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Quest for Identity

Paul: Who Can Be a Christian?

Bible Improv
Connection to the Yearly Theme: The intent of Paul’s gospel is to spread the Good News beyond the Jewish community. Paul uses many different symbols and experiences to help us realize that all people (regardless of background) are welcome in the family of Christ.

Scripture: Luke 8:5-8, 1 Corinthians 12:13

Memory Verse: For in the one Spirit, we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.  1 Corinthians 12:13

Objectives:

· The early church became defined in part by the martyrs, those who defied the political forces of the day and held onto their faith.
· The catacombs were burial grounds in Rome for early Christians.
· They are filled with the remains of early popes and martyrs.
· The walls bear the artwork of early Christianity, full of new symbolism for a new understanding of God and Jesus Christ.
Overview:
· Learn about the catacombs of Rome, particularly the Catacomb of Calixtus.
· Create a catacomb as a place of pilgrimage for the congregation.
· Create the impression of a wall of catacombs.
· Decorate the wall with the symbols of early Christianity.
· Take the wall creation to a dark, musty place in the church that has the feeling of a catacomb and ponder how these paintings would speak to those who visited their loved ones as well as the pilgrims who came after them.
· Invite the congregation to view the catacomb.
Supplies:

· Individual copies of the Good Shepherd frescoe from a 3rd C. catacomb:

University Prints: Order the catalogue on the Internet at  http://www.uni-prints.com/ or call  207-490-6977.  A color print is $0.22. Item number:  1601 in Medieval Section

· Paper:  Prepare it to look like the inside of a stone crypt.

· Enormous sheet of paper (perhaps a paper tablecloth)

The class can make rubbings of this from a cinder block wall using gray crayon. Or they can do sponge painting with gray paint and large sponges to create that stone effect.

· If you have a grey tablecloth, you only need black crayons to trace the outlines of the cinder blocks.

· Individual sheets of butcher paper:  one/participant

· Media for creating “frescoes”: tempera paints and brushes

· Make several copies of the last page to help the participants think of a variety of images they can put on their catacomb re-creation.

· Bring several candles and matches if you are going to take the catacombs panel to a dark place.

Check with your pastor to see if it is acceptable within your denomination to share bread and juice during this “catacomb” experience.  

Resources:

There is a fantastic web site with a wealth of information about the catacombs and their artwork:


http://www.catacombe.roma.it/en/cal.html.

You can print fairly legible pictures of the frescoes and the catacombs from the website.

Amazon.com has a book entitled Subterranean Rome: Catacombs, Baths, Temples by Konemann Inc. Staff (Editor) that features pictures.

There is a magnificent picture of a mosaic phoenix from the 6th C. on p. 201 in Reader’s Digest:  After Jesus:  The Triumph of Christianity.  ©1992
ISBN 0-89577-392-9

Another resource is The Story of Christianity:  A Celebration of 2,000 Years of Faith by Michael Collins and Mathew A. Price.  © 1999 by DK Publishing
ISBN 0-7894-4605-7

On pages 50-51 are pictures of the Crypt of the Popes, other catacombs and some artwork from a catacomb.

A classic book on Christian Symbolism that many church and public libraries have is:

Young Readers Book of Christian Symbolism by Michael Daves.  © 1967.  ISBN 0687468248 
Thousands of others exist, whether you find them in Christian bookstores or online.

Lesson:

How do you know if someone is a Christian?  Do they act a certain way?  Do they dress a certain way?  Maybe they wear a cross.  

When people die, sometimes they want others who visit their grave to know that they were Christian.  

Have any of you been to a cemetery?  That is a place where caskets are buried underground.  What is it like?  Were there headstones?  Were there statues?  Or maybe it was a modern cemetery where all of the headstones are flush with the ground so that it is easier to cut the grass.

Maybe you went to a mausoleum.  That is a place where caskets are kept above group in a building.  

Maybe some of you have been to a memorial service for someone and then the ashes were placed in a memorial garden of your church.

This issue of burial of the dead goes back to the beginning of humankind.  For Christians, it took on added importance because we believe that there is life after death, a resurrection of the spirit.  Some of the early history of the church stems from burial sites in Rome.

Rome did not allow the burial of the dead within the city walls.  Tunnels were dug underground along the Appian Way and rooms were constructed to bury the dead.  Some of the people were famous martyrs who died for their faith; others were common Christians.  (Show pictures from your resources if you have them.)  There are 42 catacombs covering 60-90 miles and entombing 750,000 bodies.  

What are martyrs?  These are people who were presented with a situation that asked them to deny their faith.  They refused and were killed because of it.  Stephan was the first Christian martyr.  The martyrs in Rome refused to offer sacrifices to the Roman gods and were punished severely for holding onto their faith.

Originally, friends and family would visit the crypt on the anniversary of the death or at other times.  They might share the Eucharist, or communion.  Over time, the catacombs became a focus for pilgrimages where people would come to Rome, travel from one holy site to another, and ponder their relationship to Jesus Christ and the Church.  Churches were built over some of the famous sites, including St. Peter’s Basilica.

What is fascinating is the art that was created in these places.  It is filled with symbolism of the early church.  (* Indicates that there is a picture from the website resource sited on p. 2.)

· *One of the oldest pieces of Christian art is found in the ceiling frescoe at the Catacomb of Calixtus.  It is the Good Shepherd.  The good shepherd is carrying a lost sheep, just as Jesus finds us and carries us back to the fold with safe and reassuring arms.

· *There is also a statue of the Good Shepherd.

· *There is a frescoe of fish and loaves of bread, reminding us of the miracle of the Feeding of the 5000.

· *There is a frescoe of Jesus restoring sight to a blind man.  Why would early Christians want to remember this miracle?

· *There is a frescoe of Jesus and the Last Supper.  Early Christians would share the eucharist/communion as they would remember their loved ones who had joined Jesus in heaven.

· There is a frescoe of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead.  Wouldn’t that give you comfort as you gathered to remember a loved one in the catacombs?

· There is a frescoe of Jesus with the Woman at the Well, reminding us of the living water that Jesus offers us.

· There are some renderings the nativity, including Mary holding her son, Jesus, and the adoration of the magi (the visit of the three kings to the nativity.)

· Here are images of Jesus’ baptism.

· The ICTHUS is the sign of a fish.  It represents the first letters of the Greek words for Jesus, Christ, God, Son, Savior.  When those five letters are put together, they spell the Greek word for fish.

· There are etchings of prayers to Saint Peter and Saint Paul, the founders of the Church of Rome, asking them to pray for the souls of the dead.

· There are even pictures from the Old Testament.  One is of Jonah; he escaped the belly of the whale after three days.  There is also a frescoe of Abraham and Isaac in the scene of attempted sacrifice.

· Heaven is pictured as a garden.

· Other symbols of the early church that are found in the catacombs are:

· a dove, the symbol of baptism.

· an anchor, an altered symbol of the cross during a time of persecution.

· the phoenix, a bird that rises from the ashes to a new life. (Picture in the Reader’s Digest book.)

Today, we are going to create a simulation of a catacomb and then we are going to invite the congregation to view it.  We are going to decorate it with Christian art.  When the people come through, they can ponder their relationship with Jesus Christ, just as they would if they went on a pilgrimage.

Prepare the paper:

Whether using the large tablecloth or the individual sheets of butcher paper, make it look like the inside of a stone crypt as described in the Supplies section of the lesson.

Ask each participant to choose a symbol that s/he would like to create for this catacomb.

a. What image of Jesus speaks to you?  Is it the Good Shepherd?

b. Perhaps there is a favorite story that you hold dear to your heart about Jesus.

c. Maybe it’s a symbol that reminds you of Jesus.

d. Look at the sheet of Christian symbols to help you if you don’t know what to do.

Paint.

When everyone is finished, ask the class to sit quietly and ponder their creation.

(Better yet, take their creation to a dark, musty place; perhaps there is a closet used by your nursery school or day care that houses all of the bikes.  With permission, they might be willing to let you use it on Sunday mornings.  It is perfect for this activity.  Remember to bring candles.)

· Is there anyone or anything that has died recently and whose name you would like to raise up to God?

· What images on this panel speak to you?  How do they make you feel closer to Jesus Christ?

· Ponder how you want Jesus to be present in your own lives.

· If it is acceptable, share some bread and juice, remembering that Jesus asked us to remember him whenever we do this.

· Finish with the Lord’s Prayer.
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