Sources on Christianity and Judaism in the Roman Empire
Limits of religious freedom in the Roman empire?
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telltale light is upset and extinguished, and in the shameless dark they
exchange embraces indiscriminately, and all, if not actually, yet by
complicity are equally involved in incest. . .

Furthermore, they threaten the whole world and the universe itself
and its stars with fire, and work for its destruction. . . .?* Not content
with this insane notion, they add to and weave old wives’ tales: they say
that they are reborn after death from the cinders and ashes, and with
unaccountable confidence believe in one another’s lies. . .

But you [Christians] meanwhile in anxious doubt abstain from
wholesome pleasures; you do not attend the shows; you take no part in
the processions; fight shy of public banquets; abhor the sacred games,
meats from the sacrificial victims, drinks poured in libation on the altars.

Athenagoras,? Plea for the Christians ii. 7, 9; iii. 12—13

It is not in accord with your justice that, when others are charged with
crimes they are not punished till they are convicted, but in our case the
name bears more weight than the evidence at the trial, at which the
judges, instead of inquiring whether the accused has committed any
wrong, insult the name, as if that were itself a crime. . . . Therefore
what is conceded equally to all we claim for ourselves, that we shall not
be hated and punished because we are called Christians (for what bearing
has the name on evil-doing?), but shall be tried on any charges anyone
may bring against us, and either be released on our disproving the
charges, or punished if convicted of wickedness—not for the name (for
no Christian is a bad man unless he falsely profess our doctrines) but for
the wrong done. .

Three charges are alleged against us: atheism, cannibalistic banquets,
incestuous unions. But if these charges are true, spare no class; proceed
at once against the crimes; kill us root and branch, with our wives and
children, if any Christian is found to live like the beasts. . . . But if these
things are only gossip mongering and empty slanders . . . it is left for
you to make inquiry concerning our life, our beliefs, our loyalty and
obedience to you [the Emperor Marcus Aurelius], your house, and the
monarchy, and thus at length to accord to us nothing more than to those
who persecute us.

24. This refers to early Christian belief in the imminent destruction of the world and the coming
Day of Judgment.
25. An Athenian convert, whose pamphlet in defense of Christianity was written ¢. 177.
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DENUNCIATION OF PAGAN AMUSEMENTS

Tatian,?? Address to the Greeks xxii—xxiii; From M. Whittaker, Tatian, Oratio ad
Graecos (Oxford, 1982)

What is one to make of your teaching? Your official festivals are ridicu-
lous, celebrated in honor of evil demons and bringing shame upon
human beings. I saw a certain man on many occasions; when I first saw
him I was astonished, but my astonishment was replaced by contempt
as I considered how he was one man in himself, but quite another in the
outward mask he assumed: very affected and putting on all sorts of
delicate airs, now with flashing eyes, now wringing his hands and
expressing madness with a clay make-up; sometimes appearing as
Aphrodite, and sometimes as Apollo; a one-man accuser of all the gods,
epitome of superstition, disparager of heroism, actor of murders, dem-

31. Justin refers to the agape (“love feast™).
32. Born of pagan parents in Assyria, Tatian received a Greek education, became a pupil of Justin
Martyr, and was converted to Christianity in the reign of Antoninus Pius.
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onstrator of adultery, repository of madness, teacher of perverts, insti-
gator of condemned criminals—and such a one drew praise from all!
But I rejected him as a total falsehood—the godlessness, the practices
and the man! Yet you are captivated by these men and abuse those who
do not share in your activities. I refuse to stand and gape at a chanting
crowd, and I do not want to ape the antics of someone gesticulating and
writhing in an unnatural way. Is there any kind of spectacle left for you
to devise? They blow through their noses and use foul language, they
posture obscenely and demonstrate on the stage how to commit adultery
in full view of your daughters and boys. You have splendid lecture halls,
publicizing all the wickedness that goes on at night and delighting the
audiences with disgraceful speeches; and splendid poets too, liars all,
who delude their hearers with their subtle wordplay.

I saw other men who had trained to become heavyweights, and
carried round a load of superfluous flesh, to whom prizes and garlands
are offered. The judges summon them not to a display of manliness but
to a contest of violent brawling, and the garland goes to the hardest
hitter. These are the lesser evils; anyone would shrink from mentioning
the greater ones. Some men are so abandoned as to make a profession of
idleness and actually sell themselves to be murdered; the hungry man
sells himself and the rich man buys the murderers-to-be. The spectators
take their seats and the gladiators engage in single combat about noth-
ing, and no one goes down to their aid. Are your celebrations of this
kind really a good thing? Your great man collects his camp of murderers
by promising them a bandit’s keep, so bandits are what come out of it.
You all gather to watch, and while on the one hand you criticize the
president of the games for his villainy, you also criticize the gladiators
themselves. Someone who happens to miss the murder is vexed, because
he was not condemned to be a spectator of wicked and bloody acts. You
sacrifice animals in order to eat meat and you buy men to provide
human slaughter for the soul, feeding it with bloodshed of the most
impious kind. The bandit murders for the sake of what he can get, but
the rich man buys gladiators for the sake of murder.
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12.6¢(i) Julius Caesar and the Jews.

The Jewish writer Josephus collected a series of documents (of which one fol-
lows) illustrating Roman favour towards the Jews. His aim was to prove a
Roman tradition of generous treatment of his own religion. But there is in fact
no reason to suppose these documents had any general application; as in this
case they probably arose as reactions to particular circumstances and did not
automatically have general application.

See further: 11.9; Baumann (1983) 238-61; Rajak (1984).

Josephus, Jewish Antiquities X1v.213-16

Julius Gaius' consul of the Romans to the magistrates, council and people of Parium,?
greetings. The Jews in Delos and some Jews from other places in the area, in the presence
* of certain of your ambassadors, have petitioned me and declared that you are preventing
them by decree from following their ancestral customs and rites. Now it displeases me
that such decrees should be passed against our friends and allies, and that they should be
prevented from living in accordance with their customs and contributing money to
common meals and rites, as they are not prevented from doing this even in Rome. For
example, Gaius Caesar,’ our consul, prohibited by edict religious associations from
assembling in the city <sc. of Rome>; only these people were not prohibited from
collecting contributions of money and holding common meals. Similarly, I too prohibit
other religious associations, but allow these people alone to assemble and hold meals in
accordance with their ancestral customs and conventions. And, if you have passed any
decree against our friends and allies, you will be well advised to annul it, because of their
assistance and goodwill towards us.*

1. The man is a provincial governor (of Asia?) of the Caesarian period, though this combi-
nation of names, in this order, does not follow normal practice. It may arise from a mis-
take by Josephus or from a corruption of his text.

2. Parium was in north-west Asia Minor. Some emend the text to read ‘Paros’, an island
near Delos.

3. Julius Caesar.

4. Two Jewish leaders had helped Caesar in Egypt, which may have encouraged Caesar to
favour the Jews in Rome. The provincial governor follows Caesar’s lead.

12.6¢(ii) Jewish settlement in Rome.
Philo, who served on an embassy to the emperor Gaius Caligula on behalf of
the Alexandrian Jews, contrasts Gaius’ pretence to divinity and hostility
towards the Jews with Augustus’ approval of Judaism.

See further: Vol. 1, 362; 10.6b; 12.6f.
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Philo, Embassy to Gaius 155-8

<Augustus> knew that the large district of Rome across the river Tiber was owned and
inhabited by Jews. Most of them were Roman ex-slaves; brought to Italy as war captives,
they had been set free by their owners, without being forced to alter any of their
ancestral customs. So he knew that they had synagogues and assembled in them,
especially on the sabbath, when they received, in public, instruction in their ancestral
philosophy.' He knew too that they collected sacred money from their tithes and
forwarded it to Jerusalem through envoys who would offer sacrifices there. But in spite
of this he did not drive them out of Rome or strip them of their Roman citizenship on
the ground that they remembered their Jewish citizenship as well;? he took no forcible
measures against the synagogues nor did he prevent them from gathering for the
exposition of the laws, nor did he oppose the collection of tithes. In fact, he showed
such respect for our customs that he, and nearly all his family, enriched our temple with
lavish offerings; he ordered regular sacrifices of holocausts to be made each day in
perpetuity at his own expense, as an offering to the most high god.? These sacrifices
continue to this day, and will always be offered, as evidence of truly imperial behaviour.
Moreover, at the monthly distributions in his native city, when the whole people receive
money or grain in turn,* he never deprived the Jews of this bounty, but if the
distributions happened to fall on a sabbath, when it is not allowed, especially for the
breadwinner, to receive or give anything, or do any of the ordinary things of life, he
instructed those in charge of the distributions to carry over to the next day the Jews’
share of the universal largesse.
1. On synagogues in Rome see 12.6d(ii); on worship in the synagogue see Schiirer
(1973-87) 11.447-54. See also Vol. 1, Map 1 no. 26.
2. Slaves set free by Roman citizens themselves received Roman citizenship.
3. That Augustus himself paid for the sacrifices in the temple at Jerusalem is contradicted
by Josephus, Against Apion 11.77, who says that the sacrifices were at Jewish expense (so
Schiirer (1973-87) 11.312). Philo has perhaps been carried away by his apologetic pur-
pose. Cf. 10.6b.

4. This is not quite accurate. At Rome, money was distributed to the people irregularly,
while grain was distributed only to a limited number of Roman citizens.
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Tertullian, Apology vi. 7-10; From LCL

To come next to your gods themselves, the decrees which your fathers
prudently enacted you, the most law-abiding of men, have repealed.
Father Bacchus and his mysteries—the consuls with the approval of the
senate turned him not only out of the city but out of the whole of Italy
[see vol. 1, § 176]. Serapis and Isis and Harpocrates [i.e., the Egyptian
God Horus, son of Isis and Serapis] with his Dog-head were forbidden
the Capitol—in other words, expelled from the assembly of the gods;
and Piso and Gabinius [in $8 B.c.]—consuls, not Christians, you know
—actually overturned their altars and banished them, in the endeavor to
restrain the vices that go with foul and idle superstition. You have
restored them and bestowed on them supreme majesty. Where is the
xeligious awe, where is the veneration owed by you to your ancestors?
In dress, habit of life, furniture, feeling, yes! and speech, you have
renounced your great-grandfathers! You are forever praising antiquity,
and every day you improvise some new way of life. All of which goes
to prcjg that while you abandon the good usages of your ancestors you
keep, and maintain the practices you should not have, and what you
should have kept you have not maintained. In fact, as to that very point
of ancestral tradition, which you think you most faithfully guard, which
above all else you have used to mark down the Christians as lawbreakers
—1I mean the passion for worshiping the gods (and that is where anti-
quity made its worst mistake)—though you may have rebuilt his altars
for Serapis Romanized, though you make an offering of your frenzy to
Bacchus Italianate, I will show in its proper place that you despise,
neglect, and destroy that tradition, straight against the authority of your
ancestors.
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Pliny, Letters book X, nos. 96—97
[Pliny to the Emperor Trajan]

It is my practice, my lord, to refer to you all matters concerning which
I am in doubt. For who can better give guidance to my hesitation or
inform my ignorance? I have never participated in trials of Christians. I
thercrore do not know what offenses it is the practice to punish or
investigate, and to what extent. And I have been not a little hesitant as
to whether /there should be any distinction on account of age or no
difference }/etween the very young and the more mature; whether par-
don is to be granted for repentance, or, if a man has once been a
Christi(hn, it does him no good to have ceased to be one; whether the
name-itself, even without offenses, or only the offenses associated with
the/name are to be punished.

Meanwhile, in the case of those who were denounced to me as
Christians, I have observed the following procedure: I interrogated these
as to whether they were Christians; those who confessed I interrogated
a second and a third time, threatening them with punishment; those
who persisted I ordered executed. For I had no doubt that, whatever the
nature of their creed, stubbornness and inflexible obstinacy surely de-
serve to be punished. There were others possessed of the same folly; but
because they were Roman citizens, I signed an order for them to be
transferred to Rome.

Soon accusations spread, as usually happens, because of the proceed-
ings going on, and several incidents occurred. An anonymous document
was published containing the names of many persons. Those who de-
nied that they were or had been Christians, when they invoked the gods
in words dictated by me, offered prayer with incense and wine to your
image, which I had ordered to be brought for this purpose together with
statues of the gods, and moreover cursed Christ—none of which those
who are really Christians, it is said, can be forced to do—these I thought
should be discharged. Others named by the informer declared that they
were Christians, but then denied it, asserting that they had been but had
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ceased to be, some three years before, others many years, some as much
as twenty-five years. They all worshiped your image and the statues of
the gods, and cursed Christ.

They asserted, however, that the sum and substance of their fault or
error had been that they were accustomed to meet on a fixed day before
dawn and sing responsively a hymn to Christ as to a god, and to bind
themselves by oath, not to some crime, but not to commit fraud, theft,
or adultery, not to falsify their trust, nor to refuse to return a trust when
called upon to do so [apparently a reference to the Ten Command-
ments]. When this was over, it was their custom to depart and to
assemble again to partake of food—but ordinary and innocent food [see
§ 168]. Even this, they affirmed, they had ceased to do after my edict by
which, in accordance with your instructions, I had forbidden political
associations. Accordingly, I judged it all the more necessary to find out
what the truth was by torturing two female slaves who were called
attendants. But I discovered riothing else but depraved, excessive super-
stition.

I therefore postponed the mvestlgatlon and hastened to consult you.
For the matter seemed to nie to warrant consulting you, especially
because of the number involved. For many persons of every age, every
rank, and also of both sexes are and will be endangered. For the conta-
gion of this superstition has spread not only to the cities but also to the
villages and farms. But it seems possible to check and cure it. It is
certainly quite clear that the temples, which had been almost deserted,
have begun to be frequented, that the established religious rites, long
neglected, are being resumed, and that from everywhere sacrificial ani-
mals are coming, for which until now very few purchasers could be
found. Hence it is easy to imagine what a multitude of people can be
reformed if an opportunity for repentance is afforded.

[Trajan to Pliny]

You observed proper procedure, my dear Pliny, in sifting the cases
of those who had been denounced to you as Christians. For it is not
possible to lay down any general rule to serve as a kind of fixed stan-
dard. They are not to be sought out; if they are denounced and proved
guilty, they are to be punished, with this reservation, that whoever
denies that he is a Christian and really proves it—that is, by worshiping
our gods—even though he was under suspicion in the past, shall obtain
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pardon through repentance. But anonymously posted accusations ought
to have no place in any prosecution. For this is both a dangerous kind of
precedent and out of keeping with [the spirit of ] our age.

168. PROPAGANDA AGAINST CHRISTIANITY

During the second and third centuries the spread of Christianity was rapid,
especially among the lowest social strata in the urban centers of Asia and
Africa. It gradually penetrated the highest circles of the provinces and of
Italy, gaining adherents even in the Senate, the court, and the imperial
family. The contemporary Christian apologists are given to rhetorical
overstatements of the extension of their religion (it has been estimated that
by the time of Constantine’s conversion in A.D. 312 about one tenth of the
inhabitants of the Empire were Christians). As the new religion began to
gain sizable strength, it was called upon to defend itself from fantastic
charges, the most persistent of which were atheism, eating of babies,
sexual orgies, and incest.

SPREAD OF CHRISTIANITY

Tertullian, Apology xxxvii. 4

We are but of yesterday, and we have filled everything of yours—cities,
islands, forts, towns, conciliabula [see vol. 1, chapter 7, note 38], even
the camps, tribes, courts, palace, senate, Forum. We have left you only
the temples.

CALUMNIES AGAINST THE CHRISTIANS
Minucius Felix, Octavius viii. 3—xii. 6 (abridged)

Is it not deplorable that a faction . . . of abandoned, hopeless outlaws
makes attacks against the gods? They gather together ignorant persons
from the lowest dregs, and credulous women, easily deceived as their
sex is, and organize a rabble of unholy conspirators, leagued together in
nocturnal associations and by ritual fasts and barbarous foods, not for
the purpose of some sacred rite but for the sake of sacrilege—a secret
tribe that shuns the light, silent in public but talkative in secret places.
They despise the temples as if they were tombs, they spit upon the gods,
they ridicule our sacred rites. Pitiable themselves, they pity . .. our
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priests; half-naked themselves, they despise offices and official robes.
What amazing folly! What incredible arrogance! They despise present
tortures yet dread uncertain future ones; while they fear to die after
death, they have no fear of it in the meantime; deceptive hope soothes
away their terror with the solace of a life to come.

Already . . . decay of morals spreads from day to day throughout the
entire world, and the loathsome shrines of this impious conspiracy
multiply. This plot must be completely rooted out and execrated. They
recognize one another by secret signs and tokens; they love one another
almost before they are acquainted. Everywhere a kind of religion of lust
is also associated with them, and they call themselves promiscuously
brothers and sisters, so that ordinary fornication, through the medium
of a sacred name, becomes incest. And thus their vain and mad supersti-
tion glories in crimes. And for themselves, if there were not a basis of
truth, knowing rumor would not tell of gross and unspeakable abomi-
nations. I hear that in some absurd conviction or other they consecrate
and worship the head of an ass,” the most repulsive of beasts—a
religion worthy of the morals that begot it. Others say that they rever-
ence the private parts of their director and high priest, and adore them
as if belonging to a parent. Whether this is false I know not, but
suspicion naturally attaches to secret and nocturnal rites. To say that a
man put to death for a crime and the lethal wooden cross are objects of
their veneration is to assign altars suitable for abandoned and impious
men, the kind of worship they deserve. What is told of the initiation of
neophytes is as detestable as it is notorious. An infant covered with spelt
to deceive the unsuspecting is set before the one to be initiated in the
rites. The neophyte is induced to strike what seem to be harmless blows
on the surface of the spelt, and this infant is killed by his random and
unsuspecting blows. Its blood—oh, shocking!—they greedily lap up;
the limbs they eagerly distribute; and by this victim they league them-
selves, and by this complicity in crime they pledge themselves to mutual
silence. . . . Their form of banqueting is notorious; everywhere all talk
of it. . . . On an appointed day they assemble at a feast with all their
children, sisters, and mothers, people of both sexes and every age.
There, after much feasting, when the banquet has become heated and
intoxication has inflamed the drunken passions of incestuous lust, a dog
which has been tied to a lamp is incited to rush and leap forward after a
morsel thrown beyond the range of the cord by which it was tied. The

23. This was also said of the Jews (cf. Tacitus, Histories v. iii. 4-iv. 3).




