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Can the term ‘orthopraxy’ be applied to all religions in the Roman Empire from the 1st to the 3rd century AD?
Orthopraxy – the correct performance of ritual – was integral to the religious institutions of the city of Rome. Thus Cicero, in an exegesis of the ‘religious constitution’ of an ideal state, could extol fellow Romans to ‘approach the deities chastely’, while concluding via the medium of Cotta the pontiff that ‘our state could never have become so great without the greatest appeasement of the immortal gods’.
 To what extent were the mechanics of Roman orthopraxy diffused around the empire? Scholars of the early to mid-twentieth century proposed a ‘proselytizing’ model to explain the spread of Roman cult.
 Echoes of this interpretation may still be detected in the work of Van Andringa, who concluded that the imperium’s ‘common religious language’ promoted ‘a collective and regular definition of the framework in which one lived.’
 Clifford Ando believes by contrast that a religious system that was so heavily rooted in the gods’ attachment to their chosen dwelling would find it difficult to ‘sustain the simultaneous performance of cult in other locations’.
 An analysis of the possibilities for the ‘export of orthopraxy’ suggests that to a large extent his interpretation is correct. 
There is evidence for the spread of a Roman ‘orthopraxy’ in the charters of coloniae as well as in municipia with the ‘Latin right’.
  Thus chapters 64 to 67 of the lex Ursonensis make arrangements for the religious institutions of the colonia. The priestly colleges mirror those of Rome, with provisions made for the appointment of ‘pontifices and augures’ (chapter 66), while in chapter 64 the duoviri are tasked with bringing before the town councillors the issue of ‘which sacrifices shall be publicly performed and who shall perform them’. The rights of the pontifices and augures are to be the same as those that ‘pertain to the pontifices and augures in every colonia’ (chapter 67), which as Beard, North and Price rightly point out suggests that they were replicated elsewhere.
 
The establishment of an ‘infrastructure for orthopraxis’ can also be detected at the opposite end of the empire in the fortress-town of Dura-Europos. Here, the Feriale Duranum specified the days on which soldiers should perform sacrifices in line with the festivals of the city of Rome as well as to the gods of the Roman state cult.
  With the gradual extension of the franchise that culminated in Caracalla’s grant of citizenship to most of the free population of the empire (212 AD), attempts were made to standardize the constitutions of the municipia. Thus the lex Flavia municipalis of Domitian’s reign stipulated certain days on which specific rites should be performed ‘for the sake of honouring the imperial house’, while magistrates were required to swear oaths of office by the state gods and deified emperors.
  In the light of this evidence, which to a degree support Van Andriga’s conception of ‘integration’, it may be possible to generalise to a limited extent the spread of a Roman ‘orthopraxis’, albeit in a locally variable and sometimes attenuated form.
Beyond the immediate confines of the coloniae and municipia, however, it is difficult to conclude that the term ‘orthopraxy’ can be applied in a general way. Rupke incisively notes of Urso that ‘for cult purposes outside the public cult, there was simply no interest in regulating them by statute’, and this conclusion is supported both by the lex Ursonensis and the evidence of inscriptions from the colony.
  The nature of the sacrifices to ‘be publicly performed’ in the colony of Urso was to be determined by a decree of ‘the majority of those present at the meeting [of the decurions]’, suggesting a reasonable amount of freedom in determining the form of the sacra publica.
 Furthermore, the evidence of ‘private’ votive inscriptions from Urso which make reference to Apollo and Ceres suggest an element of individual devotion outside the parameters of official orthopraxis.
 The Flavian municipal laws also allowed for a great deal of religious autonomy on the part of the municipia. Ando notes that the municipal councils seem to have been given control over their own calendar and therefore pantheon.
 Even the praxis of the imperial cult, despite the ‘emperor’s immanence in his ubiquitous portraits’ seems to have varied from one part of the empire to another
. Thus, in the east the legacy of the Hellenistic monarchies and the entrenched structures of ‘euergetism’ seem to have made the deification of the emperor a much more palatable proposition than it was in the west.
  An altar from Narbo Martius in Gaul from circa 12 CE emphasises Augustus’s role as ‘father of the country, pontifex maximus, holder of the tribunician power’, while an inscription of the singers of Roma and Augustus at Pergamum (c 117 CE) refer to ‘incense <for offerings> and lamps for the image of Augustus’, indicating a very different kind of praxis in time and place.

The diversity of religious practice becomes even more evident as one moves away from the coloniae and municipia. In Berytus the machinery of Roman orthopraxis appears to have co-existed with the local cult of Baal/Zeus in Baalbek Heliopolis.
 The deity’s monumental sanctuary was built with the patronage of regional tetrarchs in the first century BC, while the indigenous Baal appears to have assimilated the epithets of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, a notable exception to Minucius Felix’s dictum that the Romans ‘seek out the gods of strangers and make them their own’.
  In Egypt, the ritual veneration of the Nile, so central to the rhythms of Egyptian life and a key feature of pharaonic religion, continued unabated into late antiquity.
  In Britannia, King has demonstrated that sanctuaries such as those at Great Chesterford and Hayling Island, described as ‘semi-rural Romano-Celtic temples’, continued to exercise a great degree of control over their sacrificial rites after the Roman Conquest.
 All of these examples, which could be repeated in myriad instances throughout the empire, suggest that the infrastructure of Roman orthopraxy touched many of the indigenous cults of the ‘far-flung empire’ only tangentially if at all.
Finally, it must be emphasised that some of the religions of the empire had a basis in orthopraxy that was either limited or non-existent. Abrahamic Judaism, which remained entrenched in Judaea and beyond, and was also present throughout the empire in the communities of the Diaspora, adhered to the ‘correct performance of ritual’ on its own terms at the Jerusalem Temple prior to its destruction in 70 CE, but was rooted in a belief in Yahweh’s omnipresent immanence that was ‘utopian rather than locative’ and was thus fundamentally differentiated from an ‘orthopraxy of place’.
 Christianity too had a widespread if minority presence in the eastern part of the empire and in the city of Rome itself even prior to Constantine’s conversion: the church in Rome’s ban on Christians participating in the sacra and epula publica as well as Montanist debates over the feeding of Christian prisoners in Roman Carthage reflected a soteriological orthodoxy that centred on belief in Christ’s immanence and salvific nature rather than the performance of ritual obligations.

To conclude, then, it seems reasonably clear that the term ‘orthopraxy’ - when defined as the praxis of the city of Rome - can only be applied to the ‘religions’ of the Roman empire in a limited sense. While the examples of the coloniae and municipia do lend some support to Van Andringa’s belief that urban centres were gradually ‘integrated’ and came to share a ‘common religious language’, it seems better on the whole to conclude with Ando that ‘the failure of any Roman cult to become a religion for and of the empire should…..not surprise us.’
 Not only were a variety of religious practices and rites tolerated outside the strictures of the sacra publica even in the coloniae and municipia, but the myriad manifestations of continuing indigenous practice across the empire, as well as the Romans’ own attitude in mostly respecting and even maintaining ‘foreign cults’, militated against the spread of a homogenized orthopraxy and ensured that not even the imperial cult could offer a completely uniform Reichsreligion.
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