5, 13: £V ViAo pue € o£1eTy< may refer to the
kiss customary at the Agape but this cannot be proved. It may be

a mere indication of Christian love.

In addition to thoss three passages the word occurs in post-
canonical literature from Ignatius on, gradually assuming the char-

acter of a technical term.

The derivation of the designation is best and most simply ex-
plained by Tertullina, Apol. 39, "Our feast explains itself by its

P ]
name. The Greeks call it Add'lffl] s 1.0s, affection.”
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The Connection of the Azape with theEucharist.

Throughout the early literature on the Agape there is an evident
connection of thé Agape and the Eucharist. s have already seen
in our discussion of 1 Cor. 20-33, that there were two distinct cer-
emonies held in conjunction with each other but clearly separated
intrinsically "as verses 20-22 and 33 prove when contrasted with the

others.

The meal which followed the Agape was the Eucharist just as

et Christ's last Paschal feast with his disciples. The former led up
to the latter. Chrysostom, Theophylact, and Theodoret seem to d iffer
from this view. In fact, they do differ, but this is due tc the fact
that they lived in a later time and were blinded and led astray by
the practice in their day, In their time the custom of receiving

the Lord's Supper fasting was observed and in Africa the practise
vas irregular if it was observed. They speak as antiguarians and
they did not have as much material and as many resources for study
as we have to-day. Their testimony in this respect is thus of no

very great vaelue in deciding the issue.

Again, some theologians assert that the meal in 1 Cor. 11 was
entirely Bucharistic and that thers never was a real Agape cele-
brated. But when the question, so perplexing as to answer itself

arises, How did a meal, so sacred and instituted by Christ ever be-
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come separated." If instituted by Christ no one had the authority to
change and alter it, no one hal the rightto omit and add and who

wa; the brilliaent mind who could say that henceforth this shall be

an Agape and that, theEucharist. This goes to show that from the very
beginning there were both, Agape and Eucharist, separable because one
waa by human will and the other divine. That they were held in con-
nection with cach other, Tertullian, speaking as a llontanist and car-
rying the idea too far so as to make it law, nevertheless shows that
the custom had made itself so much felt as toc become almost law,

when he writes, "We take, in congregations before daybread, and from
the hand of none but the presidents, the Sacrament of the Eucharist,
which the Lord.both commanded to be eatep et mealtimes, and enjoined

to bs taken by all alike." (De Corona, III) (202-208 A.D.).
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VI

The Separation of the Agape from theBucharist.

Two great questions to be discussed in relaticn to the Agape and
the Eucharist are the time of separation and the reasons for sepa-

ration.

In the earliest document, the Didache, we can find no hinf .of
any separation anymore than in the Ignatian Epistle to the Smyrna-
eans (8, 2) written about ten years later, 110 A.D. Some scholars
argue that bscause the Agape is treated ssparately there is of nec-
essity separation but this is really no argument because a person
must take one first and then the other in giving directions, and
not both at once. That's humanly impossible. Lightfoot thinks that
8..3 refers to the Agape and includes, at the sams time, theEucharist,
but this is unnecessary because Ignatius had just treated of the-
Eucharist above. "Let that be held g valid Eucharist which is under
a bishop or him to whom he commits 1%." Then after a while, he con-
tinues with the Agepe and Baptism. But even though they are separated
in such writings in giving explanations that is no proof of separa-
tion in customery sequence of celebration. In music we can dis-
cuss bass and alto of one piece in separate chapters but both are
sung together at the recital. Agape and Eucharist may be treated
one at thebeginning, theother, at the endof an essay and yet both have

been connected.

Pliny is the first to mention the seperation in his letter to

Trajan, 112 A.D., when he was acting as governor of Bithynia, Ep. X, 96:
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"They (Christians who had denied their faith) asserted, however, that
the account of their fault or error was this: that they had been ac-
customed to assemble on a fixed day before daylight and sing by turns
a hymn to Christ as a Géd; and that they bound themselves with an
oath, not for any crime, but to commit neither thert; nor robbery,
nor adultery, nor to break their word and not to deny a deposit when
demanded; after these things were done, it was their custom to depart
and meet again together to take food; and they said that even this
had ceased after my edict was issued, by which, according to your
command, I had forbidden the existence of clubs." (Ayer, "A Source-
book for Ancient Church History"). From this we see that, at the time
of the vriting the Eucharist and Agape had been separated and the
Bucharist held at davn and the Agape at evening and, a little later,
because not even this separation sufficed to ease the conscience of

Christians in regard to obedience to civil law, the Agape was dropped.

Scholars argue that the oath, "Sacramentum", cannot be regarded
as the Eucharist and does not necessarily or even probably apply to
it. But is that so? Consider the difficultiss of the Christians
and of Pliny. The Christians were to explain the Eucharist to an
heathen ruler. How on earth could they in their brief hearing in-
troduce him into Christian phraseology and make him understand the
lord's Supper? Would he readily understand an eating of flesh and
blood, in, with, and under the bread and wine, %Youldthey dare to
speak of flesh and blood and thus appear guilty to a mi sunderstanding -
populace, suspiciously intent on finding something against these:

secretive people, VYould they understand a forgiveness of sins, a
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strengthening of faith? Would it not be better to tell the gover-
nor that they promised, at their ceremony, to be good and obedient
to the state and thus gain favor and leave no room for just rebuke.
"Sacramentum" thus means that inexplicable Christian rite, the

Bucharist.

Justin Martyr, writing about 156-A.D. mentions no Agape andin
the sequence of service the reading of Scripture is followed, after

prayer and exhortation, by the Eucharist. (Apol. 47).

Tertullian mentions both in 200 A.D. in Apol. 39 but both are
separated. In his writing, "Ad Uxorem" II, 4 he mentions the inad-
visability of keeping them together even on theone great day, the
Paschal feast. In "De Corona" he has turned Montanist and has again

reverted to the former usage and made it a law for himself.

Gradually the Agape disappeared all over the Roman Empire. At
first it lost its influence in the West, then in Africa and finally
in Egypte Here we reed that it itself ex;sted until the 4th century
(Soh. 5, 22; Laz. 7, 19 "Herzog"). In certain places in Syria it

continued at all times in more or less modified forms.

The chief reasons ageinst the Agape were the persecutions ageinst
the churches and the abuses within the Church. The persecutions were
due in the first place to the reinforcement of the laws against the
hetaeriae, clubs. Ramsay gives the clearest and most concise elu-
cidation of the law in his, "The Church and the Roman Empire." Any

club that gave suppers to its members was included in this category
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whether they were trade, political, or religious. It was found that
they fostered the idea of brotherhood to such a degree that the claims
of the club were superior to all other, including the state and in
the subjugated countries these ;ssocintions threatened to become very
strong and dangerous in politics. The wise Roman emperors therefora_
considered them too dangerous and forbade them with the exception of
certain long liscensed clubs and even these were rezarded with dis-
favor and later dcne away with. The Cpristians, with their Agare,
thus came under this law, and, to avoid breaking it, gave it up and
were thus no longer liable to persecution on this account. But

the unicn of Agape and Eucharist was at an end. Had they continued
with both, Pliny, in obedience tc Trajan, would not have written to
the Emperor for advice because there would have been a clean case
against the Cihristians. This was then no longer a ll-ea.son for perse-

cution because the Eucharist waa not considered a meal and was legel.

The next and greatest reason after this for the breaking of the
union was the suspicion of the surrounding people vho accused them
of &ating human beings (Epulae Thyestae) and of licentiousness,
revelry, and crime (concubitus Oedipodai). The former accusation
readily explains itself. It was due to the Eucharist and the fol-
lowing absurd tale was common among the people. At the feast the
initiated brought their converts and led them into the mysteries
in this way. A little child was brought in upon a dish andhidden

by meal covering it. The novice was given a dagger and told %o

thrust it into the food. He was, of course, ignorant of the true con-

tents of the dish and did as he was told, but when he had killed the
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child the horror for the crime and the fear of punishment if it were
revealed mnde.him a firm adherent to the new roligion. They were
all comrades in crime and bound together through fear of death. After
the blow was struck the onlookers fought greedily for the blood of
the infant and soon nothing was left as evidence of their cime except
the bones. This, especially, waa the accusation against which the
Church Fathers had to contend. Tertullian refutes this absurdity by
demanding proof. HKe mentlions the fact of their frequent disturbances
and raids and never has anyone found an infant wailing or apprehended
and led to court any one "with the gory mouths of Cyclops and Sereus."
Hethen asks them to place themselves in the position of the Christiens
and oonsider the outcome of their faith, eternal life and theobli-
gation if it were true, the murder of infants, etc. and asks, "Do
you think eternal 1ife woth this evlil and the resultant accusing con-
scisnce?" Ani if they themselves must answer, "No", how can they

think Christians differ from them.

The second accusation was that of illicit and shameful inter-
course with their own sisters and mothers, the more shameful the deed
the better enjoyed and morc denied. It was related among them that
at a certain time in the feast a piece of offal was throvn at a dog
tied to the light. The dog ran, the candle overturned and wentout
and every one ran over to his mother or sister in the dark and satis-
fied his lust to his heart's content,. This may be a reminiscence
of 1 Corinthians but better, an exaggeration of abuses of heretics

who aped the Agape, and even, of abuses in the Church itself.
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About 150-200 B.C. there lived a heretic called Marli. He
had the custom of traveling about the land accompanied by a train
of women. At the revivals he offered the chalice to a specially
chosen woman, saying, "The gfacs of God, which excells all, fill
your inner being, and increase His knowledge in you, dropping the
grain of mustard seed into good ground." After this the woman was
urged by all to prophesy. She hesitates and asserts her inability
but the demand is continued by all with greater emphasis and vehemencs,
in passionate appeals, in appenls addressed to her religious and sex-
ual nature until she manages to utter an incoherent mass of nonsense
accepted as a symptom of divine revelation, sinks dowvn in a semi-
swoon into the arms of her rapturous spiritual bridegroom andthen
the curtain falls. (Iren. 1, 9 Haeres. Ephph. Haeres. 34, 1 in

Baring-Could).

Clement, testifying against the heretic, Corpocrates, aGnostic,
writes, "I would not like to call their gatherings "Agape". lMen and
women et the same tine, #fter having been well fed, give themselves
up bo every sort of disgrece, and these abuses take place in a so-

called Agapse."

We have already considered Jude and Peter and seen that already
at such an early period there were grave abuses of the Agape. As
they came more closely into contact with the heathen world and had
lost their first love the Christians themselves gave orfence.by their
conduct and this ﬁas exaggerated by their neighbors. Clement of

Alexandria complains about their unseemly extravagance in food and
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in music. The only music which he would tolerate im fhe solem
music of the trumpet, Cyre, timbrel, and cymbal but even these he
explains as being figurative terms for the trump of resurrection,

the mouth, the resounding call of resurrection, ahd for the rever-
berating lips of man and I doubt whether he actually tolerated any
music. %hen Tertullian had turned arch-lontanist he rages against
abuses in the Churéh. which, though perhaps not universal, still

mast have happened and writes, "Of greater account is 'love,' bescause
it is the means whereby your young men sleep with their sisters.”
The se ,then, are the reasons for the separation of Agape and

Bucharist.

PR
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VII

The }Modern Use of the Chel- 1)

The Agape is in vogue among the lioravians, Iethodists, Sande=-

manians, and Bnptisfs.

It was once believed that the Agape of the Moraviansbegan as a
renewal of the ancient Agape but bome German scholar, better informed,
gives the true origin. Once, v;hen the Moravianshad assembeld at
Count Zinzendorf's home, they became hungry and the generous Count
sent to his kitchen and gave them refreshments in the form of tea

and cokes. The custom continued and bscame known as the Agape.

The Methodists, Sandemanians ( Adherents of lir. Robert Sanderman
of Scotland, who has some adherents in Danbury, Conn.), German Bap-
tists, (Junkers, Tumblers, Dunkers, Dunkards) celebrate the Agape
in essentially the same way. The meal consists of tee and cakes eaten
in an atmosphere of brotherly and sisterly love, during the antiphonal

singing of hymns and spiritual songs.

Séme psople consider this Agape as of real value as Cole, "As
we read the accounts of love Feasts, we sometimes regret that the
Agape has lost its place in the Christian worship of modern tirese.
The spirit of common brotherhced which produced it and of which it
was so cogent a testimony, would surely be serviceable to-day.”
That's mere romance. Ile show our Christian spirit by our -Ladies'
Aids, Young Peoples' Societies, etc. and especially by building and

maintaining religious educational establishments. The Agape used to
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be of value but times have changed as Krauss correctly says, "Sie
waren eben nur fuer eine Zeit geeignet, in der die Bekenner Christi
und der Zahl nach mehr das Bild einer grossen Familie darboten."

The abuses which arise as the Church grows in numbers show the inad-
visability. There is no longer any persecution to bind the members
of a church sc closely together. There is no longer any great joy
of a new discovery of a Savior whom to acknowledge, midst scorn and
hatred. On all sides there are greater attractions which make an
Agape scem useless and undesired in a so-called Christian land hare
people are lulled to sleep and sse no wrong in worldliness. In
smaller mission-churches the psople are closely united by a common

cause oand need no Agape and their suppers and social supply the need

amply and we havesocial enough to takethe place of an Agape in larger

congregations. In fact, &hey are better because an Agape was gener-
ally a spiritual exercise for all members and our meetings are too

large for this and better served by a few gocd speeakers as im our

custom. Finally, it must be noted that the meal did not produce love

but love the meal. This lovd now manifests itself in other ways as

stated above and is emphatically not lacking.




