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Salt of the Empire: The Role of the Christian Family in 
Evangelization 
by Mike Aquilina 

Original sin is all around us – it affect our lives from first breath to last

• The Fatherhood of God: commentary and quotes from the early church fathers 
• The Sins of the Fathers – Part II: Touching the Void, by Tadhg Lynch

• The Stilling of the Storm at Sea: Lord of the Wind and Waves, by Jeanne Kun 
• The Lavish Love of the Prodigal Father, reflection by Don Schwager 

• Pursuing Holiness in an Unholy World: strategy for winning the battle 
• by Tom Caballes, Aukland, New Zealand

• New Girl in Community: a taste of heaven on hearth, by Elizabeth Saunders 
• Deliver Us From Evil: tips on praying with youth, by Mike Shaughnessy 

• Rembrandt - Master Painter and Storyteller: 
• reflection on The Return of the Prodigal Son 

• I Will Go with My Father A-ploughing, poem by Joseph Campbell 
• Wet Fall in Summer, poem by Sean O'Neill

•Invite a Friend to a free monthly subscription to Living Bulwark today!

Living Bulwark is committed to fostering renewal of the whole Christian people: Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox. We especially want to 
give witness to the charismatic, ecumenical, evangelistic, and community dimensions of that renewal. Living Bulwark seeks to equip 
Christians to grow in holiness, to apply Christian teaching to their lives, and to respond with faith and generosity to the working of the Holy 
Spirit in our day.

.  

 copyright © 2009 The Sword of the Spirit  | email: living.bulwark@yahoo.com 
publishing address: Park Royal Business Centre, 9-17 Park Royal Road, Suite 108, London NW10 7LQ, United Kingdom .  

www.livingbulwark.net

© Copyright 2006-2009 Go To Index Page 1 of 52



  

August 2009 - Vol. 32 

  
.  

Salt of the Empire  
.  

The Role of the Christian Family in Evangelization  
.  

by Mike Aquilina

Years ago, I came across a children’s book that told the history of the early Church in small words and in  large, 
brightly colored pictures. The first few centuries were pretty much distilled into a few pages with a simple message, 
which I’ll summarize here:  
 
The wicked Roman Empire prevailed for a long time, killing Christians 
by the thousands, till one day the pagan emperor Constantine was 
crossing a bridge. He looked up into the sky and saw a cross in the clouds 
and he heard a voice saying, “By this sign, you shall conquer.” So 
Constantine became a believer, and from that moment on the Roman 
Empire was a Christian Empire. The End. 

If only evangelization were that simple. If only God would always make 
the gospel immediately relevant by raising a huge cross in the sky and 
thundering a command from above. If only he would transform our 
culture by the miraculous conversion of its most influential leaders, 
starting with the emperors of politics and culture. 

The truth, however, is that the Christianizing of the Roman Empire after 
Constantine was a messy affair – perhaps messier than it had been before, 
during the almost three centuries of persecution. The Eastern and Western lands went about the work of 
Christianizing in radically different ways; nasty disputes arose over the relationship between throne and altar; a rift 
appeared between East and West, which would eventually leave the Eastern peoples vulnerable to the rise of Islam 
and ultimately widen into a schism that tragically split the Church in two. 

So much for the storybook ending of a Christian empire. Yet the truth about the early Christians is more exciting, 
more instructive, and even more miraculous than the storybooks convey. It is a story not so much about emperors 



and armies as about families and how they changed the world. 

Astonishing Growth  
The truth is that, by the time Constantine legalized the practice of Christianity in 313, the empire was already 
heavily Christianized. By the year 300 perhaps 10 percent of the people were Christians, and by the middle of the 
century, Christians may well have been a majority of the citizens, 33 million Christians in an empire of 60 million 
people. So Constantine did not so much ensure Christianity’s success as acknowledge it. His edict of toleration was 
overdue recognition that the Church had already won the empire. We were already in the majority. 

These were not 33 million “nominal” Christians – not 33 million “cafeteria Catholics” and “chaplain to the culture” 
Protestants. They could not be. They did not have the luxury of being lukewarm. In the decade before Constantine’s 
edict, the Church had suffered its most ruthless and systematic persecution ever under the emperor Diocletian and 
his successors. The practice of the faith was, in many places, punished by torture and death. In many places, to live 
as a Christian meant, at the least, to accept social stigma and humiliation. What is more, the Christian way itself was 
characterized by demanding disciplines in the life of prayer and in the moral life. 

To be a Christian was not easy in the year 300. It cost something. Whether or not you were martyred, you had to pay 
with your life. Christians were laying their lives on the line every time they attended the liturgy, and they continued 
to do so through the course of every day. 

Yet the rate of conversion throughout the empire – beginning with the first Christians, long before Constantine – was 
most remarkable. A few years ago, an eminent sociologist, Rodney Stark of the University of Washington, set out to 
track church growth in the ancient world. He gathered his findings in The Rise of Christianity. Dr. Stark is not a 
Christian and had no vested interest in making Christianity look good. 

What Stark found in his study of the first Christian centuries was an astonishing growth rate of 40 percent per 
decade. Again, Constantine gets no credit for this growth. Most of it happened in the years before he was born. In 
fact, even though conversions were coerced at various times after the year 380, the Church never again witnessed the 
kind of growth that took place when conversions were costly. 

  
Roman women giving generously 

Stark holds that most growth came from individual conversions, and not only from the poor, but also from the 
merchant and upper classes. He argues that most converts were women, that women benefited greatly from 
conversion, and that some women – though never ordained to the priesthood – were influential leaders. Using 
historical data and sociological methods, he argues that the Christian population grew by 40 percent a decade, from 
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On the Lord's Prayer 

by Cyprian of Carthage, 3rd century

But Deliver Us from Evil 

The Lord's Prayer has an ending which neatly summarizes the different requests. We say actually at the end:`But 
deliver us from evil,' understanding by such an expression everything that the Enemy can devise against us in 
this world. 

One certain conviction we have: that God is a powerful support since he grants his help to anyone who asks for 
it. 

Consequently, when we say: `Deliver us from evil,'there is nothing else left for us to ask. Invoking the protection 
of God against evil means asking for everything we need. 

This prayer secures us against any kind of machination of the devil and of the world. Who could be afraid of the 
world if he has God as his protector? 

You see, brothers and sisters, how amazing the Lord's Prayer is. It is truly a compendium of all the requests we 
could possibly make. 

Our Lord Jesus Christ who came for all people, for the wise as for the ignorant, without distinction of sex or age, 
reduces the precepts of salvation to the essential minimum. He wants even the simplest to be able to understand 
and remember them. 

                                       [Breviario Patristico © 1971 Piero Gribaudi Editore, Turin, Italy; translated by Paul Drake]   
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 Sometimes I get a little frustrated with covenant community because, for the most part, we have easy lives. We 
generally belong to decent middle class families with good incomes. Our message to people is to “give your life to 
the Lord.”  Unsurprisingly this often results in your life going rather well. We don’t seem to connect with the world 
around us as well as we should because we are busy “being community.” We can sometimes begin to look like we 
don’t have anything wrong with us, as though we don’t need a savior. The temptation to think like this misses the 
fact that we are sinners. The reason I need a savior is because I lose my temper or drink too much or am prideful, but 
it’s also simply because I’m a human being. Humanity is a sinful condition.  
There is something hard-wired into the world which causes it (and me in it) not to function. Therefore I lose my 
temper and drink too much and I am prideful. Sin works its way into our lives in various ways, but it comes first 
because it is original – it’s part of our condition. If those to whom we reach out do not realise this or do not see us 
living in the reality of dependence upon a savior, they will never come to know Christ.  

What I saw in India was original sin. People who lived on the side of the street and were thankful that they had a 
roof over their heads, though no indoor plumbing. Orphans living in the Happy House who had a high chance of 
dying from the cancer that had killed their parents. Expensive clothing stores that welcomed me – a white foreigner 
– and shooed away the street children our team was trying to connect with. Original sin is nobody’s fault and it is 
everybody’s. The reason people in the developing world are hungry is because of the choices we all make – but it is 
first because of original sin. The reason people in the Western world lose their house to foreclosure is again, at root, 
because of original sin. If the human race acknowledged its dependence of God and we fully honoured him with our 
lives, these things would not happen. Because we do not, they do. And they occur with such a depressing regularity 
wherever you go that they make the word “original” seem like a bad pun. It’s an old adage that the devil does not 
make bad things happen to the world, he just wrecks the good ones. This is why India made me think of original sin: 
there is so much good life there, and I thought I had touched it. Perhaps I had, but when I went to explain it to the 
first people who asked me about it I used a tired cliché. I reached into the back of my mind and came up with a 
phrase and an image [touching the void] that had stained me at some point in my past and I believed it was my own.  

I think this is the way original sin works. We don’t remember how we got it but we know it’s ours. We don’t notice 
committing it but we recall the feeling. Somewhere in ages past it leaked into the world and started to change it, and 
no matter how we try to avoid the thought or the notion of it, it is part of us. We are all “sons of Adam” and 
“daughters of Eve” – there is a burden with that inheritance, a bequest in a will that is mainly debt to be serviced. 
There is sharp inequality in our world – an inequality which, in truth, one man cannot fix. There is a depressing 
“hugeness” about the presence of sin (once one accepts that it exists) which tempts us to think that we can never 
overcome it – never make a dent in the edifice of its being or never cross over the chasm which it has built in us and 
the world which God created as “good”. Once I accept the sin of my father Adam, however, there is a revision, or 
perhaps more truly, a reversion. The Bible says of Christ that, “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn 
over all creation. For in him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth” (Col 1:15-16). Now, all human 
affairs hang on Christ because they were created in him in the first place and so I need no longer worry for the sin of 
my father – which is my sin. Although through my father Adam I am sinful, through Christ my sin has now been 
dealt with - he has hung it upon himself, he has “reconciled to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in 
heaven, by making peace through his blood shed on the cross” (Colossians 1:20). As Watchman Nee points out in 
The Normal Christian Life, “We need not work to die, we need not wait to die, we are dead. We need only recognise 
what the Lord has already done, and to praise him for it.”  When I look at things in that light, they make more sense, 
or at least they are more manageable.  

I don’t need to fix original sin – it has been done for me. I need only accept that I am a sinner and then I can enter 
into God’s grace and mercy and begin to live in it. I don’t need to fix the financial crisis or solve world hunger – 
those are perhaps good things to work towards but they are not the starting point. I need to realise that I am sinful, 
that it is part of my condition and will always be. I need to ask forgiveness to the people I have hurt, give back  to 
Christ what I have taken as my own and accept the sacrifice he made for my sins, but that’s it. There’s nothing more 
to say about it. I must confess I found this wonderfully freeing during my time in India. I was able to spend time 
with the people there, play with the kids and talk to the old folks without worrying about the light fading from the 
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