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PREFACE

o careful student of the life and thought of our
Ntimes can fail to remark the great and increasing
interest which is taken in the history of religion as a
whole. Whether that history is regarded as a collection
of relics or as a series of milestones marking man’s
progress towards a fuller and finer understanding of
the world and of himself, it is recognized as a thread
running through all human development. As a mani-
festation both of group solidarity and of emergent
individualism, it is a sociological phenormenon of the
first importance; as making vocal many of the im-
pulses which lie below the level of consciousness and
producing a delicate interplay between.them and the
intellect, it gives to the psychologist some of his most
fascinating material and problems. Man does not live
by bread alone, and we cannot estimate aright even
his attitude towards bread and bread-winning unless
we consider also his attitude towards his god or dream
or devil.

If we are to do this we must pay particular attention
to his passage from one god or dream or devil to
another; we must seek to know what first prompted
the new interest, what gave to it compelling force,
and what its acceptance meant. When Christianity
appeared in the Roman Empire, it attracted many
who had their own traditional alinement towards the
unseen and unknown factors of existence. This process
of attraction has in the main been studied from the
Christian point of view. What I have here tried to do
is to look at it from the outside, and to that end I have
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devoted a substantial part of this book to a presentation
of the advance in this same world of other forms of
religion, many of them Eastern in origin, and of other
ways of life which also won adherents. We have to
inquire into their nature, into the factors limiting
and conditioning their success, and into the extent to
which they can with justice be called missionary or
propagandist. How were religious frontiers crossed
in antiquity? What did their crossing involve? And
when a man began to take notice of Christianity, how
much change in his mode of thinking and living did
he imagine that adhesion to it would mean?

From this attempt to discover the presuppositions
which a citizen of the Empire would bring to any new
approach to the mystery of the universe we shall pass
to a study of the attitudes which he might adopt
towards this approach in particular. We shall seek to
see as a pagan might the Christian Church and the
Christian creed. The evidence at our disposal does
not admit of complete success in this quest; we can
but hope to make a reasonable approximation to the
truth and, in the Swedish proverb, ‘to put the church
in the middle of the village’.

The substance of this book was delivered as Donnel-
lan Lectures at Trinity College, Dublin, in June 1931,
and as Lowell Lectures at King’s Chapel, Boston, in
1933, and I am very much indebted, both to those who
invited me to speak on these matters and to those
who listened, for their generous encouragement. I
should like to take this opportunity of thanking also
all the friends who have helped me by their counsel,
and in particular Mr. M. P. Charlesworth, Mr. C. F.
Edson, Mr. C. T. Seltmtan, and Dr. W. W. Tarn.
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They have done more for me than I can say; and I
should be indeed ungrateful if I were silent on what
I owe to the stimulus and sympathy which I have
received from my colleagues and my students in Har-
vard, to the order and resources of its library, and to
the unfailing kindness of that library’s staff.

A. D. N.
HARVARD UNIVERSITY,
CAMBRIDGE, MASS.

June 1933.
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'lassics of scholarly exposition of important problems

and themes in Judaism gain renewed life in the series at
hand. The criterion for selection for reprint explains the
purpose of the editors. We seek to place into the hands of a
new generation the enduring intellectual achievements of
an earlier time in our own century and in the one before.
The issues of Judaism and the life of the Jewish people,
analyzed in a rigorous and responsible way, retain
perennial relevance. For what being a Jew meant in times
past derived from the on-going imperatives of Judaism,
on the one side, and the condition of eternal Israel, the
Jewish people, on the other. The editors therefore main-
tain that scholars speaking to a broad audience in one age
continue to address the lasting realities .of ages to come.
For scholars to begin with ask not what is current but what
is true, not what presses today but what is urgent everyday,
for all times.

The records of the past teach diverse lessons. The one we
wish to impart is how first-rate minds confront the record of
the past as an on-going encounter with an enduring condi-
tion and an on-going human reality. So we promise that the
books of this series exemplified in this one, will speak to
today’s readers as much as it did to the ones who first re-
ceived the works we now reprint. The series highlights
modes of address we find exemplary. When scholars speak,
they demand a hearing because they ask the tough questions
and trouble to discover rigorous answers to them. Scholars
are not always right. Time alone will sort things out. But
scholars always take responsibility for knowing the require-
ments of truth and attempting in good faith to meet them.
They do not make things up as they go along and declare
new truth morning by morning.

This series proposes to renew the life of classics of Judaic
learning because the editors deem an important task the on-
going renewal of sustained learning in the realm of Judaic
discourse. So this book is in this series because it shows, in
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one way or in another, how, when it comes to the study of
Judaism and of the life of the Jewish people, we think people
should carry on the labor of learning.

Jacob Neusner

In behalf of the board of
editors

Xiv



INTRODUCTION TO THE
BROWN CLASSICS IN JUDAICA SERIES
EDITION

What it means to go from being one thing to
being something else defines the problem
of "conversion," which covers a variety of human
transformations. We take for granted in today's
world that conversion marks a turning, from one
religion to some other, from one political party
to some other, even from one set of loyalties to
another. But in a world which identified the
ethnic group with a fixed religion, conversion
represented a category that itself required
definition. For to be a Jew in antiquity was not
only to believe but also to identify oneself with a
particular political entity and ethnic group, to
live in one way and not in some other. The
notion that someone changed from one thing to
some other by a shift in the God he or she
affirmed would have found slight
comprehension in that world of ethnic-national-
religious-cultural unity. The notion of an ethnic
and territorial god, co-extensive with the
boundaries of a province, on the one side, and a
people or nation or social group, on the other,
closed off the conception, as we now grasp it, of
conversion. You were what you were born, or
you became, through happenstance, something
else.

“And yet, we know, alongside the process of
ethnic and territorial assimilation represented

XV
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for us by the story of the book of Ruth, which
has a Moabite become an Israelite by entering a
family and living within a given territory, a
second conception flourished within Judaism,
and, later on, within Christianity as well. It was
the notion that one adopted another God, and,
with the God, a new way of life, a new world
view, a new ethnic identity, a new nation or
social group. That notion is represented by the
word "conversion" as we now use it, that is to say,
a change not effected through ethnic and
territorial assimilation but through individual
religious change, bearing in its wake a variety of
other alterations as well. If we change not
nations but individuals, moving from outside to
inside by an act of faith (and concomitant action
to be sure) rather than a process of assimilation,
then we deal with something quite different.
Nock distinguishes between conversion and
adhesion, presenting the former as essentially an
innovation, and that leads us to the book at
hand. The classic and still authoritative account
of matters — to be sure enriched by important
subsequent scholarly writing - derives from
Arthur Darby Nock, the great historian of
religion and classicist, whose work we reprint in
this volume. While the work focuses upon the
Greek world, Nock's mastery of the literature of
ancient Israel, including Judaism, amply justifies
our regarding it as a classic in the history of
Judaism as well.

What made the difference between Judaism,
and later on Christianity, and the rest of the

xvi
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religious world of humanity? Nock states
matters in this way: "Judaism and Christianity
demanded renunciation and a new start. They
demanded not merely acceptance of a rite, but
the adhesion of the will to a theology, in a word,
faith, a new life in a new people.... There was...
in...rivals of Judaism and Christianity no
possibility of anything which can be called
conversion." When in ancient times people
converted, it was from one philosophy to
another, and that is not the same thing as
converting to Judaism, for instance. Nock
explains the difference in the following words:
The Jew and the Christian offered religions as we
understand religion; the others offered cults; but their
contemporaries did not expect anything more than
cults from them and looked to philosophy for guidance
in conduct and for a scheme of the universe. The Jew
and the Christian had a stronger motive but a less easy
access to the eyes and ears of their contemporaries.
Each was speaking to men more preoccupied than
most of us are with their inner lives and more inclined
to believe in the activity of supernatural personalities.

The power of Nock's book is to place into
cultural context the emergence, therefore, of
Judaism and also of Christianity as powerful
choices confronting the peoples of the ancient
world. And, as is well known, for quite some
time, until after the catastrophic destruction of
the Temple in 70 and the failure of subsequent
efforts to rebuild it, Judaism competed quite
favorably for adherents, and gained a great
many.
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Nock's real contribution lies not only in his
clear definition of issues but also in his vast
knowledge of antiquity. That permits him to
place into context the phenomenon of
conversion, by showing how in other cults and
religions people got in from the outside - or left
for some other destination altogether. His
survey of religion in the ancient world begins
with the Greek city and the relationship of
Greek cults to outsiders. He asks about the
encounter of Greek and Oriental religions and
cultures, showing the profound issues of the
meeting of diverse worlds that inhere in the
subject at hand. He deals with the cults of not
only Greece but also of the Roman state and
empire. But the religions that moved about the
world were mainly those that came from the
east, whether Egypt, or the land of Israel, Syria,
Babylonia or even India and Iran. That is why
Nock finds it necessary to explain the appeal of
the new cults out of the east and the success that
they enjoyed in the Roman empire. He shows us
what it meant to convert, by citing the
beautifullynarrated case of Lucius in Apuleius's
Golden Ass. Then, in a turning in the
argument, Nock moves from conversion to a cult
to conversion to a philosophy - the distinction
with which he began.

Where Judaism, then Christianity, differed
from all of the pagan cults and philosophies lay
in their formation of new communities. To
convert to Judaism meant to become a Jew, and
that was a matter of a shift of not only belief but
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way of life, not only diet but identification. And
the same was so of Christianity. Consequently
Nock addresses the spread of Christianity as not
merely a shift in viewpoint but as a social
phenomenon. Christianity represented a
political and social threat, in a way in which
Orphism did not, and that accounts for its
ultimate power. Nock shows us what Christianity
looked like to a pagan, and that leads us to his
typology of conversions: Justin, Arnobius, and
Augustine. Christianity represented a presence
and a choice, but what was chosen was much
more than a mere mode of individual life and
salvation.

In giving this splendid, learned, and literate
work a new life, the editors pay their tribute to
one of the great masters of the history of
religion of the generation now finished. Nock
will stand in this classic work of his because of
the clarity of argument, the exquisite precision
of his mind, the depth of his learning, but, above
all, because of his power to ask the right
question and to answer it through relevant
sources and persuasive argument. This work laid
the foundation for important studies, even now
going forward, because of the sheer intelligence
of its author - that above all.

JACOB NEUSNER

For the Editors

PROGRAM IN JUDAIC STUDIES
BROWN UNIVERSITY
PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND






I
THE IDEA OF CONVERSION

AN is born into a world in which there are some
Mobjects and processes which are to him fully com-
prehensible and others which are not. When he
releases his hold on a stone which he has held in his
hand and it falls to the ground, the result is always the
same, and there is nothing to excite any feeling of
dependence on unknown forces. Birth, however, and
growth and sexual relations and death and success in
fishing or hunting and agriculture are all matters in
which man is not his own master and appears to be
dealing with something uncanny. This distinction is
fundamental, and we can observe it in the behaviour
of animals. Where man differs from the animals—so
far as we yet know—is that throughout as much of
his evolution as is known to us he has normally not
remained supine but has striven to take a positive
attitude and assume a definite line of conduct towards
these mysteries. What he says and does rests on the
assumption that the secret workings of nature are
capable of being influenced by his actions, and com-
monly on the further assumption that these secret
workings are due to forces which operate in virtue
of wills and emotions comparable with those which
prompt his own operations.

What he thus says and does makes up religion. Our
evidence does not allow us to penetrate into the
beginnings of this form of conduct; at the earliest
stages of human evolution known to us such activity
is already determined by a tradition which embodies



2 The Idea of Conversion

the collective wisdom of the community. Like many
other aspects of social organization, it is often thought
to rest upon some original revelation or revelations,
given by higher powers, or upon the communing of
specially gifted persons with these powers; and like
these other institutions it is commonly conceived as
possessing an inherent fixity. In fact, however, it is
not exempt from the law of change, but such change
is gradual and is not liable to be considerable unless
new needs or new cultural contacts arise. Those who
follow such a tradition have no reason to interest
themselves in other traditions, and no impulse to
commend their own tradition to others. It serves
their own needs, and the members of other social
units have traditions which serve theirs. Within the
group itself pressure may be put upon individuals who
are lax in their participation in time-honoured obser-
vances, but that is a domestic matter, and in the last
resort a question of public order and well-being. It
was so, as we shall see, with the Greeks.

Such a religion is part of the whole scheme of life
which each man inherits. It has for him the emotional
value attaching to a thing in which he has grown
up, often intensified by the solemnity of the puberty
ceremonies in which he has learned the weightier
matters of the law. But it makes no sudden imperious
demands—except on any who feel a vocation to be
shamans or medicine men—and it asks of him action
and not belief. The situation changes when a prophet
emerges. By the term prophet we mean a man who
experiences a sudden and profound dissatisfaction with
things as they are, is fired with a new idea, and
launches out on a new path in a sincere conviction
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that he has been led by something external and
objective. Whereas in religions of tradition'the essen-
tial element is the practice and there is no under-
lying idea other than the sanctity of custom hallowed
by preceding generations, in prophetic religions the
reason is all-important and the practice flows from it
and is in a sense secondary even if indispensable.

The prophet has a message which he feels an inward
and instant impulse to deliver. He can do nothing
else; the truth has been vouchsafed to him, and his
fellows have need of it. Let us take an instance from
the period under consideration, which is perhaps the
more interesting in that it is the record of a prophet
whose teaching did not strike firm roots in the world.
A tractate called the Poimandres, composed in Egypt,
probably in the second or third century of our era, and
certainly before A.p. 300, tells how an unnamed man
who desired to know the truth of things had a vision
of the making of the universe and of man in which he
was taught the way of the soul’s deliverance. His
celestial visitant concluded:

‘“Now, why do you delay? Will you not, as having
received all, become a guide to those who are worthy, in
order that the race of humanity may through your agency
be delivered by God?” Poimandres said so to me and was
made one with the Powers. And I, having given thanks
and blessed the Father of all things, was released, having
been given power by him and taught the .nature of the
universe and the supreme vision. So I began to announce
to men the beauty of piety and knowledge, saying, “O
people, men born of earth, you that have surrendered
yourselves to drunkenness and sleep and ignorance of God,
sober yourselves, and be no longer as men that have rioted



4 The Idea of Conversion

in liquor, and are spellbound by foolish sleep.” They
heard me and came with one heart. And I said, “Why,
O men born of earth, have you given yourselves over to
death, although you have power to become partakers in
immortality? Repent, you that have trodden with error
and been partners with ignorance; leave the light that is
darkness, abandon destruction, and take your portion of
immortality.” And some of them mocked and stood aside,
having given themselves up to the way of death, while
others cast themselves before my feet and begged to be
taught. I made them rise up and became a guide to the
race, teaching them the doctrine, how and in what way
they should be saved. I sowed in them the words of wisdom
and they were nourished by the ambrosial water. And
when it was evening and the rays of the sun began to sink
wholly, I bade them offer thanks to God; and when they
had finished their thanksgiving they turned each to his
own bed.’

So the prophet preaches to those who will hear, and
some of them are prepared to stake all on the truth
and fundamental importance of his preaching. That
is the first stage. Of these disciples some are so eager
in their adhesion that they seek to convey to others
what they have come to regard as saving truths. That
i1s the second stage. From this an institution may
develop, in which the experience of what is in time
a distant past is mediated to generations yet unborn,
as a thing ever fresh, and can harden into a tradition
as rigid as the order from which the prophet revolted.

We have so far considered the two. opposing poles
of man’s spiritual history. One is the system of religious
observances of a small social unit with elementary needs
and interests and no important contacts with other
cultures which have either material or intellectual
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superiority or a cult and belief capable of exciting
curiosity and attention—of a unit in which, as a
playwright says, nothing happens except hearing three
o’clock strike and waiting for it to strike four. The
other is the religion of a prophetic movement in the
first ardour of the founder. In the first there is no
religious frontier to cross, no difficult decision to make
between two views of life which make its every detail
different; in the other the individual stands before
a choice which means either the renunciation of his
past and entry into a kingdom, which if the promises
made for it are true—and that cannot be proved or
disproved—is wholly other here and will be wholly
other hereafter, or the refusal of this dream as
chimerical.

He cannot wed twice nor twice lose his soul.

Between these two opposing terms, one wholly
static and one wholly dynamic, there is a middle
country—that of the changes in belief and worship
due to political development or cultural interplay.
As society advances to more complex forms a particular
centre may glorify itself by glorifying its gods and
representing its gods as deserving the homage of all
the members of the new larger unit; this was so in
Egypt, where the rise of Ra and Osiris to national
significance is due to their local priesthoods. Conquest
and invasion have notable effects.. We expect that
under the circumstances the conquered will accept the
religion of the conquerors, because our views are formed
by the ideas which we have of the sequel of Christian
and Mohammedan invasions, but what happened then
was peculiar in that the religion of the races possessing
military ascendancy was in each case prophetic and
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militant in origin and type. In the ancient world the
conquerors were liable not indeed to accept the dogmas
of the conquered—for there were in general no dogmas
to accept—but to incorporate deities and rites of the
conquered in their own system. A conspicuous example
is afforded by the Indo-Germanic invasion of Greece.
Not merely were the conquerors inferior in point of
civilization to the conquered, but it could appear to
them, as to later Greeks, that the gods of a region were,
so to speak, permanent residents who had a natural
right to the worship of any human occupants and
whom in any event it would be unwise to neglect.
Further complication is introduced by the conditions
of a time in which men of different races and religions
are able to move freely over a large range of territory,
whether for trade or otherwise. When this is so, we
find in big cities and elsewhere groups of expatriated
folk living in alien surroundings. Such groups retain
their religious, as their other cultural traditions, often
indeed with changes due to intermarriage and various
contacts; and those among whom they find themselves
are equally exposed to this blending of strains. Exclu-
siveness in religion is confined to the prophetic type,
and it is natural that there should be give and take
outside it. To take an early example, the connexion
between Egypt and Byblos resulted in borrowings
on both sides. The contacts thus produced by these
foreign groups are the most important, for they led not
only to borrowing but to fusion and to new develop-
ments; but there were others, as for instance those due
to military service abroad and to slavery. Naaman
heard of Jehovah through his Hebrew handmaid.
These external circumstances led not to any definite
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crossing of religious frontiers, in which an old spiritual
home was left for a new once and for all, but to men’s
having one foot on each side of a fence which was
cultural and not creedal. They led to an acceptance
of new worships as useful supplements and not as
substitutes, and they did not invelve the taking of a
new way of life in place of the old. This we may call
adhesion, in contradistinction to conversion. By con-
version we mean the reorientation of the soul of an
individual, his deliberate turning from indifference
or from an earlier form of piety to another, a turning
which implies a consciousness that a great change is
involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right.
It is seen at its fullest in the positive response of a man
to the choice set before him by the prophetic religions.

We know this best from the history of modern
Christianity. Here it takes two forms, the turning
back to a tradition generally held and characteristic of
society as a whole, a tradition in which the convert
was himself reared but which he has left in scepticism
or indifference or violent self-assertion; and the turning
away to an unfamiliar form of piety either from a
familiar form or from indifference. Psychologically
the two have much in common, since the man who
returns with enthusiasm will commonly feel that he
has never before fully grasped the import of the faith
of his childhood. The bottles are old but the wine
is new.

The features of such conversion have been classified
by William James as a passion of willingness and
acquiescence, which removes the fecling of anxiety,
a sense of perceiving truths not known before, a sense
of clean and beautiful newness within and without and
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an ecstasy of happiness; these emotions are sometimes,
and in fact often, accompanied by hallucinatory or
quasi-hallucinatory phenomena. This type of experi-
ence is very well known. We must not, however,
expect to find exact analogies for it beyond the range
of countries with a long-standing Christian tradition,
for in them even when the fact of conversion appears
wholly sudden and not led up to by a gradual process
of gaining conviction, even when the convert may in
all good faith profess that the beliefs which have won
his sudden assent are new to him, there is a background
of concepts to which a stimulus can give life. When
John Wesley preached to the miners in Kingswood
few of them can have been obsessed by a sense of sin
or filled with a desire for supernatural grace, and yet
those ideas were somewhere under the level of con-
sciousness as a heritage from generation after genera-
tion of Bible-reading and sermon-hearing forefathers.
Such conversion is in its essence a turning away from
a sense of present wrongness at least as much as a
turning towards a positive ideal. To quote James:
‘Now with most of us the sense of our present wrongness
is a far more distinct piece of our consciousness than is the
imagination of any positive ideal that we can aim at. In
a majority of cases, indeed, the sin almost exclusively
engrosses the attention, so that conversion is “a process of
struggling away from sin rather than of striving towards

righteousness”.’

Primitive religion seeks to satisfy a number of natural
needs, to set a seal on the stages by which life is marked
and to ensure the proper working of the natural
processes and sources of supply on which its continu-
ance depends; it provides also an outlet for certain
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emotions of humility, dependence, and self-dramatiza-
tion. Prophetic religion has to create in men the
deeper needs which it claims to fulfil. Those to whom
the forgotten prophet of the Poimandres document spoke
had no consciousness of being sunk in sleep and
drunkenness, no awareness of the assistance of the
divine Mind of which he told them. Acts xvi. 3o
represents the jailer at Thessalonica as saying to Paul
and Silas ‘What must I do to be saved?’, but this is in
a story told from the Christian point of view. Ifsuch
a man used phraseology of this sort, he could have
meant only ‘What am I to do in order to avoid any
unpleasant consequences of the situation created by
this earthquake?’ Soferia and kindred words carried
no theological implications; they applied to deliver-
ance from perils by sea and land and disease and
darkness and false opinions, all perils of which men
were fully aware.

Prophetic religion, therefore, does not in general
find in men’s minds anything like the same unconscious
sympathy which modern revivalism has used. Yet it
naturally finds men’s minds in a measure prepared;
it is difficult to see how else it would make serious
headway. The receptivity of most people for that
which is wholly new (if anything is) is small; tradition
suggests that it was long before Zarathustra obtained
much following. The originality of a prophet lies
commonly in his ability to fuse into a white heat
combustible material which is there, to express and
to appear to meet the half-formed prayers of some at
least of his contemporaries. The teaching of Gotama
the Buddha grows out of the eager and baffled
asceticism and speculation of his time, and it is not
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easy even now to define exactly what was new in him
except his attitude. The message of John the Baptist
and of Jesus gave form and substance to the dreams
of a kingdom which had haunted many of their
compatriots for generations.

We cannot understand the success of Christianity
outside Judaea without making an effort to determine
the elements in the mind of the time to which it
appealed. The next nine chapters are devoted to
a survey of the forms of worship to which men turned
although they had not been reared in them and to
an inquiry into the ways in which these spread, the
psychological factors making them attractive, and the
measure of success which they obtained. I may here
indicate certain considerations which bear on the
whole matter. ’

In the first place, there was in this world very little
that corresponded to a return to the faith of one’s
fathers as we know it. Except in the last phase of
paganism, when the success of Christianity had put it
on the defensive and caused it to fight for its existence,
there was no traditional religion which was an entity
with a theology and an organization. Classical Greek
has no word which covers religion as we ‘use the term.
Eusebeia approximates to it, but in essence it means no
more than the regular performance of due worship in
the proper spirit, while hosiotes describes ritual purity
in all its aspects. The place of faith was taken by myth
and ritual. These things implied an attitude rather
than a conviction. Where there was a conviction it
was to be found in those who wished to innovate or to
deny, in the men who inaugurated or supported new
movements, and in the men who denied the validity
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of traditional views—occasionally of all views—of the
supernatural. Some such denial was common among
men of speculative tendencies. Recantation was less
common but not unknown. Horace tells how he had
been sparing in his attentions to the gods, but was
converted by a thunderclap out of a clear sky, a
phenomenon for which he could not give a scientific
explanation (Odes i. 34). Lucretius gives a moving
picture of the things which shake a man’s unbelief—
the starry heaven, sudden disasters; consciousness of
weakness before the infinite. Pausanias, writing two
centuries later, says of the myth of Kronos and his
father (viii. 8. 3):

‘When I began this work I used to look upon these Greek
stories as markedly on the foolish side; but when I had got
as far as Arcadia my opinion about them became this: I
guessed that the Greeks who were accounted wise spoke
of old in riddles and not straight out, and that this story
about Kronos is a bit of Greek wisdom.’

Unbelief is not a very important feature of the
situation. It did not as a rule excite popular animosity
except when it was first voiced with emphasis and
publicity, as in Athens in the fifth century B.c. The
position seldom became acute, because cult was in-
dependent of ideas, which were always fluid. Neglect
of worship was due not so much to what we should
call irreligion as to self-centred indolence and to care-
lessness. We know from Rome the story of a young
patrician who was qualified for the priesthood of
Sflamen Dialis but a wastrel. He was constrained to take
office, and became a thoroughly reformed character
and a model priest.

In the second place, the feelings which we associate
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with conversion or with the acceptance of prophetic
religion were seldom excited by the new forms of
belief and worship to which men turned. These were
as a rule supplements rather than alternatives to
ancestral piety. This is obvious with regard to all the
worship paid to new deities in the ordinary ways—by
sacrifice, by attendance at processions, by making vows
in distress and paying them after relief was obtained.
It needs some explanation as far as ceremonies of
initiation are concerned. What did they offer?
Orphism at an earlier date had indeed maintained
that all men have an inherited guilt which dooms them
to a weary round of reincarnations unless by use of its
means of salvation they win release. But the initiations
which were sought in the world in which Christianity
spread promised something like this: ‘We assume from
the fact of your approach to us that you are not in too
bad a state. We will of course give you a preliminary
rite or rites of disinfection which will ensure the
requisite ritual purity. That is to be followed by our
holy ceremony, which will confer on you a special kind
of blessedness which guarantees to you happiness after
death.” This blessedness was secured by a rite in which
the initiate went through a symbolic anticipation of
what was to take place hereafter; it was a piece of
sympathetic magic which ensured safety by a simu-
lation here and now. Death and rebirth have this
meaning and no other—with the exception of a curious
sacrament of auto-suggestion in Corpus Hermeticum, xiii,
in which the powers of evil are driven out of a man
and the powers of good take their place, and of the
taurobolium in which he received a new vigour.
Consequently, there is no idea that the sacramental
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experiences of the initiate would make it easier for him
to live a good life here and now. Further, apart from
Orphism and the ancient mysteries of Eleusis, it was
never maintained that these rites were essential requisites
.of happiness hereafter—they were valuable safeguards,
‘on which you could depend—and the rites were actions
efficient in themselves as rites and not as the expression
of a theology and of a world-order sharply contrasted
with those in which the neophyte had previously
moved.

Let us set against this the claims of Judaism and
Christianity. Judaism said in effect to a man who was
thinking of becoming a proselyte: ‘You are in your
sins. Make a new start, put aside idolatry and the
immoral practices which go with it, become a natural-
ized member of the Chosen People by a threefold rite
of baptism, circumcision, and offering, live as God’s
Law commands, and you will have every hope of
a share in the life of the world to come.” Christianity
said: ‘You are in your sins, a state inevitable for you
as a human being and aggravated by your wilfulness.
No action of yours will enable you to make a new start,
no effort of yours will enable you to put aside your
guilt in God’s eyes, and you are doomed to endless
suffering hereafter. Turn to us, stake everything on
Jesus the Christ being your saviour, and God will give
to you the privilege of making a new start as a new
being and will bestow upon you grace which will
enable you so to live here as to obtain a share in the
life of the world to come. By using our sacraments you
will here and now triumph over death and will have
a foretaste of the joys which await you in heaven.
Christ became man that you may become as God.’
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This contrast is clear. Judaism and Christianity
demanded renunciation and a new start. They
demanded not merely acceptance of a rite, but the
adhesion of the will to a theology, in a word faith,
a new life in a new people. It is wholly unhistorical
to compare Christianity and Mithraism as Renan did,
and to suggest that if Christianity had died Mithraism
might have conquered the world. It might and would
have won plenty of adherents, but it could not have
founded a holy Mithraic church throughout the world.
A man used Mithraism, but he did not belong to it
body and soul; if he did, that was a matter of special
attachment and not an inevitable concomitant pre-
scribed by authority.

There was therefore in these rivals of Judaism and
Christianity no possibility of anything which can be
called conversion. In fact the only context in which
we find it in ancient paganism is that of philosophy,
which held a clear concept of two types of life, a higher
and a lower, and which exhorted men to turn from the
one to the other. So much for the word. We shall find
an approximation to the idea in the story of Lucius
(Ch. IX). There it is due to particular circumstances;
according to. the story he had by Isis been delivered
from the shape of an ass, into which he had passed
as a result of incautious experiments in magic. Her
cult was not new to him; he had prayed to her for the
mercy which was thus vouchsafed, but after it his
special attachment to her worship assumed a character
of deep emotion prompted by gratitude and became
a surrender of self with an accompanying element of
moral reformation. The writer of the tale, Apuleius,
probably felt some such devotion and like others to



The Idea of Conversion 15

whom we shall come wrote to glorify Isis. Genuine
conversion to paganism will appear in our inquiry
only when Christianity had become so powerful that
its rival was, so to speak, made an entity by opposition
and contrast. Then we find men returning in penitence
and enthusiasm to the faith of the past, now invested
for them with a new seriousness. At this time there
were two mutually exclusive opposites confronting one
another; previously there had been Judaism and
Christianity, with both of which outsiders had not as
a rule concerned themselves much, and apart from
them a number of approaches to the supernatural
differing from one another and only occasionally in
rivalry, none of them appearing useless except to Jews
and Christians in whose eyes they were worse than
useless.

Nevertheless, although there was no basis for con-
version in these worships, men did adhere to forms
other than those which they had known from child-
hood, and did so as a result of deliberate choice. As
we shall see, there were spiritual needs to account for
this. Men wished to escape from mortality and from
the domination of an unbending fate and to win
personal knowledge of the secrets of the universe and
a dignified status in it. They did not indeed desire to
escape from sin, for it was in general assumed that
moral evil, in so far as you were conscious of it, was
something which of your own initiative you put from
yourself before approaching the holy and not some-
thing from which you were delivered by approaching
the holy. Nor were they concerned to escape from
demons, who did not outside the Semitic area trouble
the imagination of the ancient world.
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There was thus a psychological basis for adhesion,
and there were those who sought to promote and secure
such adhesion. This is quite intelligible, and is not
entirely due to the material interest which some had
in seeing to it that the cult of a particular deity should
have adherents as numerous and as generous as possible
and in making clear to others the greatness of Diana
of the Ephesians. You have sufficient reason for dis-
seminating a special form of piety if you are convinced
that it affords a means of contact with the supernatural
which each and every man needs or can with profit use
in addition to those means which he has inherited and
uses. While a Jew or Christian held that there was only
one true God and that most people around him were
given up to idolatry and sin, a devotee of Isis could and
did think that his cult was the original and best
expression of a devotion voiced by all men in their
several ways. On a minimal view he would regard it
as a good form of piety and worth recommendation,
like the cult of an unrecognized or little recognized
saint in the Catholic Church. Each had a reason for
urging others to do as he did. The Jew and the
Christian offered religions as we understand religion;
the others offered cults; but their contemporaries did
not expect anything more than cults from them and
looked to philosophy for guidance in conduct and for
a scheme of the universe. The Jew and the Christian
had a stronger motive but a less easy access to the eyes
and ears of their contemporaries. Each was speaking
to men more preoccupied than most of us are with their
inner lives and more inclined to believe in the activity
of supernatural personalities. How they taught and
with what success we must now seek to determine.
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THE IDEA OF CONVERSION AND GREEK
RELIGION BEFORE ALEXANDER THE
GREAT

HE subject of this book obliges us to take a broad
Tvicw of certain aspects of religious history from the
time of Alexander the Great to the time of Augustine.
Before we do so it is necessary that we should give some
heed to earlier Greek religious development. We must
do this for two reasons. First, before the conquests of
Alexander there crystallized in Greece attitudes to-
wards traditional and foreign worships which remained
very important throughout. Secondly, in the same
period certain specific concepts took shape which
exercised a wide influence in the later centuries. It
has been said that with the time of Alexander the
formative period of Greek religious thought is at an
end. This is not just; and yet it is true that the earlier
time contains within itself the germs of the subsequent
development, both in civic religion and in voluntary
groupings for worship according to individual choice.

The cults of Greek cities in the fifth and fourth
centuries B.C. neither were nor could be missionary.
Following tradition, a city honoured certain deities to
whom it looked for the satisfaction of its needs. That
was its own affair. A friendly city might be empowered,
a colony or a subject city might be compelled, to take
some part in this worship, but it was primarily a
domestic matter. As a city’s interests expanded the
range of its cults might also be enlarged; to take an
example, Athens, which had Thracian connexions,
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found a place for the worship of Bendis, a goddess
whom Athenians had met and worshipped in Thrace.
In time Bendis was, so to speak, naturalized and gave
a convenient pretext for an additional torch race.
There was in this nothing more revolutionary than
there was in the introduction of the potato and tobacco
into England from America. Special circumstances
might inspire the addition of a new cult. Thus it was
believed that Pan had appeared to Philippides when
in the menace of 490 B.c. he was sent from Athens to
Sparta and told him to ask why the Athenians paid no
heed to him though he had helped them often and
would do so thereafter, and his worship was accord-
ingly introduced. Again, later in the fifth century B.c.
the Athenians felt the need of a public cult of a special
god of healing to perform functions earlier done by
various deities, and introduced the cult of Asclepius
from Epidaurus.

What has been said of local cults in Greece is
equally true of national cults. Just as an Athenian
qua Athenian turned to Athena on the Acropolis, so
an Ionian gua Ionian turned to Apollo on Delos and
a Greek qua Greek to Zeus at Olympia or Apollo at
Delphi. There was in all this a natural organic piety
and no element of conversion or tenseness of religious
emotion except in war or famine or plague and again
in the mystery dramas. Piety lay in a calm perform-
ance of traditional rites and in a faithful observance
of traditional standards.

Further, the object of piety for a Greek was some-
thing regarded as a possession of the Greek race, but
not as a unique phenomenon. Just as in describing
a strange people you spoke of chresthai nomois (using or
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having customs), so you spoke of chresthai theois (having
gods). The gods of a people were one of its attributes.
It was commonly held that the gods of different nations
were identifiable, that the Egyptians worshipped
Athena and Zeus and Dionysus under other names.
And yet that was a matter of speculation, however
widespread, but on the face of it people used different
selections from the list and different names and there
was no reason why we Greeks should desire a Lydian
to sacrifice to Zeus by that name rather than to his own
god, unless he happened to be staying in our city. The
Lydian might do it if he wished: Croesus consulted
Delphi, and Darius in his letter to Gadates speaks of
Apollo as the god who has proclaimed complete truth
to the Persians: that means that his reputation has
made its way, just as the oracle of Ammon in Libya
acquired a reputation in Greece and was consulted
like Delphi or Dodona.

While some foreign habits in religion, as for instance
animal worship, appeared strange to the Greeks, there
was among them no prejudice against alien worship,
and a Greek in a strange country ordinarily paid
homage to its gods. When the Athenians sent settlers
to the Thracian city of Brea, shortly before 441 B.C.,
they ordered them to leave the consecrated precincts
as they were and not to consecrate others. This indeed
was probably not common practice in Greek colonies,
and was partly due to the close connexions of Thracian
with Greek myth and religion. Thus the Greek
settlers at Naucratis in Egypt had their own precincts,
the greatest being called the Hellenion, and made
dedications “To the gods of the Greeks’. In Egypt, and
during the national crisis of the Persian war, the gods
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of the Greeks were strongly felt to be an aspect of their
nationality. But there was no permanent feeling of
superiority. The Greek point of view comes out very
well in a legend inscribed in the temple of Athena at
Lindos on Rhodes. When the Persian Datis was
besieging Lindos in 490 the inhabitants came near the
end of their supplies of water. Athena appeared in
a dream to one of the magistrates and bade him to be
of good cheer, for she would ask Zeus for water. The
inhabitants asked for an armistice of five days, the
period which their resources would last. Datis laughed
and gave it, and the next day abundant rain fell on
the acropolis, and the Lindians had enough while the
Persians came to be in need. Datis in admiration
dedicated all his personal ornaments to Athena. In
a Christian legend he would have permanently trans-
ferred his religious allegiance.

The commercial importance of Athens brought with
it a large influx of resident aliens. They were allowed
to have their own associations to worship their deities:
we possess the record of a permission granted in
333-332 B.C. to the merchants from Citium in Cyprus
resident in Athens to acquire land to build a temple
of Aphrodite (that is, their Semitic Aphrodite, often
called Ourania), just as the Egyptians have built the temple
of Isis. Contacts with such groups of foreigners, like
foreign travel, might introduce individual Athenians
to foreign cults. In one of these two ways certain
privately celebrated rites of initiation and purification
in the name of Zeus Sabazios and of Cotytto came to
Athens from Thrace; those of the latter attracted
attention enough to be the subject of mockery in
comedy. Again, such rites were pursued in private,
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often through associations for worship, a form of
organization which already existed for certain old
traditional rites. Aristophanes refers to lamentation
in 415 B.C. for Adonis (Lysistrata, 389 ff.). But serious
development along this line does not come till later.
Although private domestic cultus was free, the city-
state did not tolerate serious interference with its
religious homogeneity, as we see from the prosecution
of Socrates for not believing in the city’s gods and for
introducing new daemonia.

This picture of piety without conflict and without
missionary zeal represents an equilibrium reached at
the end of a process. In the establishment of the known
order after the collapse of Minoan—-Mycenaean civiliza-
tion, the Dorian invasion, and the Ionian emigration
there was not a little conflict. To study that would
take us too far from our present inquiry: we may,
however, consider certain instances in which the
prestige of a divinity was in historical times deliberately
promoted.

Apollo was clearly an incomer: at Delphi and else-
where his cult has imposed itself on earlier worships.
The missionary zeal which accompanied this process
appears in the fact that in many parts of Greece Apollo
is not given local epithets but is called Pythian or Delian
from the focal centres of his cult, in the existence of his
exegetai or local representatives at Athens, and in the
legends of his saints, Abaris, a Hyperborean, or citizen
of the god’s own Never-Never-Land, who carried the
god’s arrow about in different lands, and the equally
mysterious Aristeas,

This enthusiasm produced a powerful institution
which took care to emphasize its merits by sacred
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legend, as for instance the story of the deliverance of
Croesus, the pious man saved at the last moment by
the god, and the miracles whereby Apollo defended his
shrine against the Persians, the bad end of Glaucus
who tempted the god, and again an almost creedlike
statement of the god’s oracular power: ‘I know the
number of the sand and the measures of the sea: I
understand a dumb man and I hear one that speaketh
not.” Delphi could excite a warm personal devotion
such as we see in Pindar, who never tires of praising
Apollo, and it recognized such devotion: the poet
enjoyed certain honours after his death. All this is
the forerunner of the later religious propaganda by
literature. But the current of feeling which produced
the institution was canalized: and the dubiously
patriotic tone of the oracle in the Persian war, and
the rise of rationalism, weakened even the resultant
product, though a crisis like the Celtic invasion in the
third century B.c. could evoke a fresh awakening of
religious emotion.

A remarkable illustration of literary propaganda in
support of an immigrant deity is probably afforded by
the curious hymn to Hecate inserted in the Theogony
of Hesiod (411 ff.). She is the only daughter of Zeus:
any man whom she favours acquires distinction in
the market-place and victory in war. Her cult was
probably an importation from south-west Asia Minor,
and the hymn is written in its support. We see such
deliberate promotion again in the case of the mysteries
of Demeter at Eleusis. They are in origin agrarian
rites belonging to a small community and administered
by a small number of families. Such a rite would
originally be limited to citizens of the community, but
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the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, which does not mention
Athens and is almost certainly earlier than the end of
the seventh century B.c., speaks to humanity (480 ff.):
‘Happy is that mortal who has seen these things; but
he who lacks the holy rites and has no share in them
never enjoys a like happiness when dead and in the
murky gloom.’

The collection of the Homeric hymns to which: this
belongs comes in the main from the seventh century
B.C. and is of particular significance as showing the
rise of other cults at that time. Of course any hymn
must glorify the deity to whom it is addressed, but it is
noteworthy that the recipients of elaborate hymns are
Apollo, a new-comer, Dionysus, another new-comer of
whom a miracle is here recorded, Demeter, whose
mysteries are clearly lauded in a spirit of propaganda,
and Hermes, who receives this special emphasis
perhaps because his emergence as a dignified personal
god from a heap of stones was relatively late. Further
it should be remarked that these hymns are nearly
contemporary with the movement of temple building
which belongs to the seventh century (earlier there had
been in the main private chapels in palaces and places
for sacrifice in the open), and with the making of large
cult-images as part of the normal furniture of worship,
again a feature of the seventh century. For these two
developments various causes can be suggested. The
dissemination of the Homeric poems had crystallized
anthropomorphic thinking, and Greeks were now
moving freely as traders and mercenaries in the Near
East and saw the gigantic temples and cult-images of
Egypt, where they had a settlement at Naucratis, and
Babylonia. Perhaps they felt that it would be well to
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give their own gods houses and shapes of equal dignity
(might it not improve their power to aid?). In any
case there were now greater economic resources than
in the period immediately preceding and a greater
instinct for self-expression. The Homeric hymns belong
to the world of these changes: thus the Hymn to Demeter
stresses (1. 270) the need for a big temple at Eleusis,
and this did not exist till the seventh century. In any
event there are clear signs of an upward movement of
enthusiasm and vigour in religion, and this comes soon
after the probable date of Apollo’s establishing himself
at Delphi.

Dionysus above all is gaining in this period, and the
story of his cult as a whole affords the most manifest
example of religious conquest. It represents a religious
invasion from the Thraco-Phrygian stock. The ad-
herents of Dionysus, mainly women, wandered on
mountain sides. They were called by various names,
such as Maenads and Bacchae, indicating their spiritual
union with the god. In ecstasy they danced and rent
animals and devoured the flesh raw: for them milk and
honey seemed to gush from the ground,

and all the mountain side
Was filled with moving voices and strange stress.

The coming of this into Greek life seems to have
produced one of those outbreaks of religious frenzy
which at times spread like fever (such for instance was
the Flagellant movement). It was new, and perhaps
at the same time old: I mean that it may have meant
the revival of ideas and even of rites current in Greece
in the Minoan-Mycenaean age and possibly existing
throughout in a subterranean way. This movement
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also was canalized by Delphi, itself now the bulwark
of religious conservatism: Dionysus was given three
months of the year at Delphi itself, and different cities
had their regular Maenads.

All the same, the memory of the original character
of the movement did not wholly die. Legend told of
the resistance which Lycurgus and Pentheus offered to
the god, and the Bacchae of Euripides gives a unique
picture of the spirit of the faithful. The disguised god
speaks before Pentheus like a Christian saint before a
Roman magistrate: like many a saint he is vindicated
by miracle. And Dionysus claims to have made his
conquests not only among Greeks but also among
barbarians; he has established his worship in Lydia,
in Phrygia, in Persia, in Bactria, in Arabia, and
throughout Asia. He wants homage and submission
from every man young and old (206—9). ‘The god will
lead us thither and we shall not grow weary’ (194).
The tale of his birth as the chorus sings it is no piece
of mythology: it is a ¢redo, a credo of ‘the things ever
held’ (71), sung by the god’s willing servants who
would fain see others be even as they are. This service
means ecstasy and liberation and a curious sense of
holiness which goes hand in hand with fierce hatred
of the man who ‘fights against god’ (45, 325) and ‘kicks
against the pricks’ (795). This is of that passionate tem-
per of the Thraco-Phrygian stock which flames up later
in Montanism. Wefeel for the moment in contact with a
religion which could produce a church when we see in an
inscription at Gumae ‘No one may be buried here except
one who has become a Bacchant’. Ordinary humanity
felt the spell for the moment; but it had to return

To the old solitary nothingness.
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What had been a liberation for all became a formal
annual performance by a few women, taking its place
in the ordinary cycle of regular rites. Itretained indeed
more interest in the private ceremonies conducted by
cult associations for the god’s honour. These included
initiations and in the Hellenistic age and later had
a substantial following. We shall find something like
the early enthusiasm again in Italy in the second
century B.C. (p. 7I).

We have considered certain forces which had in the
main spent themselves by the fifth century. We must
pass to Orphism, in which salvation and personal
religion emerge. By Orphism we mean a theology and
a way of living which claimed to be based on a sacred
literature passing under the names of Orpheus and
Musaeus, singers of the mythical past. In the fifth
century B.c. we hear of the Orphic life (abstinence from
eating animal flesh and wearing woollen clothes, and
contact with birth and death, respect for the holy
writings, contempt for the body as the soul’s tomb,
and a general preoccupation with the expectation of
a future life in which the soul will enjoy happiness
thanks to discipline and initiation on earth). The early
sacred literature appears to have taken shape in the
sixth century and largely at Athens. Its emergence is
the product of social unrest and of a religious anxiety
which showed itself in a desire for purifications: of this
we have a record in the puzzling but not entirely
legendary story of Epimenides, the Cretan who was
said to have been called in by the Athenians to give
advice in time of plague. It was a period of sick souls.
The tone of the literature is prophetic in the Jewish
sense of the word: it addresses humanity as foolish,
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misled, offspring of earth, and the like. A curious reflex
of this character of Orpheus is seen in the plot as we
know it of the lost Bassarai of Aeschylus. Orpheus
would not honour Dionysus, but regarded the Sun,
whom he called also Apollo, as the greatest of deities.
He rose at night and would wait on Mount Pangaion
to see the first rays of dawn. As a result Dionysus
caused his worshippers to tear him limb from limb.
Here Orpheus is the lonely prophet.

This literature exercised wide influence. Obscure
as the chronological evidence is, we may with fair
confidence hold that it influenced Pythagoreanism. Its
ideas exercised a fascination on the mind of Pindar. In
his second Olympian ode and in fragments of his
Laments (probably all from one) he gives a picture
of the after life which is in the main Orphic, though
like Plato later he has substituted righteous conduct
for initiation as a qualification for happiness, and
though again a comparison with his other utterances
on the topic shows that he is employing pictorial
language which must not be taken literally as a state-
ment of conviction. Euripides, though not a believer
in these things, shows time after time that he felt their
attraction, and Plato reveals no little knowledge of
Orphic literature and something like that mixture of
fascination and abhorrence which Catholicism inspires
in some to-day. More important for our purpose is
that Aristophanes in the Birds parodies some of the
ideas and the style of Orphic cosmogony (which
implies that a reasonable proportion of his audience
would see the point of the parody), and Alexis, a
fourth-century writer of comedy, says in describing the
contents of a bookshop, ‘There is Orpheus, Hesiod,
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Epicharmus, and writings of all sorts’. At the same
time it must be observed that Plato in the Apology
makes Socrates put before the jury two views of what
may be expected after death, either dreamless sleep
or converse with the wise men who have gone before.
There is no hint of reward or punishment, and in the
funeral oration of Pericles there is no word of any
hereafter.

This literature could lead to a rejection of one’s old
lifc and the entering on a new life, which is conversion.
Did it generate a sect? The question requires a defini-
tion. When we speak of a sect the idea which arises is
that of a stable community. This idea is based first on
the established schools of philosophers beginning with
Pythagoras, who founded a sodality with a real feeling
of solidarity, and then on the organization of cult-
societies and of the Christian Church. What is certain
is that there was this literature with its prescriptions
for life and for rites, that there were the rites, and that
there were priests to perform them, and both devotees
who lived an Orphic life and others who while not
doing so came to or employed-an Orphic priest from
time to time.

Theophrastus, in his character of the Superstitious
Man, says that he goes once a month with his wife and
children (if his wife is too busy, he takes the nurse) to
the Orpheotelestai telesthesomenos, which would ordi-
narily be translated, ‘to be initiated’. There, however,
we have to remember the more general use of teleta: for
any kind of rite and in particular for purification: that
is no doubt the sense here, for while initiation admits
of grades it is not normally capable of repetition, and
what we know of Orphic ceremonies points to a



before Alexander the Great 29

purification of the soul by ritual rather than a reconsti-
tution of it by sacrament. This professional ministrant
is known to us also from Plato’s description of the way
in which people with books of Orpheus and Musaeus
swarm at the doors of rich men and undertake by spell
and rite to put away their sins and their ancestors’ sins,
making much of a heaven of perpetual drunkenness
and a hell of perpetual mud (Republic, p. 364): a
papyrus fragment of one of their books has been found
at Gurob. It is clear that many might have recourse
to such ministrations on occasion without being
formally members of a special sect. The ordinary
Greek was familiar with the idea that under certain
circumstances a purification was necessary: the super-
stitious man was the man in whom this became an
obsession. Just so to-day the ordinary man knows of
germ life and is aware that vaccines and inoculations
are necessary under certain circumstances, and a hypo-
chondriac might conceivably frequent quacks for
continual inoculations. It is noteworthy that Theo-
phrastus does not speak of the Superstitious Man as
going to take part in the monthly services of a con-
fraternity: had it been so he would hardly have failed
to enlarge on the point with ridicule such as that
which Demosthenes heaps on the processions connected
with the initiations (probably the initiations in honour
of Sabazios) conducted by Aeschines and his mother.
Is the continued existence of the professional type of
initiator possible without some kind of sect? The
answer is probably yes. Such knowledge can be handed
from father to son (or mother to son, as the analogy of
Aeschines reminds us), or passed from one man to
another (sometimes bought, as magic is from any one
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other than one’s father in the Trobriand Islands), or
acquired straight from the books and experience. The
rarity of professional clergy to consult in antiquity
left an opening all the time for private quacks, oracle-
mongers (who could, of course, be employed by a city
as well as by an individual), purifiers, exorcists, and
the like: and it was extremely easy for cults to be
handed down in families and for private mysteries to
arise and to continue.

- Nevertheless, there are certain indications pointing
to the possible existence of Orphic communities.
Porphyry preserves a fragment of the lost Cretans of
Euripides in which the spokesman of the chorus of
prophets of Idaean Zeus says:

‘I have lived a pure life ever since I became an initiate
of Idaean Zeus and celebrated the thunders of night-
loving Zagreus and his meal of raw flesh, and held on high
the torches for the Mountain Mother and, being hallowed,
was called a Bacchos of the Curetes: I wear raiment of pure
white, and shun human birth: no coffin I touch: all food
with life in it I have kept from me.’

This is an idealized picture of a supposed antecedent
of Orphism: perhaps the reality was something like
it. The Gurob scrap includes an invocation of the
Curetes and the password Tkere is one Dionysus. Again,
certain gold lamellae (pieces of inscribed foil) found
in graves of the fourth and third centuries B.c. at
Petelia in south Italy give quotations from an Orphic
poem telling the dead man what to say and do and the
formulas recur in texts of the second century A.D.
They remind us of the burial-place for Bacchic
initiates. Further, we have a book of Orphic hymns
which refers to the officers of a sodality. It is almost
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certainly Imperial in date and may be a purely literary
product of the Pythagorean revival, or again (since the
terms of membership are Dionysiac, and Dionysiac
cult-societies flourished then) it may well belong to
a Dionysiac society which has appropriated Orphic
ideas and phrases: it is notably un-Orphic in its
thought, which shows no trace of otherworldliness.
The fixed organization of these as we find them over
a wide geographical range, their fixity of usage
(Apuleius can say of a symbol that the initiates of
Liber present in court will know what he means;
p. 114 later) are most naturally explained as resting on
a sacred literature, and some of that literature could
be Orphic. Hieroi logoi, sacred books, are expressly
mentioned in a Ptolemaic text about those who initiate
for Dionysus: and a roll perhaps representing one
appears in the pictures of the Villa Item at Pompeii.
There is so far no unquestionable evidence of an
organization or a spirit in Orphism comparable with
that of the Pythagoreans. One Pythagorean could
recognize another by certain signs and passwords, like
those required for admission to certain mystery wor-
ships, and any Pythagorean knew the standard ‘The
master said’. At the same time the ideas of Orphism
involved an awareness of otherness from the world and
might here or there at any time generate a sect. But
it never conquered the nation or any large part of it.
It never had the success of Buddhism. The Greek
temper was not the right soil for such a seed to grow
to its own maturity. Instead it absorbed certain things,
the idea of the soul as a unity, the same in life and after
life, fundamentally different from the body, and
perhaps immortal, the hope of a hereafter (conditioned
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now by individual merit rather than by ceremony),
and for the most part it discarded the theology as an
alien thing for which it had no use.

To sum up, Greece knew civic and national worship
in which the individual had his part automatically, and
also personal worship of choice. Delphi produced
a seat of authority, Dionysus a religion which became
stereotyped and sterile, Orphism an idea of conversion
and a sacred literature but no church



III
GREEKS IN THE EAST AFTER ALEXANDER

N the centuries which we have surveyed most Greeks
Iwerc living in Greek surroundings, either in old
Greece or in the colonies which had the normal civic
life and were politically concerned with one another
and with the motherland, the natives around them
affording a field for trade or exploitation. Some
Greeks were abroad as individuals, whether as mer-
cenaries or as traders, and a few of these at Memphis
intermarried with Egyptians and produced a mixed
race, but in general a Greek was very eager to come
home and end his days in familiar and loved surround-
ings. That is why exile, even while spent in another
Greek city, was so heavy a penalty, and why those
who had suffered it would go to any lengths of treason
to secure their return. When Odysseus preferred his
return to Ithaca to immortality on Calypso’s island he
was true to the spirit of the Ionian Greek, the most
travelled of all the Greeks.

In the fourth century more and more Greeks had to
go abroad to earn a living, and the old order in politics
was visibly bankrupt. Philip set the seal on this
bankruptcy by his victory at Chaeronea in 338, which
marks the end of a chapter.

Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire opens
another. The new order required thousands of Greeks
as soldiers or officials. Many of them married women
of the land and settled. Their descendants would have
more and more native blood in each generation, and
might in time become wholly un-Greek in physical
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type and law and custom, as for instance at Doura-
Europos, a military colony on the Euphrates known to
us from the excavations of ,Cumont and Rostovtzeff.
We must not, however, generalize from this: at Susa
the Greeks remained Greeks, although the chief deity
was the native goddess Nanaia, who was also Artemis.
Greek culture commonly remained dominant because
of its social status. Its language, its art, to some extent
even its divine names had prestige because they were
those of the governing classes.

Greek and Oriental ways and beliefs were thus
brought into intimate contact. Some Greeks became
completely absorbed in native milieux, some natives in
Greek. On both sides cult was a part of culture.
Accordingly the normal Greek attitude was one of
intelligent interest and acceptance while on the spot,
the native was one of indifference, at most of accept-
ance of name-equivalents and language. On both sides
religion was essentially static. Greek religion was a
possession of the race but not, like Judaism, a unique
possession and, unlike Judaism, it was not fostered
and guarded by a professional class. Other Eastern
religions had such classes but not the same spirit nor
the same diffusion of interest through the nation. In
Egypt, Babylon, and Persia, in the priestly principali-
ties of Syria and Anatolia, the individual was a member
of a social unit whose relations with the supernatural
were a collective interest in the hands of the king or of
hereditary specialists. His wants were thus satisfied.
Why should those of others be? The prophetic zeal of
Zarathustra, the revolutionary enthusiasm of Akhna-
ton, the systematization of Hammurabi, are just inci-
dents, momentary ripples on the placid sea of Eastern
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thought. The Persian Empire had in religious matters
no policy save toleration. Artaxerxes II set up images
of Anahita in Babylon, Susa, Ecbatana and established
the cult in Persia, Bactria, Damascus, and Sardis, but
there is no word of compulsion or propaganda, and
on the other side there is the letter of Darius reproving
his satrap Gagates for raising tribute from the holy
gardeners of Apollo and the sympathetic attitude of
Darius towards the rebuilding of the temple at Jeru-
salem, the favour later shown to Ezra, and the homage
paid by Cyrus to Marduk and by Cambyses to Neith
at Sais.

If the Persian Empire thus possessed no deliberate
policy in religious matters, the same is true of the
successors of Alexander except in so far as cultural
policy carried with it religious policy. Some attempt
to find a religious point of union is perhaps to be seen
in the first phase of the cult of Sarapis, to which we
shall come, and in the numerous cults of ‘all the gods’
in new cities. The Seleucid dynasty which ruled Syria
and the hinterland and much of Asia Minor sought
to base their power largely on the Greek city-state.
Consequently they built large temples to Greek gods
and at one point attempted forcibly to hasten the
process of hellenization which had gone far in Judaea,
at that time from a cultural standpoint an alien
corridor in their dominions. They had, however, no
bigoted policy, as we see from their liberality to priests
and temples in Mesopotamia. Their policy was natural
and (apart from Judaea) easy, for Syria and Asia had
long been open to Greek influences and in neither was
there any sort of national unity or religious organiza-
tion. In both the unit was local and not ethnic, and
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unification could proceed on a Greek basis. Helleniza-
tion in religion therefore madegreathcadway. The lan-
guage of cult commonly became Greek. At Palmyra
later the vernacular was used but the architecture
was Graeco-Roman. New cult-legends were made
bringing these worships into relation with Greek myth
and history. Old religious forms survived—ritual
prostitution, sacred stones, fish and dove taboos,
castration and other self-mutilations, hereditary sacer-
dotalism and a dependent feudalism, but a Greek
veneer was superimposed.

The Ptolemies in Egypt ruled a narrow strip on
each side of the Nile which was essentially a unit in
which religion was in the hands of a closely organized
hierarchy. The situation had to be accepted and
regulated. The Ptolemies patronized and controlled
the priesthood and in Alexandria and Ptolemais
fostered Greek culture. For a moment, in the establish-
ment of the cult of Sarapis, they appear to have sought
to find a meeting-place for the two racial elements:
but this policy was not continued. There was of course
a certain amount of convergent development; the
native priests commonly learned Greek and accepted
equations of Egyptian with Greek deities, giving the
names side by side in their calendars of festivals (there
is one at Sais of about 300 B.c.) and in Greek forms
of temple oaths. The Greeks in their turn built
few substantial temples for their own deities outside
Alexandria, Ptolemais, and Naucratis. In these and
in private cult associations they worshipped Greek
gods but commonly they paid their devotions to the
native gods. That is to say, they offered sacrifice or
caused it to be offered for them, they made votive
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offerings in bronze or terra-cotta (a habit which called
forth the production of new art types), they sought
cures and oracles and made acts of homage, often
engaging in pilgrimages for the purpose. But there
was little real interpenetration. The Greeks (that is to
say the settlers and those of the later generations whose
cultural orientation was Greek) accepted Egyptian
cults in a matter-of-fact way: the priests made official
returns in Greek, but their liturgy was conducted in
Egyptian and as early as the end of the third century
B.C. a nationalistic spirit is apparent in them.

In all this development there is no element of con-
version, none of self-surrender. Usually we have simple
adhesion involving little emotion. There is in this one
feature of interest for us, that it implies a piety of
individual relationship and not of corporate relation-
ship, not that of a citizen to his city gods. The only
phenomenon involving a self-surrender would be the
occasional Greek who being at Hierapolis in Syria at
the time of the great festival might take full part in
it, like the native pilgrims, and brand himself or even
in a sudden enthusiasm castrate himself and become
a servant of the goddess like her local eunuch priests;
Catullus (poem Lxm) tells of a young Greek who cas-
trated himself in honour of Cybele and Attis. For the
subsequent expansion of cults from the Near East
in Greece and in the West no worships are of great
importance except those which were substantially
translated into Greek and remade with Greek elements
into cults which retained an Oriental flavour but were
divorced from their original cultural and religious
setting.

The chief of these is the cult of Sarapis, who carried
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with him as associates Isis and (in a minor capacity,
Horus and Anubis. The name Sarapis indicates that
the god is a hellenized form of Osorapis of Memphis,
the dead Apis calf believed to have become an Osiris
after death and after the due funeral ritual (just as any
man might). He was worshipped earlier at Memphis,
perhaps in an anthropomorphic type, and known to
Greeks there before the Ptolemaic régime. Ptolemy I
with the Egyptian priest Manetho and the Eleusinian
exegete Timotheus as advisers made from this the cult
of Sarapis in Greek form at Alexandria, originally
perhaps as a meeting-place for Greeks and Egyptians,
perhaps as a suitable concomitant of the new dynasty
(we must recall not only Akhnaton but also the
temples which each Pharaoh built to honour the gods
and to commemorate himself). A liturgical book in
hieroglyphics is mentioned by Apuleius, Metamorphoses
Xi. 22, as used in the mysteries at Corinth and the ritual
awakening of the god each morning was done in
Egyptian, but paeans were composed for him in Greek
by Demetrius of Phaleron and remained in use long
afterwards. The new god was given the associates of
Osiris (Isis, Anubis, and Harpocrates), and the group
attained widespread worship. Sarapis soon attracted
attention: Menander, who died in 293/2-291/0 B.C.,
says ‘Sarapis is a holy god’.

Furthermore Isis acquired new mysteries. These are
to be distinguished from the old drama of mourning
for the dismemberment and disappearance of Osiris
and of joy for his finding by Isis and her putting
together of his scattered limbs, of his solemn obsequies,
trial and acquittal and installation as king in the
underworld. This was in the new temples done
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annually: in Egypt it had been performed in certain
temples or chapels daily in a ceremony of twenty-four
hours, each of which commemorates the story. This
drama was performed before all who cared to be
present and not before those being initiated on a special
occasion. Juvenal speaks of ‘the cry of the people when
Osiris is found’, and we know a number of parallel
rites so performed before the whole body of the faith-
ful, who have assisted at them before and will do so
again. With reference to this celebration it should be
noted that only one of the Egyptian dramatic festivals,
that in Athyr, passed into general use outside Egypt.
Sarapis has a separate festival on 25 April at Rome, in
April at Naxos. Our one full source for the newer
mysteries is Apuleius, who describes in a veiled manner
other ceremonies of initiation in which an individual
believer, after preparation and purification, passed
through the elements, saw the underworld, was reborn,
was dressed as.the Sun and, being presented to the
body of the faithful (not present during what preceded),
was adored by them as for the moment divine (Ch.
IX). Thatisnovel. Thereisin old Egypt no initiation
of individual laymen: those ‘admitted to the adyton’
are apparently, with rare exceptions, priests, and it
must not be forgotten that happiness in the hereafter
depended on the ritual performed after death and
not on the fact that the dead man had taken part in
the ritual dramas in his life. The actual rites used
are perhaps related to those performed on the king
succeeding to the throne of Egypt: they are certainly
related to those thought to be performed for the
benefit of a dead man. All three mean in a sense ‘this
mortal must put on immortality’.
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We do not know when or where these mysteries
arose: but it is likely that they arose at Alexandria, and
it is not improbable that they did so carly in the
Hellenistic period. This Graeco-Egyptianblended cult,
and the cult of Agathodaimon (the Egyptian Kneph,
worshipped as the patron deity of Alexandria, who
unlike Sarapis was not destined to become impor-
tant in the world at large) are the only known cases of
religious fusion in Egypt. They represent deliberate
action by some one: the general cultural conditions
here did not make for the spontaneous generation
of such products. The difficulty which we have in
relating the new mysteries to the Egyptian background
suggests that they were not a natural unconscious
growth; this is the first instance of such a development
and lacked precedent. Further, we have a document
giving the praises of Isis and Osiris in Greek which
appears in inscriptions of Ios and Cyme, in poetic
paraphrases on Andros and at Cyrene, and in a sum-
mary in Diodorus Siculus i. 27. It represents an
accommodation of the Egyptian style to Greek ideas;
in it Isis speaks of herself as having written down the
sacred story or rite which the initiates hold in reverent
dread. I suspect that in all this we have to see the
influence of Ptolemy, Timotheus, and Manetho, and
it must not be forgotten that the last wrote a history
of Egypt for Greeks. There was a particular religious
need to meet. The Greeks were familiar with initia-
tory ceremonies which guaranteed to the participant
happiness hereafter: their own ceremonies—as those
which Timotheus knew so well at Eleusis—were, apart
from private initiations, bound to particular spots
in the motherland. The Greeks were impressed by
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Egyptian religious tradition and anxious to know its
meaning and use its sanctities. So a new cult was
needed. The process is in a sense comparable with
the development of Christianity. There, too, events
conspired to detach an effective element of Eastern
religion from its periphery: after its detachment it
could grow in the outer world.

Sarapis is a classic instance of a process which we
cannot yet elsewhere follow in the same detail. Yet
it is clear that Adonis, who had already shown him-
self at Athens, became fully hellenized. In another
case a process which had begun before the Hellenistic
period was completed in it. The Greek Mother Cybele
was known to the Greeks from early times; her ritual
might excite hostility, as perhaps at Athens, but it
could be hellenized, as earlyat Ephesus. Similarfigures
appear all over Asia Minor (for example, Ma in
Cappadocia) and to a Greek were all recognizable.
Her consort, Attis, became familiar early in the
Hellenistic period, and his legend was discussed by
Timotheus (possibly the Eleusinian whom we have
met in Egypt): Attis also acquired mysteries, and
a formula which survives from them indicates the
presence in them of Eleusinian influence. The chief
seat of the cult was Pessinus. When the cult of Cybele
and Attis moved westwards Greek was its liturgical
language: Greek acquired a canonicity which it
retained in the Roman world, in which the cult was
to play so great a part to the end of ancient paganism.

We may now consider another composite product,
Mithraism, for though in its familiar form it does
not appear before Roman times its origins clearly go
back to this period. The Persian rule had brought
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groups of Magi into those towns at least in Asia Minor
where satraps or garrisons were placed, for the presence
of a Magian was necessary at every sacrifice. In
Cappadocia, Commagene, and Pontus (just as farther
East in Armenia, to which the Greeks did not penetrate
extensively in the Hellenistic age) there must have
remained a not inconsiderable Persian element, for an
inscription in Cappadocia speaks of the wedding of
Bel (the local god) to ‘his sister, the Mazdyasnic reli-
gion’, personified, and this may point to an actual festi-
val commemorating the official acceptance of Iranian
worship and we know of the presence of Magi in this
region; in Commagene there is on the Nemrud Dagh
the funerary monument which its king Antiochus I
erected for himself ‘in accordance with the ancient
teaching of Persians and Greeks’: the gods honoured
have both their Persian and their Greek titles. In
Pontus there is the great temple of Anaitis, Omanos,
and Anadates at Zela, and the royal dynasty bears the
name Mithridates from the god. In these kingdoms
Persian religion is, so to speak, the Establishment—or
rather not Persian religion in its entirety as it existed
in ancient Persia, but the religion of the priestly caste
with Greek and other accretions. There were other
Magi scattered over Asia Minor and in Egypt. They
and their descendants were not repatriated: they would
live on and have children. We learn under the Empire
of the cult of the Persian Anaitis at Hierocaesarea and
elsewhere in the land of Lydia, as again of the great
temples at Zela in Pontus and at Akilisene in Armenia,
both distinguished by extensive temple prostitution,
which suggests a considerable Babylonian or other
alien element in the cult or fusion with local deity and
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custom; we know Lydians called Persians at Hypaepa and
Hierocaesarea: they did sacrifice, wearing tiaras and
uttering Persian prayers, it being thought that the
wood for the offering caught fire when their spells were
spoken over it.

The phrase italicized implies that these men werc
not of Persian blood but men adopted into the nation,
just as no doubt in the Mithraic mysteries initiates were
when they reached the grade of Persa: again at Aria-
ramneia in Cappadocia an inscription of the first
century B.C. or A.D. records that one Sagarios son of
Magaphernes ‘became a Magos for Mithras’. Dion of
‘Prusa (xxxvi. 39 fI.) quotes a ‘song of the Magi’: it
is a legend of the repeated destruction of the uni-
verse, containing Stoic elements and probably due to
a Magian (born or adopted) who seized on elements
capable of being combined with his own beliefs, just
as Philo seized on Logos speculation. This Magianism
is detached from its national and cultural setting: its
representatives can do their sacrifice and perhaps
practise a little of what we call magic for private
persons (the interpretation of dreams, necromancy,
and spells to secure the affection of others or to do them
harm). They may remain, so to speak, simple practi-
tioners of the occult with a reputation for special
power. Or they may develop a message. We have
references to Magian asceticism and in particular to
their abstinence from meat, which is clearly at variance
with Zoroastrianism, which regarded any mortification
of the body as evil and worthy of punishment. We are
naturally inclined to discount these as due to the Greek
tendency to predicate such practices of the holy men
of any nation sufficiently remote, or to the impression



44 Greeks in the East after Alexander

made by the obvious otherness of Magianism, but they
may well describe genuine development on alien soil.

Development there certainly was, for under the
Empire we find mysteries of Mithras, in which he is
detached from his Persian setting and made the central
figure of a cult centring in initiations with a priesthood
of the type, common in cult-societies, of men who have
passed through the various grades. This product has
something from Babylon (the concept of the heavenly
zones through which the soul passes), something
from Greece (as for instance its art-type, and the
framework of the cult-society), and has almost certainly
come through Asia Minor, where Greek and Persian
ideas could fuse. It was notably capable of variation
and of assimilating rites (as sometimes the taurobolium),
contacts with other deities (as Hecate, and, in the
Rhineland, occasionally local deities) and legends. It
spread quietly: according to Plutarch, Pomp. 24, its
first known appearance was as practised by the Cilician
pirates in Lycia. What it owes to its Persian origin is
not quite clear: the communion certainly, the wash-
ings, the concept of cosmic opposites, the figures of
Mithras and Ahuramazda and occasionally Ahriman,
and Aion, perhaps the animal masquerading. Here, as
with Sarapis and Isis, we have to reckon with some-
thing picked out of a foreign ensemble and adapted
for wider circles.

These products of genuine fusion had a great and
important history which will concern us later. Here
I would emphasize again their Greek character. The
older ideas were not dead: there were waves of conser-
vation, as for instance the emotion which grew up after
Apollo’s supposed defeat of the invading Gauls. We
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may conclude this chapter with a record of the attempt
which one Eastern religion possessed of a theology and
a will to conversion made to influence the Greek world.
The Indian king Asoka says in the thirteenth of his
rock edicts:

‘And this is the chiefest conquest in the opinion of His
Sacred Majesty, the conquest by the Law of Piety, and
this again has been won by His Sacred Majesty both in his
own dominions, in all the neighbouring realms as far as
600 leagues where the Greek (Yona) King named Antio-
chus dwells, and north of that Antiochus to where dwell
the four kings severally named Ptolemy, Antigonus, Magas,
and Alexander; and in the south the realms of the Cholas
and Pandyas, with Ceylon likewise.’

The kings have been identified as Antiochus II or
possibly I of Syria, Ptolemy II, Antigonus of Macedon,
Magas of Cyrene, and Alexander of Epirus. Magas
gives the terminus ante quem 258. Asoka goes on to say:

‘and here too, in the King’s dominions, among the Yonas
and Kiambojas, among the Néabhapamtis of Nabhaka,
among the Bhojas and Pitinakas, among the Andhras and
Pulindas (all in the North or Northwest of India), every-
where men follow His Sacred Majesty’s instruction in the
Law of Piety. Even where envoys of His Sacred Majesty
do not penetrate, there, too, men hearing His Sacred
Majesty’s ordinances based on the Law of Piety and his
instruction in that Law . . ., practise and will practise the
Law. And again the conquest thereby won everywhere is
everywhere a conquest full of delight. Delight is found in
the conquests made by the Law.’

Again, in the second rock edict we read:

¢ Everywhere within the dominions of His Sacred
and Gracious Majesty the King, as well as among his
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neighbours, such as the Cholas, Pandyas, the Satiyaputra,
the Keralaputra, as far as Ceylon, Antiochus the Greek
(Yona) King or the kings bordering on the said Antiochus,
everywhere has His Sacred and Gracious Majesty made
curative arrangements of two kinds, curative arrangements
for men and curative arrangements for beasts. Medicinal
herbs, also, wholesome for men and wholesome for beasts,
wherever they were lacking, everywhere have been both
imported and planted. Roots, too, and fruits, wherever
they were lacking have been both imported and planted.’

What was the effect of this remarkable propaganda?
We .do not know exactly what the religion of Asoka
was, though it was clearly influenced by Buddhism.
The adhesion of Yonas, Greeks, within the king’s
dominions need not be doubted, whether we do or
do not believe the statement in the Mahavamsa that
the missionary Dharmaraksita, sent to the Aparantaka
country, was a Yavana. There is the Graeco-Buddhist
art of Gandhara to show us the employment of Greek
artists in the service of this religion, and it is likely that
Greek settlers in the frontier provinces of India would
be culturally absorbed, and that Buddhist influences
reached the Greek dynasties ruling on the fringe of
India.

But did these emissaries reach the West, and did they
exercise influence? We have no direct evidence. The
Oxyrhynchus invocation of Isis (discussed p. 150 later)
equates her with Maia (i.e. Maya) in India and makes
her mistress of the Ganges. There were consider-
able trade relations with India, and in consequence
Indians reached the West: an Indian embassy came
to Augustus, and we have a mime, with what purports
to be an Indian dialect, but there are no dedications
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to Indian deities in the Graeco-Roman world and
no terra-cottas reproducing their forms, easily as they
might have appealed to the Hellenistic taste for the
exotic. Brahman asceticism was known, and in fact
became a literary commonplace, but Indian religious
thought was not, in spite of the philosophic tendency
to find concealed wisdom in all or any non-Greek
traditions. Similarities have been noted between the
mysticism of Plotinus and Buddhism, and influence is
possible, but must at the moment remain very question-
able. The Greek had like other men little ability to
get under the skin of any alien people and he was only
too ready to see in them merely those features which
he had come to regard as typical of all races on the
circumference of the world. Gultural contact is shown
by Indian borrowings in astrology and art (Asoka’s
father had asked Antiochus I for the visit of a Greek
philosopher, unfortunately in vain), but the only cer-
tain debt of Greece to India is in folk-tale, above all
in animal fables, and here Greece received what it did
early, certainly by the third century B.c., perhapsby the
fifth, and it is possible that Persia was the intermediary.
Buddhism was known in Mesopotamia in the time of
Mani, but there is no sign of knowledge of it farther
West till later.

On the whole, it is likely that Asoka’s missionaries
never reached their goal, or if they reached it effected
nothing. The history of religion is the poorer for the
loss of what might have been an epoch-making contact
of ideas.



v
THE OPPOSITE CURRENT

E have considered the contacts of individual
Greeks and of Greek dynasties with Eastern re-
ligions in the East. We have now to pass to the results
of the settlement of Orientals and orientalized Greeks
in the older Greek world. There is a radical difference
between the acceptance by a Greek living on alien soil
of the cults which he there found and his adhesion to
such cults if transplanted to his own soil. The first need
not be more than noblesse oblige and conformity: the
second involves deliberate choice.
Merchants settling in a foreign port tended to form
a compact group. We know the ‘Romans’ (really
Italians) at Delos, the Tyrian community at Puteoli,
the stationes of various nations at Rome and at Ostia,
and other associations of the same type. Such groups
would commonly carry on their hereditary cults: we
have noted how permission to do this was at Athens
given to the Egyptians and to the Cypriots. It was no
doubt in this way that Isis was brought to Eretria:
a dedicatory inscription of the third century B.c., or
at latest of the beginning of the second, in the Iseum
there runs thus: ‘The Egyptians to Isis.” The bearers
of the cult would often be Greeks who had lived in
Egypt or men of mixed stock: the actual Egyptians
would at least be men who used Greek and thought in
Greek, and like their predecessors at Athens would
have to pay their devotion to figures of their Pantheon
like Isis in an individualistic way. They could not
transfer the system with its great temples devoted to
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groupsof deities. A little later, in 128/7B.c., Achaeus of
Hierapolis in Syria built a small temple for Hadad and
Atargatis on Delos, from which a civic cult developed.
At Rome the cult of the Syrian deitics on the Jani-
culum was in the main a cult by Syrian immigrants
living near at hand.

A cult may be introduced in this way. It may again
be brought by an individual and sometimes with the
conviction of a divine command. Thus in 258/7 s.c.
one Zoilus of Aspendus wrote to Apollonius, the
powerful finance minister of Ptolemy II, saying that
Sarapis had more than once ordered him in a dream
to sail over to Apollonius and tell him that a temple
of Sarapis must be built and a priest established in the
Greek quarter of a city whose name is lost. Zoilus
begged Sarapis to excuse him and then fell sick and
undertook if healed to do as he was bidden. He
recovered and then a man came from Cnidus and set
about building a Sarapeum on the spot in question, but
was forbidden by Sarapis. Zoilus went to Alexandria
and still shrank from speaking to Apollonius; so he had
a relapse for four months. He now urges Apollonius to
do what is necessary ‘that Sarapis may be gracious to
you and may make you much greater with the king and
more glorious and give you also bodily health. Do not
therefore be afraid of the cost, thinking that the matter
will involve you in great expense: you will be able to do
it on a very profitable basis, for I will assist in super-
vising the whole affair.” How much or how little reli-
gious sentiment there is in this we cannot say, though
we can hardly doubt that Zoilus hoped to bring himself
to the notice of the authorities and perhaps to secure
profit out of his helpfulness in the building operations.
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Two points deserve particular attention. First,
the story which Zoilus tells is notably like the legend
of the bringing of the image of Sarapis from Sinope
to Alexandria. According to it, Ptolemy I had a
vision of a divine figure commanding that his image
be brought to Alexandria: then, says Tacitus, Ptolemy
took advice but did nothing till the vision reappeared
and threatened him and his kingdom with destruc-
tion unless he obeyed. Then Scydrothemis the ruler
of Sinope refused to give up the image, in spite of
tempting offers, and he in his turn was visited by a
threatening dream: as he still delayed, various disasters
and sicknesses befell him. Finally, thanks to another
miracle, the statue was brought away. This is no doubt
the official story. Of course dream commands are
common in this and in other cults (for instance, the
hero Naulochus and the Thesmophoroi appeared thrice
to a man of Priene ¢. 350 B.C., enjoining the worship
of the hero and indicating the spot) and divine chastise-
ment for delay is a familiar motif: but the coincidence
here suggests that Zoilus is playing off on Apollonius
a variant of the canonical legend.

Secondly, this competition with the Cnidian is in-
structive. We shall consider later the selectivity which
Isis shows (only those to whom she indicates her
will may be initiated, or may go into the holy of
holies of her temple at Tithorea): the story of David
and Solomon affords an analogy for the inacceptibility
of a particular man as temple-builder. What is most
significant is that the new cult had in two generations
acquired such momentum that in this port there were
two rival temple-builders.

Another story of the introduction of the cult by an
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individual is preserved by an inscription of the last
quarter of the third century B.c. on a column in the
first Sarapeum of Delos:

‘The priest Apollonios made this record on the god’s
order. Our grandfather Apollonios, an Egyptian of the
priestly class, brought his god with him when he came from
Egypt and continued to serve him in accordance with
tradition. He is believed to have lived ninety-seven years.
My father Demetrius succeeded him and continued in the
service of the gods, and for his piety was honoured by the
god with a representation in bronze which is dedicated
in the god’s shrine. He lived sixty-one years. When I
inherited the sacred things and devoted myself busily to
the observances of piety, the god gave me an oracle in my
sleep. He said that he must have a Sarapeum of his own
dedicated to him and that he must not be in hired quarters
as before, and that he would himself find a place where he
should be set and would show us the place. And so it was.
Now this place was full of dung, and it was advertised as
for sale on a notice in the passage through the market-
place. As the god willed it, the purchase was completed
and the temple was built quickly, in six months. But
certain men rose up against us and the god and laid a
public action against the temple and me, for the infliction
of punishment or fine. And the god made me a promise in
my sleep: We shall win. Now that the trial is over and we
have won in a manner worthy of the god, we render due
thanks and praise the gods. Here is the poem of Maiistas
on this theme.’ i

Then follows his hymn in sixty-five hexameter lines.
It speaks of the countless miracles done by Sarapis
and Isis, the constant protectors of the good, and
passes to the story outlined in the prose preamble.
This Apollonios sang of thy miracles every day and
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continually prayed thee to tell him clearly by night in
his sleep where he should build thy temple, that thou
mightest abide for ever established in thy shrine and
not stay on alien soil’. The story proceeds as before
with emphasis on the ease with which the structure
rose, the earnest prayers of the priest to Sarapis to
ward off the fates of death, and the god’s reply:

‘“Cast carefrom thymind. Nohuman vote shalldestroy
thee, for this action affects me myself and no man shall
say that it prevailed against me: so be nolonger downcast.”
And when the time for the trial came, the whole city
hastened to the temples, yes, and all the multitudes of
strangers from many lands to hear divine justice. Then
did thou and thy spouse perform that dread wonder. Thou
didst paralyse the wicked men who were bringing the
action, making their tongues speechless within their
mouths, so that no one praised their ability or the evidence
which they had to give in support of their case. In truth
by divine operation they stood like heaven-struck phantoms
(or, idols) or stones. And all the people in that day marvelled at
thy power, and thou didst bring great glory to thy servant
in heaven-established Delos. Hail, blessed one, thou and
thy consort who are the gods of our temple: hail much
hymned Sarapis.’

Here we have a small cultus in an alien land, brought
by an individual who at first conducts worship in hired
quarters. Then the cult grows sufficiently to need an
independent temple. The hymn does not mention it, kut
there was a society of worshippers, Therapeutai, who con-
tributed: we have not merely inscriptions on the stone
benches given by particular men but also a dedication,
no doubt connected with the trial, “The priest Apollonios
and those of the therapeutai who contributed, to Victory’.
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The way in which the opposition is described
reminds us vividly of the way in which opposition to
St. Paul’s preaching is described in Acts. Its motive
may well have been conservatism: its legal strength
probably rested on the fact that Apollonios had not
obtained from the popular assembly the authorization
necessary for buying land for a foreign worship. Inci-
dentally it should be remarked that the cult is said to
have been introduced and carried on in accordance
with ancestral custom. Yet it is clear that the worship
introduced was not the original Memphite cult of
Osorapis but the hellenized cult of Sarapis and Isis:
even at this early time it took the credit of possessing
immemorial antiquity.

Sarapis has vindicated himself by miracle: to be sure
no one is converted. But the new god has now the
cachet of success, and we find another private Sara-
peum (the Sarapeum B) arising with various sodalities
attached, therapeutai, melanephoroi (probably people who
wore black during the mourning for the dead Osiris),
and Sarapiastai. Towards 180 B.c. the cult became
public: the offerings made in the official Sarapeum and
Iseum went into the sacred treasury administered by
the hieropoioi, and in 179 B.c. the alms given to Sarapis
equalled those given to Apollo and far surpassed those
given to Asclepius, Artemis, and Aphrodite. Further,
now that the cult is civic we find as with most Greek
cults (except mystery worships: a qualification to which
we must return) priests who hold office for one year at
a time. Sodalities made offerings in the public temple
(the so-called Sarapeum C) as well as in their Sara-
peum B: and the descendants of Apollonios still
remained lifelong priests of the god in the original
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shrine, the Sarapeum A, as we know from an inscrip-
tion which tells us how, after the Athenians became
masters of the island in 167/6 B.c., the closing of this
temple was ordered, but Demetrius, the priest at the
time, obtained a favourable decision from the Roman
Senate. This shrine then retained its character, and
another text records the coming of one Horus from
Kasion near Pelusium as assistant in the rite. But the
civic cult was thoroughly Greek. Athens sent out a
citizen of position each year as priest of Sarapis. There
were also a kletdouchos, again an Athenian and a man
of dignity, a zakoros or sacristan (who naturally could
hold office for a number of years), kanephoroi, maidens
of quality with processional functions, an oneirokrites
who interpreted dreams, and an aretalogos who cele-
brated the god’s wonders. The last two roles could be
combined. They are functions directly related to the
cult in Memphis and Alexandria: from the former we
have the sign of a dream interpreter, ‘I judge dreams,
having 2 command from the god: good luck: it is
a Cretan who judges these things’. Yet they do not
form a discordant element in the thoroughly Greek
appearance which the cult had assumed: at Epidaurus
the priesthood both interpreted the dreams of sick
persons sleeping in the temple and recorded the mira-
culous cures, and temples elsewhere preserved records
of miracles and epiphanies (pp. go—92 later).

The story of Delos is clear in its main lines, thanks
to the exploration of the sites and to Roussel’s study.
Elsewhere in the Greek world things probably went in
very much the same way except that there is no other
evidence of conflict. The introduction of the cult into
a city was no doubt generally due to immigrants (in
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which case there was first a cult-society, then a public
cult by the side of which the society continued to exist),
sometimes to the action of the city. This action has
been thought to be inspired by political considera-
tions, in fact by Ptolemaic influence; and it certainly
does appear that Agathocles introduced the worship
in Sicily on marrying Ptolemy I's daughter; but the
Ptolemies did nothing about it during their period of
influence at Delos, where the private cult emerges
under Antigonid suzerainty. At the same time, while
the Ptolemies did nothing from above, it was natural
that the cities should take action of their own to win
favour: this seems a probable explanation at Rhodes,
Miletus, Halicarnassus, Athens, Ceos. Yet it is likely
that the cult was often imported as filling a gap.

At Magnesia on the Maeander we have a law of the
beginning of the second century B.c. regulating the
civic cult of Sarapis: whether it actually describes its
introduction is uncertain in view of the mutilation of
the opening: we have a similar law at Priene of about
200 B.c. This is of special interest, for after prescribing
the sacrifices and torches to be offered by the priest to
Sarapis and Isis and Apis, it says (Il. 20-1) ‘And let the
temple administrator provide also the Egyptian who
will join in performing the sacrifice in an expert way.
And let it not be permissible to any one else to perform
the sacrifice to the goddess in an inexpert way or with-
out the priest’s aid.” The cult is hellenized so far as
may be, but technical competence is required: so we
have a subordinate for the purpose, like the Etruscan
haruspices whom a Roman magistrate would consult
but would treat as hirelings. It means much that the
priest is appointed by the city, as he is again at

a
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Magnesia in Thessaly. At Eretria and at Athens the
priesthood was an annual office.

Now this is particularly important as an indication
that the cult was absorbed in the ordinary run of civic
cults and also that it was not commonly in the wider
Greek world at this time a mystery cult. A mystery
generally demands permanent clergy, such as we know
at Alexandria and such as Apuleius describes at
Cenchreae and at Rome. All our references to the
Isiac priesthood at Rome suggests a professional clergy
living in the temple precincts. The conclusion to be
drawn is, I think, that, while individual Italians re-
turning from Delos might bring back with them an
interest in the cult, the form which it took came from
Alexandria. Under the Empire we find also a priest
for life of Sarapis at Termessus, though we do not know
whether his position was special and personal. Itisnot
clear that initiations of the later type had formed
a part of the cult outside Egypt in the Hellenistic
period. The absence of a mention in the texts at
Magnesia and Priene may of course be due to their
fragmentary condition, but the nature of the priest-
hood is clear evidence to the contrary. Even the
drama of Osiris at Athens may have been introduced,
and was at least reshaped, as late as A.p. 63, and in
Rome under Caligula. In any case the use of Soter
and Soteira (Saviour god and goddess) for Sarapis and
Isis refers to deliverance from perils by sea and by
disease, and the deities are saviours of all good men.

Further, when we find the ceremonies of initiation
described by Apuleius, they are not ceremonies for
every one interested in the cult: they were expensive:
Lucius spent all his money. The many who frequented
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the temples would know of such initiation as a privilege
available for those whom the god or goddess designated
by dreams and who could afford it: they would have
seen the glorified initiate come forth to receive their
adoration, or again watched the initiates of both sexes
walk in procession at the Ploiaphesia (the ceremony
of the opening of the sailing season) after the flute-
player and before the priest, radiant with the pure
whiteness of linen garb, the women with hair bound
in translucent nets, the men clean shaven with shining
heads, ‘the earthly stars of great religion’, making
a clear sound with sistra (rattles) of bronze and silver
and gold. They are like a confratcrnity with its special
place in a procession of the Host.

Initiation was thus a restricted privilege. So again
the taurobolium, of which we shall speak later, was ex-
pensive, and the men who recorded their initiation in
a variety of mysteries were men of means. It was left
for Christianity to democratize mystery. It expected
liberality of the wealthy but gave its rites to the poor
and needy, just as it gave to them the advantages of
burial guilds and more: even a poor man’s guild re-
quired subscriptions and was in danger of liquidation.

To sum up, the cult was for the majority of its
worshippers not a mystery cult, and in many places
in the Hellenistic period proper it was not a mystery
cult at all. The uninitiated devotee might attend the
public worship, might pray for help, might make his
vows in sickness and pay them in health, might have
sacrifice offered by the priest, might wear a ring with
representations of the gods as an amulet, might put
up private shrines or join in a cult association, might
dine ‘at the god’s couch’. Isis was able ‘to save the
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universe’. Such a claim of universalism can of course
be made by a religion which at the same time holds
that its means of grace are indispensable; peace on earth
to men of goodwill can exist side by side with ke that
believeth and is baptized shall be saved: he that believeth not
shall be damned. It was hardly so with the Egyptian
deities. When Firmicus Maternus speaks of Isis and
Oksiris, he discusses the cult drama and not initiations;
when he speaks of Sarapis, he mentions only sacrifices
and prophecy (Concerning the Error of Profane Religions,
2. 13). Initiation in fact corresponds not to baptism
but to some additional act of special devotion, such as
joining the third order of St. Francis.

In the main the worship was a powerful cult which
had approximated to the ordinary framework of life:
this is exemplified by a dedication to Isis, Anubis,
Bubastis, and Zeus Ktesios, the domestic god, on
Delos, and by dedications to Zeus Kynthios associated
with Sarapis and Isis in the Sarapeum C there. in
Boeotia in the second century B.c. the temples of Isis
and Sarapis were commonly used in the manumission
of slaves, so often done in the form of a ceremonial dedi-
cation or sale of the slave to a deity; again, Pausanias,
although he uses ‘the Egyptian goddess’ as a synonym
for Isis (x. 32. 13) refers to her temples as though they
were not exotic. Nor must we forget that at Tithorea
Isistook overanold festival celebrated twice a year. No
less Greek was the private cult in societies, which often
started before the civic cult and commonly continued
side by side with it. Such societies acquired legal
personality and the right of owning property.

So Isis and Sarapis held the place of two new saints,
with the attraction of freshness, the power of which
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we see now in the popularity of the cult of the Little
Flower, St. Théreése of Lisieux. Where there was con-
flict, as at Delos, there would be a situation in which
something like conversion could take place, but in
general there is no more than acceptance of what
was brought in by immigrants or returning natives, or
again copying of other neighbouring cities.

Our evidence shows that the Alexandrian cults
obtained in this way a sure if hellenized position in
Greek worship. Phrygian Cybele had in many places
such a standing well before the beginning of the Hel-
lenistic period. To what extent native practices and
the new initiatory ceremonies and the faurobolium
grafted themselves on the cult in the mainland and
islands of Greece during the Hellenistic period we
do not know: our information is much fuller for the
Empire. The worship of Men, a moon deity from Asia
Minor, in Attica is attested before the end of the third
century B.C. by the presence of names derived from
him.

There is now very interesting evidence for the rise
of the so-called Syrian goddess (Atargatis) to civic
importance. At Beroea in Macedon we have a dedica-
tion of the end of the third century B.c., ‘Apollonides
the son of Dexilaos, priest, to Atargatis the Saviour’,
and in A.D. 239 and 261 we have records of manu-
mission ‘to the Syrian maiden goddess’, as she was then
called. At Phistyon in Aetolia we have evidence of
the cult in 204/3 B.c. It was perhaps brought back
by Aetolian mercenaries returning home. Here again
she was concerned with manumissions, and commonly
bears the title Aphrodita Syria Phistyis, which indicates
that it was felt that in spite of her foreign origin she had
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become Our Lady of Phistyon. Then there are two
decrees of Thuria in Messenia of the earlier part of the
second century B.C. The first relates to arbitration with
Megalopolis: if it is successful, the names of all the
syndikoi or representatives are to be inscribed on a stone
pillar in the temple of the Syrian goddess. The second
is in honour of Damocharis of Sparta, a benefactor of
the city. He is granted various privileges and among
them a front seat on the days of the mysteries and
a leading place in the procession with the officials
called hieromnamones and a share in all the amenities.
‘Moreover, since, honouring both the worship of the
Syrian goddess and our city, he promises to provide
throughout his life the oil for the days of the mysteries, let
the ephors who are colleagues of Menestratos dedicate a
painted representation of him in the temple of the Syrian
goddess with the following inscription: “the city of Thuria

b

honours Damocharis”.

These texts are extremely important. Firstly, they
show that the temple of the Syrian goddess was, so to
speak, the cathedral of Thuria. Secondly, they are the
first explicit evidence for mysteries of hers. Thirdly,
the proedreia at the mysteries explains the theatres
possessed by the goddess at Delos, at Baalsamin-a-
Si, and elsewhere. We may with probability infer a
dramatic re-enacting of some part of the legends told
by Lucian. We know the cult of the Syrian goddess at
Delos, Athens, and Aegeira, but though she became
a familiar figure she did not bulk as large as Isis in
the world as a whole.

Mithras seems not to have been thus brought by
foreign groups; perhaps this is purely accidental and
due to a paucity of contacts with Cappadocia and
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Commagene. Slaves came thence, but Persian religion
may have belonged mainly to a higher caste.

A stranger phenomenon in the Greek world was the
Jewish Dispersion. The prophetic movement and the
experience of the exile had created a conviction that
Gentile religion was idolatry offensive to God, and at
the same time that the day would come when God
would be acknowledged and served by all mankind.
The contact with Persia had generated or stimulated
in many the belief that there was a world to come: in
this there would be room not only for Jews but also
for Gentiles who abjured their pagan ways, either by
becoming proselytes (that is naturalized Jews) or, on
the more liberal interpretation, by simple observance
of the so-called Noachite commandments, which were
held to be binding on all men. There resulted from
this a missionary idea which is illustrated by the book
of Jonah. Written probably towards the end rather
than the beginning of the period 400-200 B.c., it
describes the irresistible vocation of a Jew to preach
repentance to the people of Nineveh (now a ruin, but
good as a type of heathenism). The sailors of Joppa
who manned Jonah’s ship are Gentiles praying every
man to his own god, but the storm causes them to fear
God exceedingly and to make vows to him. Jonah’s
message is one of repentance, and its inherent rightness
is vindicated against his peevish anger.

The Jewish Dispersion talked Greek and Latin
(Greek predominated in the inscriptions of their cata-
combs in Rome) but was unique from its normally
exclusive attitude towards alien religion which in-
volved serious social bars (non-participation in festivals
and in meat and wine which might entail idolatrous
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contamination) from its cohesion, in many cities from its
numbers (certainly so at Alexandria and Apamea, and
in those parts of Phrygia and Lydia where Antiochus the
Great had about 200 B.c. settled 2,000 Jewish families);
unique also from its possession of the synagogue with
its sermons which would remind outsiders of a philo-
sophical school rather than a temple. Under these
conditions it could not be indifferent toits environment.
Commonly it grew in the consciousness of the value
of its peculiar beliefs which had arisen in prophetic
teachings and in the experience of the exile: often it
developed an eager desire to proselytize. We hear of
many proselytes in Antioch and we know elsewhere
of many ‘fearers of God’, who conformed with those
commandments binding on all mankind and partici-
pated in the sabbath worship of the synagogue without
either the privileges or the obligations of the real Jew
and without the social condemnation which commonly
rested upon the Jew. Acts xiii. 43—4 implies that many
Gentiles might come to a synagogue when a famous
preacher was expected, just as they would rush to hear
Dion of Prusa or Lucian. Again, Judaism might take
a quietist tone and live its life either in isolation or
in recognition of cognate elements in contemporary
thought.

But we find also, what we have learned to expect
from the contact of Greeks with an Oriental national
religion, first the recognition by Greeks of the god of
the Jews as a fit object of worship and as capable of
equation with a deity of their own (Zeus or Dionysus
or Attis); secondly, the formation of new composite
products as a result of give and take on both sides.

The god of the Jews (under the name Iao) is
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prominent in magic papyri and in ancient curses as
a god of power. Further, many who were not Jews
respected some Jewish observances, notably the Sab-
bath, but also fasts, lamp-lighting, and some food
rules. A normal pagan might well feel that there was
something of value and use in customs so strenu-
ously maintained, without being prepared to go to the
drastic length of becoming a proselyte, which meant
a complete renunciation of his past, an acceptance of
heavy obligations previously not incumbent upon him,
and not a little social disapproval or ostracism. The
dedication of a proseucha or prayer-house in 102/1 B.C.,
found at Alexandria, was made ‘to the great god who
hears prayer’ with the characteristic Egyptian ‘great’
(familiar of course also as an epithet in the Old Testa-
ment). At Tanais in the Bosporus, in Mysia (second
or first century B.C.), and elsewhere there is a cult of
Hypsistos, the Highest God (a common epithet of God
in the Septuagint), by cult societies including in the
Bosporus ‘adopted brothers’ and so probably by impli-
cation originally entirely composed of Jews and yet
by now sufficiently assimilated to their environment
to use once a formula of manumission ending with the
common Greek phrase, ‘under Zeus, earth, the sun’.
At Tanais the names are, except for Sambation and
Azarion, non-Jewish and mostly barbarian: further,
the group had priests (as well as the regular presbyteroz)
and perhaps therefore a sacrificial cultus (which would
to an orthodox Jew be illicit), and in texts of the third
century A.D. it is sometimes called “The association
around the highest God and the priest N’, which
involves an un-Jewish intimacy with deity. Late in the
fourth century a.n. we hear of a sect of Hypsistarii in
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Cappadocia, survivors of this movement. The father
of Gregory Nazianzen belonged to this before his
conversion, and his son characterizes it as a mixture
of Hellenic (i.e. Gentile) error and the humbug of the
law, honouring fire (probably from the Persian element
in Cappadocia) and lamps and the Sabbath and food
regulations while rejecting circumcision. Similar be-
lievers existed in Phoenicia and Palestine, and even
in the West. Again, we know in Cilicia a society of
Sabbatistai, and there is evidence that a certain fusion
took place between the cult of Jehovah as conceived
by some of the Jews settled by Antiochus in Phrygia
and the native cult of Zeus Sabazios. Such fusion was
not then out of the question; the Maccabee movement
had not yet come to heighten Jewish self-consciousness,
and even the hierarchy at Jerusalem was very ready to
compromise; in later times Philo had to complain of
Jews who felt themselves to be emancipated. The
Jews in Phrygia married Gentiles, and we later find
the descendants of such marriages as priests of the
Emperor’s worship. This connexion with Sabazios is
probably due to the similarity of name with Sabaoth,
which to a man speaking Greek seemed to be a proper
name in the nominative and not the genitive ‘of hosts’.
There are indications of this fusion at Apamea and
in Rome.

In the last chapter we saw the formation of blended
worships with a capacity for success in the world at
large. We have here considered the way in which they
were carried by migrants, commonly just as their own
form of worship, and how in the Hellenistic period
some of them acquired an important position even
among the official cults of the city. One cause which
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has been noted, the desire to please the Ptolemies,
applies only to the worship of Isis and Sarapis in areas
where Ptolemaic favour was worth winning. There
must therefore be other factors. At times it might be
that the immigrant group if it attained full civic rights
would surpass the old inhabitants in wealth and would
therefore hold magistracies. Yet more often the issue
must have turned on the attraction of novelty, and on
the feeling that the old cults were in a measure outworn
and ineffective, and the old deities unable to protect
you in the immense new universe which had taken the
place of the limited horizon of the city-state world,
unable again to protect you against the universal
power of Fate or the capriciousness of Fortune. Men
of conservative temper were always restoring and
enlarging old ceremonies, but it is doubtful whether
except in Arcadia the populace shared their enthu-
siasm, and the new cults were presented in such a way
as to have the merit of novelty without the defect of
being too strange. To these problems we shall return
in Chapters VI and VII.



A%
THE PATH TO ROME

ND so they journeyed towards Rome.” As Rome
became first a world power and then the world
power, merchants came in their hundreds, slaves in
their tens of thousands, and others again who had gone
forth from Rome as soldiers or traders returned with
new ideas and beliefs. Let us take two concrete ex-
amples, which though later than the beginning of this
development throw light upon it. An inscription at
Puteoli dated 29 May, A.p. 79, says: “The god Helios
Saraptenos (that is the Baal of Sarapta between Tyre
and Sidon) came on ship from Tyre to Puteoli. Elim
brought him in accordance with a command.” Elim is
like Apollonios of Delos. Again we have an inscription
giving a letter sent by the Tyrians at Puteoli to their
mother city in A.D. 174, which refers to the expense of
the worship of their national deities as heavy on them
with their now shrunken numbers. Inscriptions from
the Syrian temple on the Janiculum show that its
cultus was mostly an affair of Syrian immigrants, and
this is true also of the priests and officers of the Roman
cult society of Juppiter Dolichenus.

The part which slaves can play is familiar from the
story of Naaman’s Jewish handmaiden. We may recall
the Syrian Eunus in Sicily, who claimed to have special
revelations from the Syrian goddess and to know that
he would be a king, wherefore his master brought him
in to amuse guests after dinner by his prophecies, and
the guests made him small presents, asking him to
remember them when he should become king. Again,
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the returning soldiery sometimes carried back strange
cults with them, as Sulla’s soldiers perhaps carried Ma
from Comana: it is said that their commander had
a vision of her on his first march to Rome. Tacitus
tells how as day broke on the desperate struggle before
Cremona in A.D. 69, the soldiers of the third legion
saluted the rising sun; ‘That is. the way in Syria’
(Histories, 1ii. 24). The influence of trade appears in
the fact that the Syrian festival of Maioumas became
a civic celebration at Ostia and that as early as 105 B.c.
there was a public temple of Sarapis at Puteoli:
whether this is in any large measure due to returning
Italians is however doubtful, for, although we have
records of their interest in the worships of the Levant,
the evidence on Delos indicates that the mercan-
tile colony of Italians living there was at least in its
domestic cultus fairly conservative.

New cults when they came to Rome entered an
atmosphere different from that of the Hellenistic cities
in which they had previously found acceptance. In
those cities, indeed, as in Rome, public worship was
a public concern, and we have seen occasional inter-
ference by the authorities against unwarranted innova-
tion. In Rome this was far more systematic and
thoroughgoing. The religion of the republic was a
relationship between the State and the gods. The
State did its part and looked confidently to the gods
to do theirs. Further, the State took over the responsi-
bilities of individual citizens and freed them from
religio, uneasy fear of the supernatural, an emotion
always latent and liable from time to time to break
out in panic. The attitude of the State towards in-
dividuals was exactly like the attitude then of the
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head of a household to its members. The elder Cato,
in his treatise on agriculture, gives this advice about
the bailiff’s wife, ‘Let her not perform ceremonies or
bid another do so for her without the command of her
master or mistress. Let her know that her master does
worship for the whole household’ (ch. 143).

Rome’s range of worships was not, however, fixed
once and for all. In early days the cults of various
conquered communities were absorbed, and other
cults were from time to time introduced from abroad
to satisfy popular emotion in time of panic: so for in-
stance the Greek practice of putting the images of the
gods on couches and setting a banquet before them, so
again in the plague of 293 B.c. the cult of Aesculapius,
in 217 B.c. Venus Erycina from Sicily, and in 205 B.C.
the cult of the Great Mother Cybele from Pessinus.
It is characteristic of the Roman instinct for govern-
ment that there was a special commission (ultimately
of fifteen) in charge of all foreign worship. In a time
of stress men were liable to think that the traditional
proceedings were inadequate: this feeling is exemplified
by the burying alive of a Greek man and woman and
a Gaulish man and woman in occasional crises. When
the Great Mother came, what was imported was
strictly speaking just a rite. The eunuch priests of
Phrygian stock performed their ceremonies privately
and the State derived the appropriate benefit. No
Roman citizen might become a eunuch priest, and
we hear of the banishment of a slave who castrated
himself. At the same time the goddess received official
sacrifices from the praetor who presided at the games
given in her honour, and banquets for her festival were
conducted by aristocratic Roman societies. (This
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corresponds to the annual civic priests of Isis in Greek
cities noted earlier.) The Trojan legend helped to give
her importance, and the lauatio or washing of her
image in the Almo on 27 March certainly became a
public ceremonial of the state in the time of Claudius,
when the cult was fully naturalized. Thenceforward
the archigallus was not a eunuch and was a Roman
citizen. The public procession and dramatic cere-
monies of the Mother’s consort Attis were in time
celebrated with great pomp as part of the State’s
religious calendar. The festival occupied six days. On
15 March ‘the reed entered’, on 22 March ‘the tree
entered’, the 24th was the day of blood, the 25th that
of joy, the 26th that of rest, the 27th the washing, but
the first certain evidence for days other than the
lauatio does not come till the time of Marcus Aurelius.

The calendar of Philocalus adds Initium Caiani as the
name of the 28th. This may refer to the sanctuary of
Cybele on the Vatican, perhaps to mysteries attached
to the cult: it does not appear to have been an integral
part of the cycle. In any case, we are in the dark as
far as such mysteries are concerned, though there are
undeniable indications that initiations existed. We
know more of the taurobolium. The recipient descended
into a hole dug in the ground and a bull was slaugh-
tered over him: its blood dripped over him and he
saw to it that it fell on cheeks and ears and lips and
nose and eyes, actually catching some on his tongue.
He was then adored by the onlookers. The rite may
originally have been the sequel of the lassooing of
a bull, as the term has been thought to indicate. The
first inscriptional records tell us nothing of the meaning
of the act, except that it was done on behalf of the
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Empire: later we read that the recipient was ‘reborn
for twenty years’; later still ‘reborn for ever’. Whatever
the original meaning was, the rite was there as some-
thing which a devotee could undergo if he could afford
the necessary bull (as also the criobolium if he could
afford the necessary ram). Here again as with Isiac
initiation there was the idea that it could not be done
without divine sanction: the phrase ex wuaticinatione
archigalli, ‘in accordance with the divination of the
archigallus’, occurs not merely in numerous records
but also in a legal text (a taurobolium so conducted in
Portus, the harbour of Ostia, for the Emperor’s safety
excused one from the duties of guardian, a fact which
reveals anew the official recognition of this worship).
At the same time it is to be noted that this ceremony
was attached to the Frigianum or sanctuary on the
Vatican and not to the old temple on the Palatine.
Around this rite there crystallized a great deal of
feeling in the last days of paganism: an inscription on
an altar found near St. Peter’s records how a man
performed the taurobolium and criobolium, scattered the
darkness of twenty-eight years, and brought light
again—the darkness being no doubt the time of Con-
stans and Constantius, and the text a document of the
Julianic revival. A modern man cannot but feel that
the performance of so distasteful a rite must be the
product of considerable religious devotion. But we
have only to contemplate ancient superstitions regard-
ing relics from gladiatorial contests to realize how
intense was belief in the efficacy of blood, and the
medicine of the Empire as of later times is full of
nauseating remedies, composed of excrement and the
like. Further, it must be noted that the earliest recorded
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taurobolium in the West (at Puteoli, A.p. 134) was in
honour of Venus Caelesta (that is, Atargatis) and the
rite occasionally attached itself to Mithraism. So,
though Cybele’s, it was not hers exclusively; and it
had no basis in her myth and did not always take place
during her festival. It was an act like sacrifice. People
were attracted by having seen it (it drew a crowd), by
the hope of getting special grace, by the desire to show
loyalty to the Empire, by a desire to have prominence
for a moment; perhaps at times by a desire to show
that they could afford it.

We see here the gradual development of a cult which
the State had accepted, its full expansion being in
and after the Antonine period. It belonged to the
sacra publica controlled by the commission of fifteen.
This centralized authority is illustrated by inscriptions
which show them as conferring the insignia of priest-
hood on priests of the Great Mother in towns other
than Rome.

This is the perfect story of the Romanization of an
alien cult. Other strange religions came in unob-
trusively and if they attracted attention were liable
to be suppressed by a magistrate acting on the Senate’s
advice, as what we should call a police measure. There
was a particular zeal to prevent any sort of religious
professional quack, of the type discussed earlier in
connexion with Orphism, from getting a hold upon
the popular imagination and disturbing the public
tranquillity. The classic instance is that of 186 B.c,,
when a religious movement, suddenly discovered and
thought to be a grave menace to public order and
safety, was suppressed. According to Livy’s account
(xxxix. 8 ff.) a Greek had brought Dionysiac rites into
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Etruria: he is described in the familiar way as making
money out of popular superstitions, and performing
nocturnal ceremonies. The ceremonies were originally
given to a few and then spread widely with the added
attraction of wine and banquets and mixed company
by night. From Etruria it spread to Rome. There
it was discovered through a chain of circumstances.
The mother and step-father of P. Aebutius desired his
undoing and the mother told him that when he was
sick she had vowed that she would initiate him in the
Bacchic mysteries as soon as he recovered. For ten
days he must be chaste: then, after he had dined and
bathed, she would take him to the sanctuary. His
mistress Hispala Fecenia saved him from this, telling
him of the dangers which would threaten him there,
and then word having reached the consul, she was
constrained to tell him all about this cult, though she
avowed fear of the gods and much greater fear of the
other devotees. Her account was that the temple had
originally been one frequented only by women, to
which no man was admitted and in which initiations
took place on three fixed days in the year and different
matrons were priestesses in turn. Then Paculla Annia
from Campania changed everything, claiming that
sh