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SINCE

PART THREE: SECRECY IN THE
PRIMITIVE CHURCH (CONCLUDED)

The Secret Tradition. Recently
two Catholic scholars in separate
studies have pointed out that how
ever much knowledge and wisdom
their church may have acquired
through the centuries, the fact re
mains that the Apostles, who were
nearer to the Lord in every way
than any other men could ever be,
possessed a knowledge of Christ
and his teachings which was neces
sarily unique and unequalled in
following ages.84 If that is so, who

can deny that something vital and
important was lost with the passing
of the Apostles? Along with that
we must consider the idea of the
disciplina arcana, the existence in
the church of an unwritten tradi
tion handed down from the time
of the Apostles.83 Certain Fathers
of the Church laid great stress on
this, especially St. Basil. Where in
the scriptures, he asks, do you find
the prayer on the Sacrament?
Where do you find a description
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of the baptismal rite? Where do
you find such tokens as the sign
of the cross? “Do not all these
things come from the unpubli
cized and unutterable (secret)
teaching which our fathers pre
served for us in silence?”86 Why in
silence? Why unwritten? To keep
them from falling into the hands of
the unworthy by assuring the strict
est secrecy of transmission.87 As late
as the fourth century, Athanasius
warns, “One must not recite the
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mysteries to the uninitiated, lest out
siders who do not understand them
make fun of them while they per
plex and scandalize investigators.”88
Basil calls this “the secret tradi
tion” and insists that the written and
the unwritten traditions must go to
gether and be treated with equal
respect since the one cannot be
understood without the other.89
Noted theologians through the cen
turies have not been averse to abet
ting their prestige by claiming the

possession of such knowledge, and
indeed there is no objection what
ever to admitting the existence of
secret, unwritten teachings going
back to the Apostles, provided only
that we credit the Church with pos
sessing them—as long as they are
the property of the churchmen, the
churchmen are willing to admit
their existence. The only trouble
here is that when those who claim
these treasures are asked to pro
duce them, they can only do as the
ancient Gnostics did under like
circumstances: Instead of produc
ing the genuine old Christian or
Jewish teachings, they simply fob
off on the public the philosophy of
the schools dressed up in a little
reverential jargon. Basilides, for
example, claimed that he had been
secretly instructed by the Apostle
Matthew in things which that dis
ciple in turn had received in confi
dence from the Savior, but when he
tried to produce some of this mar
velous teaching, all he could come
up with was the borrowed Cate
gories of Aristotle.90 Just so, the
schoolmen of the Middle Ages
thought they were delving to the
heart of the Christian mystery when
they were expounding scholastic
philosophy.91 They admitted the
existence of the mystery, and they
diligently sought for it, but they
never came anywhere near it.
To explain the existence of an

The mound of King Herod’s
palace north of Qumran. It’s been
suggested that the proximity of
the palace to their community was
one reason the people of Qumran
moved away.
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“arcane discipline” in the Church
while insisting at the same time
that the Lord commanded that
nothing be held back from the
public, it has been found conven
ient to argue that there was indeed
a secret teaching but that it was
first introduced into the Church by
the catechetical schools of the third
century.92 If, however, we consult
the men responsible for introduc
ing it into these schools, we learn
from them they were not inventing
the thing at all, but consciously and
carefully following what they be
lieved to be the old apostolic secret
teaching that went back to the
beginning of the Church. Clement
of Alexandria explains that in con
cealing certain things from the
general public, he is merely follow
ing the practice and instruction of
the Apostles themselves.93 And in
deed, there is no shortage of ex
amples of secrecy in the Church
before the third century. The vast
majority of examples, in fact, come
from the earlier period. We have
quoted a number of them above.94
To the argument that the Lord
enjoined secrecy upon the Apostles
only until the resurrection should
have taken place, we have the reply
of the scriptures and of the large
“forty-day” apocryphal literature,
i.e., the earliest of all Christian
literature, that the emphasis on
secrecy after the resurrection was
if anything even greater than be
fore.95
No one has ever denied that
the basic rites and ordinances of the
early Church—baptism and the
Lord’s Supper—were originally
(Continued on page 574)
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secret ordinances from which the
general public was rigidly ex
cluded.90 So secret were they, in
fact, that no certain knowledge of
them has come down to the Chris
tian world, whose ritual and liturgy
had to be devised accordingly at
a later date. As early as the fourth
century, Basil noted that no written
account had come down from
ancient times prescribing how any
ordinances should be performed.97
Today even the Roman church is
making drastic changes in rites and
ordinances hitherto believed by
most Catholics to have been the
original, pristine Christian rites, de
scended without change or altera
tion from the time of the Apostles.
Why should the Roman church
have taken this dangerous and
unprecedented step? It is partly
because the discovery of ancient
documents in our own day has
forced the Christian world to recog
nize that the practices of ancient
times were really quite different
from what they have heretofore
been taught. We now see that in
Origen, Hippolytus, Clement, Jus
tin, and the Didache, we have brief
and tantalizing glimpses of “a later
forgotten aspect of the early Chris
tian sacrament.”98 Scholars are just
beginning to realize, for example, to
what an extent the early Christians
were attached to the temple, as
when the Gospel of Philip says that
the Christians are instructed by
“hidden types and images that are
behind the veil,” so that “by these
despised symbols we enter into a
knowledge of salvation.”99 Chris
tian scholars are rightly exercised to
know what it is talking about.
The Last the Best? Implicit and
explicit in the concept of a gospel
taught by degrees instead of all at
once—“precept upon precept;... line
upon line; here a little, and there a
little”—is the idea that the most
important, the highest, and the
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holiest teachings come last.100 This
is the exact opposite of the reason
ing of the Christian world today,
that the most important teachings
must have come first, so that every
thing essential is known, while any
thing that may have escaped is not
really vital. Few would dispute
that the higher and holier a teach
ing is, the fewer are qualified to
hear it: One need only recall the
Lord’s practice of discussing “the
mysteries of the kingdom of heaven”
only with his disciples behind
closed doors, and of selecting only
a few chosen Apostles to share in
the still greater mysteries such as
the transfiguration. All Christians,
indeed, agree that the most glorious
manifestations are reserved for the
end. But the importance of a teach
ing is not measured by its depth
and wonder but by the particular
need of the person receiving it. God
does give people at all times what is
for them the most important teach
ings that could possibly be given.
For an unbaptized person nothing
could be more important than bap
tism; for a sinful world repentance
is a teaching of transcendent im
portance. The Catholic theologians
are quite right in saying that the
Christian world today possesses all
that is essential for it to know, for
what is essential is simply that
which is sufficient to lead men to
the next step. Such essentials and
fundamentals have always been
available to the human race, but
they are not, on grounds of their
importance, to be confused with
great and glorious things promised
as the reward of faith in ages and
worlds to come. John Chrysostom
constantly explained to his per
plexed congregations that they
should not be upset because the
church no longer had spiritual gifts
and powers as it did in the days of
the Apostles, because the important
thing was not to heal the sick and
speak in tongues, etc., but to live
an upright life. Thus by deliber
ately confusing what is important
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with what is high and holy, he be
clouded the issue and made it seem
that nothing important had been
lost after all. “Are we today not just
as good as the Apostles?” he asks.
“. . . But they had signs and won
ders, you say. But that was not
what made them great. How long
will we go on excusing our own
indifference by appealing to their
signs and wonders?”101 This sen
sible argument still does not explain
away the lack of those spiritual
manifestations which were the
glory of the early Church.102 “The
more exalted, glorious teachings of
the gospel,” writes Origen, “have
always been kept from the
vulgar.”103
To illustrate: We have in the
New Testament only the teachings
given by the Lord to the Apostles
before the resurrection. Yet we are
emphatically told that these teach
ings had not been enough to give
these men faith or understanding of
the resurrection, so that they flatly
refused to believe the report of the
resurrection when it was given to
them by reliable persons, and when
the Lord himself appeared to them,
they tried to run away in terror.
Now, if we possess only a very
small part of the words of Jesus to
the disciples before his death, how
can we from them alone acquire a
faith and understanding which the
Apostles failed to get from the
Lord himself? The standard explan
ation is that the Apostles reread
the things they had not under
stood at first, which now in the
light of the resurrection and the
effusion of the Spirit became clear:
These teachings “they now trans
mitted to the Church—the words
and deeds of Christ, plus the intelli
gence which they had received
through the illuminating action of
the Spirit.”104 That sounds nice,
but it is not what the record re
ports. The mere fact of the resur
rection, though it made everything
appear in a new light, was appar
ently not sufficient to give the
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Apostles what they needed. In an
instant the doubting Thomas ac
cepted the resurrection, as the
others had at an earlier meeting,
and yet the Lord had to spend
forty days off and on teaching the
disciples “the things of the king
dom” before they were ready to
go out on their missions.105 What
he taught them was not, as is
commonly maintained, simply a
repetition of what they had heard
before—far from it. All are agreed
that at that time the Apostles heard
very secret things which they had
never heard before; they asked
questions which they had never
dared ask before and cried in
wonder, “These things are more
marvellous than what we were
taught before.” Now for the first
time they learned “the ultimate se
crets,” “the highest knowledge.”106
“Now,” they cried, “he teaches us
things which we had not known
before, great, amazing, and real
things.”107
What were these things? If the
story of Christ’s return after the
resurrection were only a myth
or wishful thinking, we would
find either total silence on the
matter or else the usual gnosticphilosophic claptrap masquerading
as deep mysteries. Instead of that,
we find, if we bring the records
together, a remarkably consistent
exposition of doctrines heretofore
unrecognized by the Christian
world. It is to these that we next
turn our attention.
(To be continued.')
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