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How does the Acts of Thecla text teach you about how Christianity supported or subverted Roman values of purity and pollution?

The Acts of Thecla[footnoteRef:1] tells the life of Thecla starting when Paul comes into her life. She was engaged to Thamyris, but soon decided to leave him to become a virgin for life, all because Paul preached this. She sat and listened to him for three consecutive days, and visits him when Paul is arrested. After this, she is, too, arrested and set to burn to death. However, the fire does not touch her and God sends rain to put it out. By the time this has happened, Paul has left, leading Thecla to try and find him. She is, again, sentenced to death after fighting off a man who attempted to rape her. The wild beasts she is set against all do not hurt her, as God is protecting her. She baptises herself in the water holding man-eating seals, and then continues to convert people to Christianity. Thecla resorts to dressing as a man in order to protect her virginity while she searches for Paul. She was not successful, and lived in a cave for 72 years, but afterwards she hears Paul is to be executed. She travels to find him but by the time she has reached him, he is already dead, so she sits at his grave, and continues spreading Paul’s word and honouring him for the rest of her life. [1:  Ehrman 2015: 478] 


Values of purity and pollution in the Greco-Roman world are often discussed in relation to sacred spaces. DeSilva makes the distinction between sanctified and profane, pure and defiled, and explains how these ideas would have a significant meaning in the minds of people living in that period. These ideas originate from Jewish purity codes and there were restrictions on entry into sacred spaces related to purity and pollution. These took the form of recent childbirth or sexual activities, contact with the dead, murder, madness, and sacrilege[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  DeSilva 2004: 114] 


Many of the ideas of pollution are centred on the body, particularly the female body. Personal behaviour, however, could also affect a person’s purity, and certain acts would be considered polluting, such as a woman leaving her husband for another man. This idea reflects the beliefs behind the battle between the body and the soul as well, as the argument of a woman keeping her virginity is not just a physical thing. When Thecla decided to leave her fiancé and stay a virgin, she was also making her soul pure so she may achieve the highest level of purity for God. It can be seen at Corinthians 13-17, when it says, ‘The body, however, is not meant for sexual immorality but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body… Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never!... But whoever is united with the Lord is one with him in spirit’.

Christianity had to subvert or change the way that purity and pollution were understood in the Greco-Roman world, in order to present its Christian message. The Christian message was less focused on traditional, social roles, and more focused on attaining spiritual connection with God and Christ. Roman notions of purity and pollution provide the framework for the events described in the Acts of Thecla and for many of the social practices of the time. Neyrey presents what purity and pollution is as a Roman social value, summing it up as ‘What and who belong when and where’[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Neyrey 1986: 93] 


Early Christian views about purity and pollution, as expressed by Paul in the Acts of Thecla, subvert Roman social values of purity in relation to the traditional expectations of behaviour for women. However, notions of purity and pollution are in fact taken to an elevated level in the Acts of Thecla to embody higher spiritual ideals. Once one had achieved these higher spiritual ideals, they are as pure as one can be, shining in the eyes of God. This can be seen in the example of dedicated herself to denying all bodily pleasures and being a virgin for the rest of her life, rather than just dedicating herself to one man, and not being allowed to enter sacred spaces if she had recently taken part in any sexual activities.

One of the societal rules for women can be seen in The Canons, specifically Canon 8: ‘women who... leave their husband and take up with other men are not to receive communion even at the end’. Here, a woman’s fidelity to her husband is seen as a spiritual duty. When looking at this, technically Thecla did not leave her husband for another man; she left her fiancé due to wanting to listen to Paul’s words as well as the intent to spread his message amongst others. Thecla was dedicated to Paul and his words; one may compare this dedication to how nuns would marry Christ and enter holy orders – Thecla kept herself a virgin for the rest of her life in the same way and fully dedicated herself to Paul.

The community in which Thecla lives supports the Roman social value of pollution when Thecla made two large decisions in the beginning of the Acts. Upon deciding to leave her fiancé, Thecla also followed Paul’s words and became a virgin for the rest of her life. With both of these decisions, her mother said Thecla must be ‘sick’ if she was acting this way – acting against the natural order everybody was raised. The Greco-Roman views of pollution contains madness as stopping people from being pure enough to enter a sacred space; so, when Theoclia, Thecla’s mother, calls her daughter ‘sick’, she is calling her daughter unclean, or common, as Neyrey lists[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Neyrey 1996: Section 1B] 


A woman’s duty was to marry, have children, and then raise those children. This interference with the natural order of the community that Paul caused, stirred discomfort through the people. However, when one looks at the Greco-Roman views of pollution, it is stated by DeSilva that sexual acts is considered as pollution, therefore inhibiting somebody to enter a sacred space. With Thecla supporting the idea of purity by avoiding polluting sexual acts, she would be, technically, seen as the ultimate pure, as she was always ready to enter a sacred space and honour God.

In Verse 17 of the Acts of Thecla, after Thamyris publically speaks out against Paul, Paul answers by saying, ‘the god who has need of nothing, who seeks the salvation of people, has sent me that I may rescue them from corruption and uncleanness and from all pleasure, and from death, that they may sin no more’[footnoteRef:5]. Here Paul offers an alternative interpretation of God’s will that is in opposition to the conventional view that a woman’s duty is to her husband in marriage. The conventional view sees sexual pleasure within marriage as sanctified and holy, whereas Paul suggest that what God really wants is for people to give up all earthly pleasures, even those within marriage. All pleasure is corrupting and unclean, because it ultimately prevents people reaching salvation. It seems as if Paul is advocating people to bypass life to achieve purity and therefore salvation. [5:  Ehrman 2015: 480] 


Thecla is sentenced to death twice during the Acts of Thecla, and both times she survives. The first time she is sentenced after her mother requests that she be executed, telling people to ‘Burn the wicked one’[footnoteRef:6]. Thecla is striped of her clothes and put on the pyre to burn alive, in order to scare the women of the community into following and fulfilling their womanly duties. However, the fire does not burn her; God sent a storm to put the fire out, as he had ‘compassion upon her’[footnoteRef:7]. This shows that she was subverting the traditional purity values of the community, but supporting the Christian values that Paul is spreading. [6:  Ehrman 2015: 481]  [7:  Ehrman 2015: 481] 


The second time Thecla is sentenced to death is after she fights off an assault; however, this was no ordinary assault, as it was by Alexander, a nobleman. In the fight, Thecla knocks off his crown, which bore the face of Caesar. This is symbolism for the rejection of the Roman values and movement of Christianity. With Alexander now made ‘a laughing-stock’, he orders her to fight against wild beasts as a punishment, which is for sure a path to her death. During the fight, the lioness protected Thecla, while the man-eating seals and the bull were blocked from her by a fire that God surrounded her with. To then further show her dedication to staying a virgin for the rest of her life and spreading God’s word that was spread through Paul, Thecla then baptises herself in the water of the man-eating seals; God is truly protecting her from anything stopping her from spreading Paul’s message.

Thecla turns to dressing as a man while converting people to Christianity; when she dresses as a man she is preventing anyone from taking her virginity away from her, especially when she had the encounter with the nobleman, Alexander. This is showing her dedication to God and Paul’s message, further emphasising on her purity and ability to enter a sacred space at any moment. However, she is violating the traditional views when she dresses as a man, as she is not presenting herself how God intended her to, and she is directly ignoring her significance as a woman and taking the power of a man.

When looking at the Acts of Thecla, it is evident that the majority of the time she is subverting the Roman social value of purity and pollution. However, while she is subverting the Roman values, Thecla is also supporting the values if one looks at how she is subverting the values. All the actions Paul tells Thecla to follow is a slightly more extreme version of the traditional views. While women were told to marry a man and have children, then to stay true to their husbands, they were not allowed to enter a sacred space if they had recently given birth or taken part in sexual activities. Thecla leaving her fiancé and dedicating herself to staying a virgin allows her to be as pure as one may be at all times, therefore ready to enter sacred spaces and partake in religious activities whenever she needed or wanted to. However, when one looks at how the Roman social value of purity and pollution is supported, it is a very small amount of times, and it is only supported by the community that Thecla left to follow Paul’s words, as she was not following the traditions she was taught to follow. But this supporting of the Roman social value is dramatically smaller than the amount of times the social value is subverted.
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