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Course Purpose and Doctrinal Standard

This is a course built around direct contact with the Fathers of the Church: the bishops, martyrs,
monks, apologists, pastors, and theologians who received the apostolic Faith, defended it against
paganism and heresy, preached it to ordinary Christians, and handed it on to later generations.

The course asks a deliberately practical question: What did the earliest and greatest Catholic teachers
assume Christians knew and practiced that many Catholics today have rarely encountered? The
answer includes a sacrificial understanding of the Eucharist, visible ecclesial unity, obedience to
legitimate pastors, fasting, almsgiving, preparation for death, spiritual combat, custody of the senses,
the danger of wealth, the seriousness of judgment, the transforming purpose of grace, and the call to
become holy rather than merely respectable.

Sacred Scripture remains the inspired Word of God and the doctrinal norm is the Catholic Faith as
received in Apostolic Tradition and authoritatively taught by the Church. Patristic opinions are not
treated as individually infallible. Where a Father offers an interpretation or discipline rather than
defined doctrine, the course identifies it as such. The Douay-Rheims Bible is the default English
Scripture text.

Time

Each class will start at 7 PM CST / 8 PM EST per the dates listed below and on the Zoom coordinates
provided below. We will start the Holy Rosary half an hour before (6:30 CT / 7:30 EST) for anyone
who would like to join.

Zoom Coordinates

Join each class using the link and meeting coordinates listed below.
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/86589780399?pwd=IsV1k900poSRqYDsPyPkAnhyOvVewr.1

Meeting ID: 865 8978 0399

Passcode: Wjjv4960!

How the Six-Week Calendar Works

The requested dates contain seven Wednesday meetings across six week-to-week intervals. To
preserve every requested date, the course begins with an opening foundation meeting on October 7
and then unfolds through six full instructional weeks, concluding November 18.



Date Course Movement Theme

The Church Before the New

Oct. 7 Opening Foundation Testament Was Collected

The Eucharist, the Altar, and

Oct. 14 Week 1 the Sacrificial Church

One Church: Bishops,
Oct. 21 Week 2 Apostolic Succession, Unity,
and Obedience

Martyrdom, Penance, Fasting,

Oct. 28 Week 3 and the Cost of Discipleship
The Desert Fathers: Spiritual

Nov. 4 Week 4 Warfare and the Battle for the
Mind

Nov. 11 Week 5 Divinization: What Grace Is

Actually Meant to Do to Us

Family, Wealth, Death,
Nov. 18 Week 6 / Final Judgment, and Living as a
Christian in a Pagan World

Learning Outcomes

e Explain who the Church Fathers are and why Catholics read them without treating every private
patristic opinion as dogma.

e Describe how the earliest Christians understood the Eucharist, sacrifice, episcopal authority,
apostolic succession, penance, fasting, martyrdom, and ecclesial unity.

e Explain the patristic doctrine of spiritual warfare: thoughts, passions, watchfulness, prayer, fasting,

and custody of the heart.

e Explain the Eastern Fathers’ language of theosis or divinization without confusing the creature
with God.

e Apply patristic teaching on marriage, children, wealth, almsgiving, death, judgment, and Christian
witness to modern Catholic life.

e Read short primary-source passages critically: identify doctrine, discipline, pastoral exhortation,
biblical interpretation, and historical circumstance.

e Construct a personal rule of life rooted in Scripture, sacramental life, prayer, fasting, almsgiving,
examination of conscience, and preparation for death.



Core Patristic Texts

e The Didache (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles).

e St. Clement of Rome, First Epistle to the Corinthians.

e St. Ignatius of Antioch, especially To the Smyrnaeans, Ephesians, Magnesians, and
Philadelphians.

e St. Justin Martyr, First Apology and Dialogue with Trypho.

e St Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies.

e St. Cyprian of Carthage, On the Unity of the Catholic Church and On the Lapsed.

e St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation.

e St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory Nazianzen, and St. Gregory of Nyssa.

e Sayings of the Desert Fathers; Evagrius Ponticus (used with doctrinal caution where appropriate).

e St. John Chrysostom, selected homilies on Matthew, Ephesians, wealth, marriage, and family.

e St. Augustine, Confessions, City of God, sermons, and selected anti-Pelagian works.

e St. Leo the Great and St. Gregory the Great, selected sermons, and pastoral writings.



Opening Foundation: The Church Before the New Testament Was Collected
October 7, 2026, | The Didache * St. Clement of Rome * St. Ignatius of Antioch

Opening Prayer
Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of

Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Recognize that the apostolic Church was already teaching, baptizing, fasting, celebrating the
Eucharist, appointing ministers, and exercising discipline before the New Testament existed as a
bound collection.

e Distinguish Apostolic Tradition from merely human custom.

e See how early Christian texts illuminate Catholic claims about worship, hierarchy, morals, and
continuity.

Assigned Readings

Acts 2:37-47; 1 Corinthians 11:23-34; 2 Thessalonians 2:14; 1 Timothy 3:15.
Didache 1-4, 7-10, 14-15.

1 Clement 40-44.

Ignatius, To the Magnesians 6-7; To the Smyrnaeans 8.

Voices from the Fathers

“On the Lord’s own day, gather together and break bread and give thanks, having first
— Didache 14, common

’

confessed your transgressions, so that your sacrifice may be pure.’
English translation

“Wherever the bishop appears, there let the multitude be, even as wherever Jesus Christ is,
there is the Catholic Church.” — St. Ignatius of Antioch, Smyrnaeans 8

Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material
A Christianity that existed before a completed New Testament

The Didache’s world: the Two Ways, baptism, Wednesday/Friday fasting, Eucharistic thanksgiving,
confession, and Sunday assembly

Clement’s appeal to ordered ministry and succession in Corinth
Ignatius’s startlingly concrete language about bishop, Eucharist, altar, and Catholic unity
Why “Bible versus Tradition” would have sounded foreign to the second-century Church

Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e The apostolic Faith was transmitted in writing and orally.
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The Church did not arise from a later collection of independent Christian texts; the texts arose
within the apostolic Church.

Early discipline can change, but its existence reveals how seriously Christians understood
communal worship, authority, repentance, and holiness.

Discussion Questions

1.
2.
3.

What assumptions about early Christianity are challenged by the Didache?
Why does Clement appeal to order and succession rather than congregational preference?
What does Ignatius mean by connecting Eucharist, bishop, and Catholic unity?

Weekly Patristic Practice

For seven days, pray the Apostles’ Creed slowly each morning and ask: “What have I received that |
did not invent?” Read one chapter of Didache each day.

Knowledge Check

4.

6.
7.
8.

Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.



Week 1: The Eucharist, the Altar, and the Sacrificial Church
October 14, 2026 | St. Ignatius * St. Justin Martyr  St. Irenaeus of Lyons

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Explain how second-century Christians described the Eucharist as the true Body and Blood of
Christ.

e Understand the relationship among Eucharist, sacrifice, Sunday worship, and ecclesial
communion.

e Compare patristic Eucharistic realism with purely symbolic interpretations.

Assigned Readings

John 6:48-58; Malachi 1:11; Luke 22:14-20; 1 Corinthians 10:16-21; 11:23-29.
Ignatius, Smyrnaeans 6-8.

Justin Martyr, First Apology 65-67.

Irenaeus, Against Heresies IV.17-18; V.2.

Voices from the Fathers

“We do not receive these as common bread and common drink.” — St. Justin Martyr, First
Apology 66

“They abstain from the Eucharist and from prayer, because they do not confess the Eucharist
to be the flesh of our Saviour Jesus Christ.” — St. Ignatius of Antioch, Smyrnaeans 7

Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material
Sunday worship described by a Christian writing to a pagan emperor

The readings, homily, common prayers, kiss of peace, bread and wine, thanksgiving, Communion, and
collection for the poor

Ignatius: Eucharistic doctrine as a test of Christological reality
Irenaeus: creation is good; bread and wine become Eucharist; our bodies are destined for resurrection
The Eucharist as thanksgiving, communion, sacrifice, Real Presence, and pledge of resurrection

Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e The Fathers do not treat the Eucharist as ordinary food with a devotional meaning added by the
believer.



e FEucharistic realism is linked to the Incarnation: the Word truly took flesh, and created matter can
become an instrument of grace.
e The altar and the poor belong together; sacramental worship without charity is self-contradictory.

Discussion Questions

9. Why did Justin describe Christian worship publicly when Christians were being accused of secret
crimes?

10. Why does Ignatius connect denial of the Eucharist with denial of Christ’s real flesh?

11. What does Irenaeus’s Eucharistic teaching imply about the goodness and future of the human
body?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Arrive at Sunday Mass at least fifteen minutes early. Make a deliberate thanksgiving after
Communion. Perform one hidden act of charity for someone in need.

Knowledge Check

12. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

13. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

14. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

15. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

16. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.



Week 2: One Church: Bishops, Apostolic Succession, Unity, and Obedience
October 21, 2026 | St. Clement * St. Ignatius * St. Irenaeus * St. Cyprian

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Explain why the Fathers regarded visible unity as a theological reality rather than an optional
organizational preference.

e Describe apostolic succession as a public safeguard of the apostolic teaching.

¢ Distinguish Christian obedience from personality cult, passivity, or approval of sin.

Assigned Readings

e Matthew 16:13-19; John 17:20-23; Acts 20:17-35; Titus 1:5-9.
e 1 Clement 42-44.

e Ignatius, Philadelphians 3-4; Smyrnaeans 8.

e Irenaeus, Against Heresies I11.3-4.

e Cyprian, On the Unity of the Catholic Church 4-6.

Voices from the Fathers

“The blessed apostles... appointed the first fruits of their labours... to be bishops and deacons
of those who should afterwards believe.” — St. Clement of Rome, 1 Clement 42

“He cannot have God for his Father who has not the Church for his mother.” — St.
Cyprian of Carthage, On the Unity of the Catholic Church 6

Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material

Why heretics also quoted Scripture and why Irenaeus appealed to public apostolic succession
Rome, local churches, bishops, presbyters, deacons, and the public memory of apostolic teaching
Ignatius’s “one altar” spirituality

Cyprian’s severe language about schism and the ancient fear of breaking communion

Authority as service to received truth, not power to manufacture a new faith

Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e The Fathers understood the Church as visible, sacramental, doctrinal, and hierarchical.

e Apostolic succession is not merely a chain of ordinations; it serves continuity in the apostolic
Faith.



e Unity never makes falsehood true, but private judgment cannot be made the normal constitution of
Christianity.

Discussion Questions

17. Why is a public succession of teachers useful when competing groups all claim Scripture?

18. What is the difference between unity and uniformity?

19. How can Catholics maintain reverence for office while recognizing that individual churchmen can
sin or govern badly?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Pray daily for the Pope, the local bishop, and parish clergy by name. Abstain from one unnecessary
complaint about Church personalities and replace it with prayer and a concrete act of service.

Knowledge Check

20. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

21. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

22. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

23. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

24. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Week 3: Martyrdom, Penance, Fasting, and the Cost of Discipleship
October 28, 2026 | St. Ignatius * St. Polycarp * St. Cyprian * Tertullian (historical witness)

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Recover the early Christian conviction that baptism begins a life of costly conversion.

e Understand martyrdom as witness to Christ, not a search for death.

e Explore early fasting and penitential discipline without confusing historical discipline with
unchangeable dogma.

Assigned Readings

e Matthew 10:16-39; Luke 9:23-26; Hebrews 12:1-4; Revelation 2:8-11.
e Martyrdom of Polycarp 6-16.

e Ignatius, Romans 4-7.

e Cyprian, On the Lapsed, selections.

e Didache 8; Shepherd of Hermas, selected penitential passages.

Voices from the Fathers

“Eighty and six years have I served Him, and He has done me no wrong. How then can I
blaspheme my King who saved me?”” — Martyrdom of Polycarp 9

“Christianity is a thing of might whenever it is hated by the world.” — St. Ignatius of
Antioch, Romans 3, translation varies

Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material

Why the martyrs terrified the pagan imagination: Christians possessed something more valuable than
survival

Polycarp: fidelity without theatrical bravado
The lapsed under persecution and the painful problem of restoration
Fasting as bodily prayer, training of desire, solidarity with the poor, and preparation for worship

Why ancient penance was public and severe—and what its severity teaches even when discipline
changes

Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e The Church condemns suicide and reckless provocation; martyrdom is faithful endurance when

witness to Christ demands it.
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e Ancient penitential practices varied, but they reveal a strong sense of the objective seriousness of
post-baptismal sin.
e Fasting is not hatred of the body; it trains the body and soul toward rightly ordered freedom.

Discussion Questions

25. Why did the early Church take apostasy so seriously?
26. What is lost when penance is reduced to a private feeling of regret?
27. How can fasting become prideful, and how do the Fathers guard against that danger?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Choose one lawful fast or meaningful abstinence this week suited to your state of life and health. Give
the money or time saved to charity. Make a careful examination of conscience before Confession.

Knowledge Check

28. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

29. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

30. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

31. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

32. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Week 4: The Desert Fathers: Spiritual Warfare and the Battle for the Mind
November 4, 2026 | St. Anthony the Great * St. Athanasius  St. John Cassian * Desert Fathers

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Learn the patristic vocabulary of watchfulness, thoughts, passions, temptation, consent, and
compunction.

e Distinguish temptation from sin and identify the stages by which a thought can become a passion.

e Build a practical rule for prayer, silence, custody of the senses, work, and examination of
conscience.

Assigned Readings

Matthew 4:1-11; 6:1-18; Ephesians 6:10-18; 1 Peter 5:8-9.
Athanasius, Life of Anthony, selections.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers: Anthony, Macarius, Poemen, Moses.

John Cassian, Institutes V-XII and Conferences, selections.

Voices from the Fathers

“Our life and our death is with our neighbour. If we gain our brother, we have gained God;
but if we scandalize our brother, we have sinned against Christ.” — St. Anthony, Sayings
of the Desert Fathers

“Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.” — Abba Moses, Sayings of
the Desert Fathers, traditional attribution
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Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material
The desert was not escape from Christianity but an attempt to live baptism without compromise
Logismoi: recurring thoughts and the importance of refusing dialogue with temptation early

Gluttony, lust, avarice, anger, sadness, acedia, vainglory, pride the ancestry of the later capital-sins
tradition

Acedia: the “noonday demon,” restlessness, disgust with one’s duties, craving for elsewhere
Manual work, psalmody, silence, tears, remembrance of death, obedience, and stability

Why the Fathers distrust spectacular spirituality and prize humility

Close the section by returning to Christ. The Fathers are valuable precisely because their theology is
ecclesial, biblical, sacramental, moral, and ordered toward union with God rather than mere
information.

Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e A tempting thought is not itself a sin; moral danger grows through welcome, dialogue, consent,
habit, and passion.

e Spiritual warfare is normally fought through ordinary fidelity rather than dramatic experiences.

e The Desert Fathers repeatedly treat judgment of one’s neighbor as spiritually destructive.

Discussion Questions

33. Which modern technologies amplify distraction, comparison, anger, lust, or acedia?
34. Why can constant novelty become an enemy of stability?
35. What does “sit in your cell” mean for a lay Catholic with family and work duties?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Establish two daily ten-minute periods without phone, television, or internet. Use one for silent prayer
and one for spiritual reading. Each evening identify the strongest recurring thought of the day and how
you responded.

Knowledge Check

36. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

37. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

38. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

39. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

40. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.
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Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Week 5: Divinization: What Grace Is Actually Meant to Do to Us
November 11, 2026 | St. Athanasius * St. Basil * St. Gregory Nazianzen * St. Gregory of Nyssa

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Explain the patristic doctrine of theosis/divinization in fully Catholic terms.

e Distinguish participation in divine life by grace from pantheism or becoming God by nature.

e Connect Incarnation, Baptism, Eucharist, virtue, prayer, and glory as one movement of
transformation in Christ.

Assigned Readings
e John 1:12-14; 15:1-11; 17:20-26; 2 Peter 1:3-4; Galatians 2:20.

e Athanasius, On the Incarnation 54.

e Basil, On the Holy Spirit, selections.

e Gregory Nazianzen, Orations 29-31 and 45, selections.
e Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, selections.

Voices from the Fathers

“For He was made man that we might be made God.” — St. Athanasius, On the
Incarnation 54; “God” here means participation by grace, not equality of nature

“What has not been assumed has not been healed.” — St. Gregory Nazianzen, Epistle 101,
commonly cited formulation

Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material

Salvation is more than acquittal: adoption, healing, illumination, sanctification, participation,
communion

Athanasius’s famous formula and what it does and does not mean

The Cappadocian defense of the Holy Ghost and why sanctification reveals His divinity
Gregory of Nyssa: endless growth into God and the paradox of desire fulfilled yet deepened
The sacraments as divine medicine and incorporation, not merely religious symbols

Why holiness is the normal purpose of Catholic life, not an elite hobby

Close the section by returning to Christ. The Fathers are valuable precisely because their theology is
ecclesial, biblical, sacramental, moral, and ordered toward union with God rather than mere
information.
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Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

¢ Only God is God by nature; creatures never become divine essence.

e By sanctifying grace, Christians truly participate in God’s life as adopted sons and daughters.

e Theosis is Christological and sacramental: the Son shares what is His by nature so that we receive
it by grace.

Discussion Questions

41. Why might “getting to heaven” be too thin a description of salvation if detached from
transformation?

42. How does divinization change the way we think about mortal and venial sin?

43. Why do Baptism and Eucharist belong naturally in a discussion of theosis?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Renew your baptismal promises privately. After each Communion, spend several minutes asking not
merely for help but for transformation: “Jesus, conform my mind, will, loves, and actions to Thine.”

Knowledge Check

44. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.

45. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

46. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

47. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

48. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Week 6 / Final: Family, Wealth, Death, Judgment, and Living as a Christian in a Pagan World
November 18, 2026 | St. John Chrysostom * St. Augustine * St. Basil * St. Leo * St. Gregory the Great

Opening Prayer

Make the Sign of the Cross, recite the Apostles’ Creed, and pray: “Come, Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of
Thy faithful, and kindle in them the fire of Thy love. Give us docility to receive the Faith handed
down, courage to live it, and humility to be corrected by the saints. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Objectives

e Recover patristic teaching on the domestic church, formation of children, hospitality, and marital
holiness.

e Confront the Fathers’ severe warnings about wealth, luxury, neglect of the poor, and attachment to
status.

e Understand remembrance of death and judgment as motives for conversion and hope rather than
morbidity.
e Synthesize the course into a sustainable Catholic rule of life.

Assigned Readings

e Matthew 25:31-46; Luke 12:13-34; Ephesians 5:21-6:4; James 2:1-17.

e John Chrysostom, Homilies on Ephesians 20-21; Homilies on Matthew, selections on almsgiving
and wealth.

e Basil, Homily “I Will Pull Down My Barns.”

e Augustine, Confessions I and VIII; City of God XIX, selections.

e Leo the Great, Lenten sermons; Gregory the Great, Pastoral Rule and Dialogues, selections.

Voices from the Fathers

“Make your home a church.” — St. John Chrysostom, Homily on Ephesians, traditional
rendering of his domestic exhortation

“The bread which you keep belongs to the hungry; the coat in your closet, to the naked.” —
St. Basil the Great, homily on wealth, common translation
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Patristic Teaching: The Forgotten Material

Chrysostom’s domestic church: spouses, children, Scripture, prayer, psalms, and moral formation at
home

The Fathers on luxury: possessions are stewardship; surplus creates obligations toward the poor
Augustine’s restless heart: disordered love as the anatomy of sin

Memento mori: remembering death as a way to stop wasting life

Particular accountability and final judgment in patristic preaching

Leo and Gregory: mercy, fasting, almsgiving, pastoral responsibility, and the Christian use of time

Close the section by returning to Christ. The Fathers are valuable precisely because their theology is
ecclesial, biblical, sacramental, moral, and ordered toward union with God rather than mere
information.

Living in a post-Christian or neo-pagan culture without fear, rage, compromise, or retreat from charity
Use the Father’s own argument to connect doctrine with Christian practice. Clarify unfamiliar terms,
distinguish permanent doctrine from historical discipline, and ask what conversion the text demands.
Essential Doctrinal and Spiritual Points

e Family life is a primary school of sanctity and doctrine.

e The Fathers judge wealth principally by use, attachment, justice, mercy, and responsibility not
merely by possession.

e Remembering death relativizes vanity and makes present duties urgent.

e The Christian response to a pagan culture is fidelity, holiness, truth, charity, courage, and hope.

Discussion Questions

49. What would it mean concretely to “make your home a church”?

50. Which patristic statements about wealth make modern Christians most uncomfortable, and why?
51. How can remembrance of death produce gratitude rather than anxiety?

52. Which one practice from the course should become permanent?

Weekly Patristic Practice

Write a one-page personal Rule of Life for Advent: Sunday Mass, Confession, daily prayer,
Scripture/patristic reading, fasting or abstinence, almsgiving, family prayer, custody of media,
examination of conscience, and one concrete work of mercy.

Knowledge Check

53. Name the principal Father or early Christian source studied this week and explain why the source
matters.
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54. State one teaching from the lesson that is doctrinal and one practice that is disciplinary or
ascetical.

55. Give one Scripture passage that the Fathers use or illuminate.

56. Identify one modern habit or assumption challenged by the lesson.

57. State one concrete change you will make before the next meeting.

Closing Prayer

Almighty and eternal God, Who didst raise up holy Fathers to defend Thy truth and guide Thy people,
grant us the same love of Christ, reverence for His Church, hatred of sin, mercy toward our neighbor,
and desire for holiness. May the wisdom we have received bear fruit in repentance and charity.
Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Final Synthesis: What the Fathers Expected a Catholic Life to Look Like

Across very different centuries, languages, personalities, and local churches, recurring patterns appear.
The Fathers do not present Christianity as a weekly religious preference. They assume that Baptism
transfers a person into a new allegiance, the Eucharist stands at the center of ecclesial life, truth is
received rather than invented, sin is deadly, repentance is possible, the poor make a claim upon
Christian possessions, prayer and fasting train desire, family life is a school of holiness, death is
certain, judgment is real, and grace is meant to transform the human person.

Twelve Recoveries for Modern Catholics

e Christianity is received before it is customized.

e The Eucharist is the center of the Church’s sacrificial and communal life.

e Visible unity and apostolic authority matter because truth is not self-authenticating private
opinion.

e The body is good, but its appetites require training.

e Fasting is normal Christian asceticism, not an exotic specialty.

e Temptation often begins as a thought; early resistance is easier than late resistance.

e Acedia can disguise itself as restlessness, novelty-seeking, resentment of duties, or perpetual
dissatisfaction.

e Wealth creates obligations; almsgiving is a matter of justice and mercy, not image management.

e The home can and should become a school of prayer, Scripture, virtue, and mercy.

e Remembering death is a school of wisdom.

e Salvation aims at transformation and participation in divine life by grace.

e Orthodoxy and holiness belong together: right belief should become worship, repentance, courage,
and charity.

Final Oral Defense Prompts

“The early Church was basically non-sacramental and later became Catholic.”

e “Tradition just means old customs.”

e “IfIlove Jesus, visible Church unity and authority are secondary.”

e “Fasting is unhealthy negativity toward the body.”

e “A thought cannot matter morally unless I act on it.”

e “Salvation simply means God declares me forgiven; transformation is optional.”
e “My money is mine, so charity is purely voluntary generosity.”

e “Thinking about death is morbid and spiritually unhealthy.”

Final Assignment: A Rule of Life from the Fathers

Prepare a two-page Rule of Life for the period from the final class through Christmas. It should be
realistic for your state of life and include: Mass and worthy Communion; Confession; morning and
evening prayer; Scripture; patristic spiritual reading; fasting or abstinence; almsgiving; family prayer
or spiritual responsibility; custody of media and speech; examination of conscience; one work of
mercy; and a weekly remembrance of death and judgment ordered toward hope in Christ.
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Date

October 7

Six-Week Reading and Prayer Plan

Patristic Focus

The Didache * St.
Clement of Rome ¢ St.
Ignatius of Antioch

Read Before Class

Didache 1-4, 7-10, 14-
15.

Practice

For seven days, pray
the Apostles’ Creed
slowly each morning
and ask: “What have I
received that I did not
invent?” Read one
chapter of the Didache
each day.

October 14

St. Ignatius * St. Justin
Martyr « St. Irenaeus of
Lyons

Ignatius, Smyrnaeans
6-8.

Arrive at Sunday Mass
at least fifteen minutes
early. Make a
deliberate thanksgiving
after Communion.
Perform one hidden act
of charity for someone
in need.

October 21

St. Clement  St.
Ignatius « St. Irenaeus
St. Cyprian

1 Clement 42-44.

Pray daily for the Pope,
the local bishop, and
parish clergy by name.
Abstain from one
unnecessary complaint
about Church
personalities and
replace it with prayer
and a concrete act of
service.

October 28

St. Ignatius * St.
Polycarp ¢ St. Cyprian
* Tertullian (historical
witness)

Martyrdom of Polycarp
6-16.

Choose one lawful fast
or meaningful
abstinence this week
suited to your state of
life and health. Give
the money or time
saved to charity. Make
a careful examination
of conscience before
Confession.

November 4

St. Anthony the Great ¢
St. Athanasius ¢ St.
John Cassian * Desert
Fathers

Athanasius, Life of
Anthony, selections.

Establish two daily ten-
minute periods without
phone, television, or
internet. Use one for
silent prayer and one
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for spiritual reading.
Each evening identify
the strongest recurring
thought of the day and
how you responded.

November 11

St. Athanasius * St.
Basil « St. Gregory
Nazianzen ° St.
Gregory of Nyssa

Athanasius, On the
Incarnation 54.

Renew your baptismal
promises privately.
After each
Communion, spend
several minutes asking
not merely for help but
for transformation:
“Jesus, conform my
mind, will, loves, and
actions to Thine.”

November 18

St. John Chrysostom ¢
St. Augustine * St.
Basil ¢ St. Leo « St.
Gregory the Great

John Chrysostom,
Homilies on Ephesians
20-21; Homilies on
Matthew, selections on
almsgiving and wealth.

Write a one-page
personal Rule of Life
for Advent: Sunday
Mass, Confession,
daily prayer,
Scripture/patristic
reading, fasting or
abstinence, almsgiving,
family prayer, custody
of media, examination
of conscience, and one
concrete work of
mercy.
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Glossary of Patristic Terms

Acedia A spiritual weariness or restless disgust with
one’s duties and place; traditionally associated
with the “noonday demon.”

Apostolic Fathers Early Christian writers closely associated with
the generation following the Apostles, such as
Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp.

Apostolic succession The continuing transmission of episcopal
ministry from the Apostles, serving the
Church’s visible continuity and fidelity to
apostolic teaching.

Asceticism Deliberate spiritual training through prayer,
fasting, self-denial, vigilance, and works of
charity so that desire is ordered toward God.

Compunction Grace-filled sorrow for sin joined to desire for
conversion and mercy.

Divinization / Theosis Participation by grace in the divine life; the
creature remains a creature and never becomes
God by nature.

Logismoi Recurring tempting or disordered thoughts

discussed in the desert tradition; later
classifications contributed to the doctrine of the
capital sins.

Martyr Literally a witness; one who bears witness to
Christ even unto death rather than deny the
Faith.

Patristic Pertaining to the Fathers of the Church and the

early centuries of Christian teaching and
theological development.

Rule of faith The received apostolic pattern of Christian
belief within which Scripture is confessed and
interpreted.
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Watchfulness / Nepsis Spiritual vigilance over thoughts, desires,
senses, and movements of the heart.
Two Ways An ancient Jewish-Christian moral framework

contrasting the way of life with the way of
death, prominent in the Didache.
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Recommended Editions and Further Reading

Michael W. Holmes, ed., The Apostolic Fathers (for reliable translations and introductions).
The Ante-Nicene Fathers and Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers collections (older public-domain
translations; useful but sometimes archaic).

St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation.

St. Augustine, Confessions and City of God.

St. John Chrysostom, homilies on Matthew and Ephesians.

St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit and homilies on wealth and social responsibility.

St. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses.

St. Gregory the Great, Pastoral Rule.

Sayings of the Desert Fathers, a reputable modern translation.

The Roman Catechism (Catechism of the Council of Trent) for doctrinal synthesis alongside
patristic reading.

The Holy Bible, Douay-Rheims translation.

A Note on Patristic Quotations

Patristic works survive in Greek, Latin, Syriac, and other ancient languages, and English wording
varies by translation. Short quotations in this coursebook serve as study anchors. When doing further
study, consult a reliable complete translation and read each quotation in context.

Concluding Prayer

O God, Who hast enlightened Thy Church by the teaching and example of the holy Fathers, grant that

we may not admire their words without imitating their faith. Give us reverence at the altar, fidelity to
the truth, obedience in what is just, courage under trial, purity of heart, mercy toward the poor,
vigilance in temptation, perseverance in prayer, and a holy remembrance of death. Make our homes
schools of charity and our lives a confession of Jesus Christ. Through the same Christ our Lord.
Amen.
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