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Early Christianity corresponded with Roman societal values of Honour and Shame, and these moral values were not a factor in the confrontations between the two
Rome was a civilisation built upon several fundamental values; these values shaped the culture of the empire as well as affecting the judicial procedures throughout it as well. In an empire of so many different cultures all with varying ideologies it is interesting how the Romans were able to maintain control and authority using their own cultural beliefs. Honour and Shame were both significant ideals that Roman people would use to help them live a good life by their terms. The Roman Empire and the early Christian movement were not harmonious with one another due to several contributing factors. However, early Christians corresponded with Roman societal values of Honour and Shame, and these moral values were not a factor in the confrontations between the two.

The idea of Honour and Shame dominated many early civilisations, and Rome was no exception, taking many derivatives from Greek culture and also having its own great works of literature such as Virgil’s Aeneid being used to cement what it means to be a good Roman. Living in Rome a child would be taught to seek honour above and try and prevent bringing shame upon themselves and their family.[footnoteRef:1] Augustus himself publicised his ‘Res Gestae’- which means ‘my achievements’,onto building works in order to present his honour to the plebs and help support why he had so much political power in Rome. The Res Gestae was an extremely powerful piece of propaganda used to consolidate his place and it was literally only a work describing how honourable he was. Honour was almost like a currency, you could be born instantly with more honour than someone else depending on what family you were born into, honour passes within families along with different ‘ethnos’(ethnic groups).[footnoteRef:2] Both men and women can obtain honour but through different means a woman would be able to obtain honour through chastity and modesty.[footnoteRef:3] In Roman society this can be seen by the fact that some of the most revered women were the ‘Vestals’; priestesses of Vesta who took a 30 year vow of chastity and in doing so were able to access the resources usually only available to male priests.[footnoteRef:4] Honour was the best way to distinct yourself amongst the Roman people, Generals would use the idea of ‘dignitas’ ,which was the receiving of honour from committing great acts, in order to push their own political and personal status. So much honour was gained from spreading the Roman culture to other lands that Tacitus dedicated a work to his father in law, Agricola to not only praise his deeds and honour but in doing so Tacitus increased his own honour through family lineage.[footnoteRef:5]  Piety was a major contributor to a person’s honour and within the Empire many cultures accepted the Emperor and showed significant signs of piety towards him and the Roman gods, this was easier for cultures like Greeks as they shared many of the same gods just with slightly different variations. Christians however being monotheistic made them seem less honourable and easier to persecute in comparison to other ethnos. This monotheism did cause Christians to be targeted despite the fact that governors within the empire were unsure as to how to punish this offence.[footnoteRef:6] The fact that they were monotheistic could have caused Christians to seem less honourable, however the persecution of the Christians was dependant on the emperor at the time, so their honour was highly subjective even to the Roman populace, as opposed to other cultures or people of lower class. [1:  DeSilva, D. (2004). An introduction to the New Testament. Chapter 3]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Staples, A. (1998). From Good Goddess to vestal virgins.]  [5:  Tacitus.Agricola.]  [6:  Pliny,Letters 10.96-97] 

I have decided to do a close analysis of ‘The Letter of Ignatius to the Romans’ to explore devout Christian’s morals and determine whether the actions taken in this source correspond with the Roman values of honour and shame. Ignatius was a bishop in Syria, he was arrested early second century and had to appear in Rome for trial and to be executed.[footnoteRef:7]Whether Ignatius’ words and actions were true to how he really felt is in fact irrelevant, it is the fact he was representing his faith and how he did so that must be explored. [7:  Ehrman, B. (1999). After the New Testament.] 

Trajan was the emperor during Ignatius’ transfer to Rome and persecution and that is why it is important to also analyse his letters with Pliny the younger who was a governor asking how to persecute Christians.[footnoteRef:8] In the letters the main issue is the fact that Christians were monotheistic, and refused to worship the emperor, these Christians specifically were interrogated until they denounced their God and worshipped those of the Romans. The fact the Christians were given several chances to revoke their claimed faith suggested that they weren’t seen as dishonourable or a problem that needed severe punishment straight away, especially considering in his reply Trajan states that the Christians should not be sought after; suggesting that they weren’t that much of a blight within the empire.[footnoteRef:9] The Romans wished for the Christians to not denounce their God specifically, but to accept the gods of the Empire and also the beliefs of the imperial cult. In not doing so, the ‘shame’ that the Christian movement brought  upon the empire stemmed from the premise of  being in an occupied province and yet refusing to accept Roman rule, making Christianity appear as if it endorsed rebellious tendencies against the emperor. [8:  Roberts, J. (2007). The Oxford dictionary of the classical world “Pliny the Younger”]  [9:  Pliny,Letters 10.96-97] 

Before he wrote the letter to the Roman Christians, Ignatius was met by different representatives from different churches whilst he travelled to face his trial. He sent letters to these sending greetings but still sticking to his faith by warning of false teachers and lack of reverence for the ruling bishops.[footnoteRef:10] Considering that W.R Domeris states that “honour is a grant of recognition accorded to a person by their community” this idea of reverence can perhaps be viewed as a synonym for honour within the Christian faith.[footnoteRef:11]  The fact that Ignatius is still practicing his faith despite the fact that he is being persecuted and almost definitely being put to death would have been considered extremely honourable, even to the Romans who were the ones punishing him.  [10:  Ehrman, B. (1999). After the New Testament.
]  [11:  Neotestamentica, vol. 27, no. 2] 

At the beginning of the letter to the Roman Christians, Ignatius addresses the church bishop in a respectful manner and praises his work under God. Ignatius even humbles himself by saying he “prayed” to see the Roman Christians.[footnoteRef:12]  Ignatius praising the bishop is a form of acknowledging the bishops honour, however it can also be interpreted as shaming the rest of the community that is not following this bishops teachings. Ignatius does this by opening the letter with what ‘auctoritas’ the bishop holds by claiming the bishop has “been granted the will of him”- him meaning God. These claims make it seem as if the bishop has more weight to his opinion than anyone who isn’t Christian; this is a form of ‘honour discourse’ and shaming of the Romans who oppose Christianity.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Ehrman, B. (1999). After the New Testament.]  [13:  DeSilva, D. (2004). An introduction to the New Testament. Chapter 3] 

The idea of humbling himself is a respectful thing to do and shows respect amongst one another within the same ethnos is an honourable act. The main reason Ignatius was messaging the bishop was to prevent the Christians in Rome from defending him, in Roman culture the idea of someone defending your own honour whilst you were still alive was shameful. 
Ignatius states that he wants not just to be called a Christian but to actually be one; Ignatius wants to become a martyr of his faith. The reason for this however is debatable; his reason for wanting to be a martyr could be due to several reasons. The premise of a martyr and dying for what you believe in would have been much more honourable than apologising in front of an audience and renouncing your own faith. The Romans did in fact respect this as can be seen in Pliny’s letters to Trajan in which Piny almost admires the resolve of the Christians.[footnoteRef:14] By becoming a martyr, Ignatius brings pride and does not disgrace his ethnos, in doing so he can also show his faith that would make people who hear stories of him question their own, whether Christian, Pagan or other.  [14:  Pliny,Letters 10.96-97] 

The Church itself seemingly would have been willing to fight for Ignatius and obviously face similar persecution; this can be seen by the fact that Ignatius writes the letter specifically requesting that despite the goodness in their hearts they must let him be punished without them inevitably interfering.
In his letter Ignatius asks the bishop to ignore him at his trial if he begins to beg for his life and that his intentions are what he states in the letter. This act makes the letter appear as if it is Ignatius trying to ‘save face’ and stop himself being ashamed in front of his followers, specifically if his real intentions are to beg for his life and bring shame upon the Church. In the end of his letter Ignatius once again wishes for the bishop in Rome to look after retainers and friends of Ignatius once again showing the honour they hold in looking after one’s ethnos.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ehrman, B. (1999). After the New Testament.] 

Despite the fact that Ignatius’ behaviour was extremely honourable or at least was to the public eye, his and the rest of the Christian faith’s monotheism brought what would be considered shame to the Empire. Trajan was the emperor during Ignatius’ transfer to Rome and persecution and that is why it is important to also analyse his letters with Pliny the younger who was a governor asking how to persecute Christians.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Roberts, J. (2007). The Oxford dictionary of the classical world “Pliny the Younger”] 

All throughout the letter Ignatius is looking for a very Romanesque sense of glory, he mentions how he will be remembered for his acts as a great Christian after his death. In his search for glory Ignatius even compares himself to past martyrs including Paul.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Stark, R. (1997). The rise of Christianity.Ch 8] 

From the letters of Ignatius to the Romans and also of Pliny to Emperor Trajan it is clear that Christian values within the empire were very similar to what was to be expected of everyone when it comes to honour and shame along with how to behave within an ethnos.  In Ignatius’ letters he clearly wishes to be seen as a devout Christian as a opposed to a good Roman, yet his letters prove these ideals are not mutually exclusive considering much of what he says would be deemed honourable to the Roman populace.
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