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An exploration of how Rives’ “Religion in the Roman Empire” Chapter 2 analyses the religious approaches to envying the neighbour both internally and in relation to neighbouring poleis.

To discuss the relation of envy to the neighbouring poleis it is first important to define what is meant by religion in the case of this essay. In Rives, it comments that it is difficult to define religion the closest definition we can achieve is one that is always evolving and changing as what is accepted as religious activity changes[footnoteRef:1]. For the purpose of clarification, Rives notes that the term cult applies to the Graeco-roman religion however it is important to note it does not exist in the same way as the modern day definition with the negative connotations, for this essay the use of cult both public and private will be used in accordance with the definition set out in Rives 1[footnoteRef:2]. Furthermore, it is necessary to focus on what this essay will mean by regional religion, in this instance, it refers to the cult practises specific or common to the area in question. These can be influenced by numerous factors, including but not limited to the effect of trade and the integration of tradesmen and slaves into the poleis community and expansion of the empire through invasion and conquering of neighbouring nations[footnoteRef:3].  [1:  (Rives, 2007)]  [2:  (Rives, 2007)]  [3:  (Rives, 2007)] 

The focus of Rives chapter 2 is the differences between cult in different regions of the Roman Empire and how there were some key similarities between them[footnoteRef:4]. The differences included how some city states or areas would personify landmarks such as mountains and call them “mother” and attribute the deity epithets[footnoteRef:5]. The chapter states this was a common occurrence for the weather as well[footnoteRef:6]. In addition to this the chapter highlights that as the empire expanded the typical cult practices underwent change to include more cultures and peoples. While this is said it also stated that there was a difference between continuity with adaptations with the times and straight up change. From what I have read I concluded that although something changed, it didn’t simply stop and become something else, aspects of it altered to make the core concepts more uniform across various aspects of the empire. The author also mentions the idea that all aspects of the Empire (regardless of their deity) developed the idea that human transgressions were punishable by the divine, but these concepts were more developed outside of the centre of the Empire than in the common tradition[footnoteRef:7].  [4:  (Rives, 2007)]  [5:  (Rives, 2007)]  [6:  (Rives, 2007)]  [7:  (Rives, 2007)] 


With regards to the idea of envying the neighbour it can be looked at from the inside of a specific polis and in relation to a neighbouring polis. To begin this essay will analyse the specific poleis utilisation of patron deities. What this means is the deity believed by the public cult to have ties to, or with the anthropomorphising of the deity in question, a personal interest in the polis[footnoteRef:8]. For example, Athena and Athens. The patron deity is believed by the public cult to function very much as the primary support or beneficiary of the people within its borders as well as providing protection to the polis in times of crisis from what can be believed by the public cult as instances of divine wrath, this can include natural disasters, as well as in times of war if the polis is under invasion from a neighbouring city state. During a class discussion, the topic of divine wrath was discussed. The key point that was raised was the idea of suppliants, the interesting aspect of this was that although the people seemed to fear incurring the wrath of the divine, even in their literature, it is presented as something that could be avoided with prayer and supplication of the ‘tainted’ or ‘unclean’ individual in the temple of the deity they have offended. [8:  (Rives, 2007)] 

The patron deity along with the core deities revered by the public cult were often chosen in the private cult of the individual depending upon the needs or wants of the individual[footnoteRef:9]. Whether the offerings were satisfactory in the eyes of the deity and whether the request was granted would be viewed as a reflection on the piety of the person making the offering. The discussion in class on what made a pious individual changed my thought process in approaching that idea, initially I would have defined it in a manner of an individual that lived strictly by the teachings of the religion, however during this discussion I came to realise this idea was more applicable to modern monotheistic religions with scriptures as opposed to the Graeco-roman cult. Rives states the empire was in constant growth with Greek cities being founded across the empire as its borders grew[footnoteRef:10], so maintaining a consistent religion would have been difficult at best. Instead it appears that the empire elite almost expected there to be different variations of their cult but would only involve themselves if any of their practises became distasteful such as human sacrifice or threatened to incur the wrath of the divine and damage the empire[footnoteRef:11]. In terms of the individuals envy of the neighbour, the individual could pray to their deities for wealth, health or success if they believed it would benefit them and if they saw others with these things and were envious of it. However, that’s not to say the deities would necessarily respond. In this case to an extent the envy of a neighbour in the private cult would be considered part of ordinary life. [9:  (Rives, 2007)]  [10:  (Rives, 2007)]  [11:  (Rives, 2007)] 

With relation to the piety of the individual this also expands into the military sphere in which the commanders would make sacrifices to the deities of war or battle strategy depending upon the scenario they are in and the outcomes and their interpretations would affect the fate of the entire army. Using this logic, it is arguable that the more pious the commander the more favourable the deities would be to their cause. This does however beg the issue of interpretation; this issue is common in the civilian sphere of individual offerings and requests.
Focusing on the military sphere it is important to highlight the importance of divination in the roman religion.  From my reading of Warrior chapter 2 I have deduced that the importance of divination comes from a long-standing origin of tradition[footnoteRef:12]. If the myth of Romulus and Remus is to be believed in the sense that the founder of Rome was decided through a sign from the divine, then it would make a logical place for the continuation of divination within the public cult[footnoteRef:13]. In the sense that if their founder was decided in that manner, then the divine will respond to matters of importance that will affect the state and wider empire[footnoteRef:14]. From this chapter I learned the origin of divination in the Roman Empire and combined with my reading of Rives chapter 1 I have learned the applications of it in the Roman Empire public cult[footnoteRef:15]. The relevance of this is that invasion is the simplest expression of envy of a neighbour, this would be a way for the city state to take places of strategic importance or simply defeat a potentially threatening opponent, the reliance of divination and the commanders wish to act in accordance with the wishes of the divine make this expression of envy a somewhat religious activity that was a part of a large portion of the time periods individuals ordinary life.  [12:  (Warrior, 2002)]  [13:  (Warrior, 2002)]  [14:  (Warrior, 2002)]  [15:  (Rives, 2007)] 


To conclude, this essay has looked at how Rives chapter 2 of “Religion in the Roman Empire” analyses religious approaches to envying the neighbour both internally and in relation to neighbouring poleis. It has also explored the extent to which these scenarios constitute what can be considered a part of ordinary religious life. The conclusions drawn from the reading of these texts supplemented by the discussions had in class are that in most instances, envy of a neighbouring individual or of a city state had practises in place to improve the life of the individual being envious and while not necessarily having a direct causation effect it was a part of the ordinary religious life.
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