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John1 and the Didache
1.  Both of these are ancient texts for ancient audiences.  In fact, we could say that “text” is not a completely accurate term to describe them for, although they were written, they would have been written to be read aloud and heard.  Books were cumbersome as well as expensive in the ancient world (everything had to be hand-written by “professional” scribes)—and most people could not read.  Thus these were texts that were intended to be read aloud, heard, and remembered.  Keep this in mind as you read.  When we hear something read to us do we remember everything—probably not!  But certain things stand out—what stands out in your reading/hearing of this text?

John: What really stands out is the relationships between language and talk of G-D and the Word and Jesus. There is a lot of stress on Jesus being amazing and greater than the people of this world. John not being worthy of him. Also the whole image of G-d opening up the sky to all of Jesus’ followers.

Didache: What I remember most vividly is a passage about teaching your children to fear G-d. “Do not remove your hand from your son or daughter; rather, teach them the fear of G-d from their youth.” But the general ideas that come through the passage are to be good. “…the meek shall inherit the earth.” Is a famous saying that I remember hearing before and reading in this book.

2.  A reading gives us details but also leaves a general impression.  What general impression does this text leave you with?

John: Leaves me with an impression of happiness and following. I feel it tries to make my belief in the goodness and happiness that comes from following Jesus and the path set out by Christianity. I feel that Jesus is powerful and I would feel motivated to follow if I were Christian.

Didache: I get quite a different impression. I really feel that this document was meant for people who already believed in Christianity, and its goodness. This document left me with a sense of rigid rules that needed to be followed in order to achieve happiness through Christianity. I felt like the obligation had increased in order to fulfill what this document was asking of me.

3.  The handout accompanying this study guide proposed four components for a spirituality: G-d, self, goodness, and commitment.  For each text:

a.  Draw up a “portrait” of the G-d of the text (this may be either explicit or implicit)

John: I get the impression of G-d as a very powerful creature that wishes good on everyone, but believes in a specific future. I believe G-d to be powerful kind and giving based on this book. I get the impression that G-d is omnipresent and omni powerful, but that G-d gives us freedoms and we are allowed to use them to either follow in the correct path or be lead down the wrong path. I also get a little “Wizard of Oz” feel from the text, like G-d is the man behind the green curtain. Not say that G-d is as powerless as that man was, but that we cannot see G-d and do not know how/why G-d acts. 

Didache: I get the impression that G-d is something to be feared from this text. Powerful, and righteous, but something to be feared. Several times it is stated that G-d will punish those who betray your goodness, so you need not worry about it. G-d is awesome in the true sense of the word; powerful, all knowing, strong, passionate, and judgmental. G-d has the power, and if you subscribe to the beliefs of G-d and do the bidding of G-d you shall be rewarded. G-d is fair.

b.  what does the human being stated or implied in the text look like?

John: The Human Being in this text is mostly looked at as inferior. They are much more plain than G-d or Jesus. Human’s are uneducated, unknowing and need to be instructed by the people who know, mostly that being Jesus and G-d. Humans are incapable of understanding on their own. They must be led to the light; someone who knows must guide them.

Didache: The Dicache gives a lot more credit to the human being. Humans have a lot of intelligence that can be used for either good or bad, but at least the power exists. Humans can do the right thing: be generous, kind, caring, good, pure, and virtuous. Humans also have the power to be cunning, bad, mean, and evil. Humans are still judged and ruled by G-d, but the level of dependence on G-d has been reduced, as humans have a lot more free will according to this document. That doesn’t discount that this text believes that there is a right path and a wrong path. This text also talks about prophets and learning from those who know more than them, but it also gives Humans the ability to believe in false prophets and people cheating them.

c.  how would you describe the text’s notion of goodness (holiness, virtue), of “badness” (sin, vice, etc.)

John: Goodness is something that comes from following purity, by following Jesus and the “Word”.  Goodness is something that is important and must be strived for. There is a large stress in the text on the goodness of Jesus, and how it is apparent simply by seeing/viewing/meeting him. Badness on the converse is something that can be removed from you by following Jesus; it is not something that curses you, but rather something that you can be cleansed from by following Jesus.

Didache: This text has a strong opinion on both goodness and “badness”. It says you are either one or the other. In order to be good you must not be mean to others, even when they are mean to you. You must be kind and caring and forgive those who wrong you. The other way, of badness is also known as “The way of Death”. The idea of this way is that you are obsessed with earthly riches and vanities. The texts end with the line “Be delivered, children, from all these.” Which shows the texts belief that if you are a good Christian you will be saved from these vices.

d.  what does this text say about how one is or ought to involved (with others, in the world, etc.)

John: This text focuses mostly on how one should follow Jesus and G-d to happiness and righteousness. It talks about some interaction between follow human beings, but mostly discusses how powerful and important Jesus is. There is also a mention to duality in people, and how the lack thereof is a good thing. I can only assume from the brief reference that it means that people should be true to each other and to G-d, and not pretend to be what they are not.

Didache: This text discusses a lot about how one ought to be involved…. It says, “Bless those who curse you, and pray for your enemies, and fast for those who persecute you.” This one statement shows a lot about how the Teachings believe that you should interact with people. Basically it says that we are to treat all people well, that we should love those who hate us and treat them better than us. It says that acting like this will be good for us and that the people who wrong us will have to answer to a higher power.

4.  What did you find most appealing, most attractive about 1 John, the Didache?

John: From a personal perspective I noticed that Jesus himself never proclaims to be the messiah, while the Gospel does. Jesus says you will see wonderful things, but does not say they are because he is the son of G-d. Also I like how Jesus points out that Nathaneal has a misperception of Jesus greatness because he judged him on something that was not truly great. If I were to pretend to see this story from a Christian perspective, what most excites me would probably be the last line which says “’Amen, amen, 36 I say to you, you will see the sky opened and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.’" This reference to the eternal is beautiful and the imagery is compelling. Even as a non-Christian I like the imagery present.

Didache: What I found most appealing was the general practices of Christianity that it prescribes, because as a Jew I believe in the practices, but my reasoning for performing them is different. I believe in treating everyone well, even when they treat me bad (while this is easy in theory, I find it rather difficult in practice, but am working toward that goal).

5.  What did you find least appealing, most disturbing about them?

John: I did not like the notion that Jesus was so much superior to John that John should not be able to untie Jesus’ sandal strap (yes I know this was figurative). I don’t personally believe in Jesus’ superiority, and I would also like to think of Jesus as a very personal. Representing him with such high status brings him away from the personal connection that many Christians believe they have with Jesus.

Didache: One quote really struck me: “Do not remove your hand from your son or daughter; rather, teach them the fear of God from their youth.” I don’t believe G-d to be something that people should fear. Regardless of my religion I believe G-d to be personal, someone to have a relationship with, interpersonal. I don’t believe that fear is a beneficial quality to have in an interpersonal relationship.

6. can you name one thing still very relevant or contemporary about each text?

John: The most contemporary thing about this text, I believe is the last line talking about assertion as it is still a common belief among Christians of all denominations. The one thing that separates Christians from all other religions is the belief in rising to heaving through following the teachings of Jesus. This will always be relevant, regardless of how times change.

Didache: This text has many points that are still relevant. It sets up many of the prayers that are still used today. But most importantly I feel, are the teachings that it presents in regards to how to live a “good” life. One issue that was mentioned that struck out at me as the topic of abortions. It says that abortions are bad and should not be done, and today that is still a very relevant topic of discussion as they are not illegal, but many people have strong opinions on the subject.

