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Religious Life in the Roman Empire – Short Essay

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due Date: 24 May 2018

Topic: Critically analyse the nature of the Roman influence on religious life in Syria and Palestine.  Among others, critically engage with modern scholarly debate, theoretical approaches and ancient evidence (archaeological, epigraphic and literary evidence) to discuss the persistence and transformation of key cults and sanctuaries in the province between the late Republic and the 3rd century A.D.


Introduction

Roman occupation of various lands throughout the late Republic period though to the third century had an impact on may aspects of indigenous life in those lands.  One aspect of that impact was on religious life.  Although it is widely accepted that in may cases, the Romans were not dictatorial in forcing conquered peoples to renounce their original beliefs and practices, the presence of Rome still influenced religious life in the provinces.
This study will examine the nature of Roman influence in religious life in Syria and Palestine between the late Republic and the third century A.D.  This was an area and a time period of great change in certain parts of the regions with respect to religion but this did not necessarily result in fundamental changes to religious belief of adherence to indigenous religious practice in all cases.

Approaches

This study will consider a range of material and evidence including ancient sources and modern scholarship.  A formal review of source material will be included below as relevant material is considered.  A general caution should be applied to a study such as this with respect to ancient material.  Extant textual evidence does not present a comprehensive analysis of contemporary events or attitudes.  
There are several challenges to a study of this nature.  The first perhaps is the distribution of textual and archaeological evidence across the region.  Information relating the Judaism around the time of the two revolts in Judea is perhaps more abundant that for example the synagogue of Dura-Europa in Syria.  The other challenge is to note that there seems to have been a proliferation on of so-called oriental cults coming from the eastern parts of the Empire to the rest of it and while this may have had an impact in other parts of the Empire, it is not necessarily helpful for the region being considered.
The first part of this study will be to try and identify the nature and types of religions that exist in Syria and Palestine at the onset of Roman occupation to establish a baseline from which to consider how they were transformed or persisted over the course of Roman occupation.  Within this consideration will be given to the geographic area under study as this area was comprised of smaller parts and included a reformed province part way through the time period being considered.
This study will then consider Roman influence on other polytheistic religious in the region.  This poses some challenges specific to such religions in terms of interpretation.  Many of these religions may already have been influenced by earlier encounters with the Greeks under Alexander and his successors.  This study will consider non-Roman polytheism as a collective rather than focusing on any one particular people or belief system.  This is to try and establish trends for Roman influences on polytheism using specific examples rather than focus on a single cult.  The scope of this present study does not allow for a full consideration of each religion or particular practice in the region.  
The next part of this study will be to examine the Roman influence on Judaism in Syria and Palestine.  This interaction in the first three centuries A.D. was punctuated by two revolts by the Jews against Roman rule and while these represent key moments of impact by Rome, it is important to consider that evidence may focus on these events at the expense of the rest of the time period.  The study will then conclude with a summary.

Identifying Religions in Syria and Palestine

It is important to give consideration to the geographic area encompassed by these provinces as this may have some impact on the availability of evidence and the likelihood of further study given the modern-day volatility of the region.  Fergus Millar provides an important study of the various regions in the ancient Near East that included Syria and Palestine.[footnoteRef:1]  These are important for establishing the range of specific sites that can be considered.  The areas of Syria in fact encompassed three areas: the northern part which ran from the coast of the Mediterranean through to the Euphrates and included the city of Antioch; the Phoenician coast which extended southwards towards Galilee, which includes the cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos; and the area around Damascus and south just beyond Mount Carmel.   The province of Judea was abolished following the Jewish revolt in A.D. 135 and renamed Syria-Palestine.  It is as this portion of the wider area of Syria that it is included in this study.  This area includes the important city of Jerusalem. [1:  Millar, 1993.] 

Within these geographic parameters, it is important to attempt to establish a baseline for the kinds of religions that existed at the time of the Roman occupation.  A comprehensive list is beyond the scope of this present study.  However, some examples should allow for a sense of the trends.  Millar notes that in northern Syria, “the major cities of this region were nearly all early-Hellenistic foundations in origin” and he speculates that Greek customs may have become part of rural lifestyle in the surrounding areas.[footnoteRef:2]    While this might suggest little adulteration of what would be imported Greek beliefs, Millar is also careful to note that there is no evidence to date to support that.[footnoteRef:3]  However, even though the precise aspects of daily observance of religion may be unclear at some sites, it seems reasonable from this that the religious beliefs in place at the time of the Roman occupation would have had a strong if not total Hellenic influence.  This however was not necessarily uniform throughout the wider province. [2:  Millar, 1993: 237-238.]  [3:  Millar, 1993: 242] 

In another example, the Phoenician coastal area did preserve beliefs from earlier times due to a stele found which shows a continuity of use and therefore “Some continuity of cult in Byblos must be regarded as certain.”[footnoteRef:4]  However, Millar also notes that “precise identification of the divinities worshiped here in these temples is not possible for nay period, and continuity of cult was plainly compatible with the emergence of new conceptions of the divinities concerned.”[footnoteRef:5]  This is an important consideration for Roman influence given what appears to be a persistence of conceptions. [4:  Millar, 1993: 276.]  [5:  Millar, 1993: 276.] 

Judaism had existed across the region for some time before Rome.  What is of note with Judaism in this context is that despite the recognition of a single authority to which all Jews referenced, namely the Bible, there were in fact different sects with the wider Jewish community.  Despite this however, there appeared to exist differences within the Jewish community in Judea as to the adherence of Jewish religious traditions as was evidenced by the pre-Roman Maccabean Revolt under Antiochus IV.  Also, by the time of the Romans, the Jewish community of Judea had already experienced exile by the Babylonians. 

Roman Influence and Polytheism

Anna Collar notes that polytheism has an “inbuilt flexibility with regard to religious innovation” but usually only where there were perceived similarities between the newly encountered religion and established Roman religion and thus not perceived as a danger to Roman establishment.[footnoteRef:6]  Occupiers perhaps have less flexibility in accepting religious practices of an occupier.  However, Jorg Rupke believes that “A certain religious homogeneity” existed across the Roman Empire and that travellers across the Empire “were able to recognize local religious practices like animal sacrifice, could identify temples, know about religious concepts like ‘priests’.”[footnoteRef:7]  However, one possible extension of this assessment could be that familiarity was such that influence by Rome was negligible which is not reasonable and caution is required before taking Rupke’s assessment too far. [6:  Collar, 2013: 69.]  [7:  Rupke, 2006: 11.] 

What is suggestive from this encounter is that the impact of Roman occupation on existing polytheistic beliefs in Syria and Palestine is one of both persistence and transformation.  The transformation of local beliefs lies in the adoption of ritual with respect to Roman deities especially where there was an obvious counterpart and also to the Emperor.  The persistence aspect occurs at a higher level of abstraction than a specific ritual or site.  With Roman influence comes a perpetuation of a high-level orthopraxy which was very likely already in place with other polytheistic religions and suitably adapted as a result of Roman interpretation.
In northern Syria, coins found in Hierapolis there suggest a Roman adaptation to a local goddess with the coins “stamped on the obverse with the name of the Emperor and on the reverse with ‘Of (the) Syrian Goddess of the Hieropolitans.”[footnoteRef:8]  Likewise, evidence for other non-Jewish beliefs in the region are evidence by an attempt “of Costobar to revive the worship of the Idumean god Qos (Koze) in his opposition to Herod [which] must have been based on the hope that traditional, non-Jewish beliefs could still sin support, presumably with the rural population.”[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Millar, 1993: 243.]  [9:  Freyne, 2002: 49.] 

Millar also notes with respect to more rural areas away form Hierapolis that “our evidence from this rural area makes it certain that the Hellenistic cities did not wholly determine the nature of religious practices even at the heart of the most Hellenised part of the Near East.  Yet the expression given to this cult [of Baqhira] in architectural form belongs, as always, to the Roman Empire.”[footnoteRef:10]  In other areas however, such as the hinterland from the northern Phoenician coast, Millar also notes that “Nor can we ever be certain whether rural temples built in Classical forms, whose known worshippers used Greek when they put up inscriptions, did or did not embody older traditions and forms of belief.”[footnoteRef:11]  The implications for the later Roman period are that is it unclear the full extent to which Roman influence transformed existing religions in that area. [10:  Millar, 1993: 255.]  [11:  Miller, 1993: 274] 

In cities such as Byblos, despite there being a range of temples with one being dated to the second century A.D., Millar still notes that “precise identification of the divinities worshipped in these temples is not possible for any period, and continuity of cult was plainly compatible with the emergence of new conceptions of divinities concerned.”[footnoteRef:12]  In the wider Phoenician area, it appears that despite Roman occupation of this area, the major cities of Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, and Heliopolis were places where there was an exotic cult observed by the ‘Phoenicians’.”[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Millar, 1993: 276.]  [13:  Millar, 1993: 267.] 

In Syria Phoenice, Millar notes that while there are some elements of social interactions that are still known in the region, one example exists of the family of Iulius Agrippa of Apamea, a local family who had gained Roman citizenship and the daughters of whom married into Roman families.  “From one point of view what we see is not a local ‘dynasty’, but an exceptionally high level of integration into the wider Imperial system.  But, as Avitus’ dedication in Raetia showed, they did give particular emphasis to a deity of markedly local character, the Sun god ‘Elagabalus’.”[footnoteRef:14]  With this, there appears to be a persistence of belief or ritual from a pre-Roman system whereas Roman influence appears in non-religious aspects of society.   [14:  Millar, 1993: 304.] 

Also, throughout Syria, there appears to have existed a persistence of adherence to family gods.  Inscriptions such “the gods of the house of my father”, although not given a precise location within Syria, pre-date Roman occupation and “The occurrence of such terms in graffiti and inscriptions from Hellenistic and Roman periods shows that, at least in later times, nonroyal families had their family gods as well.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Johnston, 2004: 429] 

What appears from the above examples is that Roman influence on polytheistic beliefs in general was one of interpretation and adaptation by the local communities by and to the Roman presence.  In collar’s study of Roman religious networks, she notes as example, how such networks in Syria were clustered along the coast and then as a separate cluster, inland.[footnoteRef:16]  What this suggests is not necessarily a definite transformation or persistence of religious practice in the region but rather the potential for transformation particularly for those areas with the region for which there is currently little of no evidence. [16:  Collar, 2013: 211.] 


Roman Influence and Judaism

The Roman Empire had interacted with followers of Judaism before the province of Judea was formed and later re-formed as Syria-Palestine.  Practitioners of Judaism existed throughout Syria, however, the primary considerations for them during the Principate period appears to be in Judea and Palestine which is most likely due to importance of Jewish resistance to Rome in this area as well las the importance of Jerusalem and the Jewish Temple there prior to its second destruction.  Of the three main resistance events by the Jew against the Romans during the Principate period, two were in Palestine.  It is important to consider source material for Roman influence on Judaism throughout Syria from the perspective of availability and bias.  One of the most important ancient textual sources is the collection of writings by Josephus which, while an important source, are not without bias but also, they tend to focus on either the Jews as a collective or on the specifics of the Revolt. 
David Rokeah notes that some Jewish customs were practiced with no regard for the belief systems around them: “they [the Jews] received the law prescribing the circumcision of males … and they do this whether they are in Syria, Gaul, Italy, Greece or Parthia, paying no attention to the law prevailing in the specific country or to the authority of the stars in that district.”[footnoteRef:17]  Thus, despite the Roman impact on Judaism in Palestine, there is a persistence of Jewish ritual. [17:  Rokeah, 1982: 155-156.] 

Archaeological evidence with respect to Roman influence on Judaism is not always clear.  The site of Dura Europa in what is now Syria is an example of third century synagogue in which there is art work that depicts a range of images.  Elsner believes that “there is a strong emphasis on what might be called actively antipagan imagery” and his assessment is that “There is no doubt that the Synagogue frescoes actively promulgate Judaism by denigrating other religions.”[footnoteRef:18] This would suggest resistance, as Elsner goes on to describe, to pagan beliefs which would include Roman.  Anne Fitzpatrick-McKinley notes that Dura Europa is an example of Jewish culture “were borrowing form local contexts was inevitable” as “there really is no Jewish architecture.”[footnoteRef:19]  This may debatable by some but there are implications for assessing Roman influence in this regard particularly with respect to resistance as noted by Elsner.  Perhaps more compelling an argument is made by Stephanie Weisman in her study of the synagogue in which she assesses the likelihood that Jews could have served in the Roman army without believing themselves to have sacrificed their faith.  This suggests a transformative aspect of Roman influence in at least this example.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Elsner, 2001: 281, 299.]  [19:  Fitzpatrick-McKinley, 2002: 60.]  [20:  Weisman, 2012: 28-29.] 

However, Judaism as a belief system persisted despite this aspect of Roman influence.  The Jerusalem Temple was never rebuilt following this which Collar, among others, notes marked “a complete change in how Judaism was practiced and how it thought about itself.”[footnoteRef:21]  Millar notes that while the physical structures of Judaism were altered, in some cases irreparably, the unifying aspect around which Judaism continued was the Bible.[footnoteRef:22]  Josephus writes with respect to Jews’ adherence to the Bible “for during so many ages as have already passed, no one has been so bold as either to add anything to them, to take anything from them, or to make any change in them; but it is become natural to all Jews immediately, and from their very birth, to esteem these books to contain Divine doctrines, and to persist in them, and, if occasion be willingly to die for them.”[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Collar, 2013: 177.]  [22:  Millar, 1993: 337.]  [23:  Josephus, Against Apion: 1.8.] 

Even though Jewish resistance to Roman rule was subdued after the second Jewish Revolt and the practices of and adherence to Judaism moved towards a rabbinic Judaism, what does appear to have happened is a closer identification among some Jews of a national identity linked to their belief system.   This author would argue that in this case there was a persistence of faith despite Roman influence but a transformation of that faith’s use in developing a cohesive group identity at least for some Jewish communities.
Clifford Ando also notes that in the wake of the Jewish War there were “ninety-seven thousand [Jewish] slaves, who carried their religion into servitude.”[footnoteRef:24]  With this, there is the expansion of the Jewish diaspora with its resulting possibility of fragmentation of the community but also in continuity of religious development across communities even with Syria and Palestine.  Anna Collar notes that “Judea as a physical centre of gravity for the Diaspora network lost considerable power” and that the opportunities for exchanges of ideas across that network were now limited.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ando, 2008: 101.]  [25:  Collar, 2013: 179.] 

It is important to consider also that there is other evidence to suggest that conflicts between the Jews and the Romans in the first and second centuries did not necessarily typify the interrelationships between Romans and Jews in the Syria and Palestine.  Anna Collar notes that “These violent episodes, official biases and examples of hostile literature do not compromise the only story of Jewish existence in the Diaspora, nor of the dominant Graeco-Roman response to Judaism.”[footnoteRef:26]  While she is not specific with regards to location for her assessment, it is perhaps reasonable to assume that this mutual tolerance was to a large extent location independent.  With this, it is also important to consider that Roman influence on Judaism may well have had limits beyond the extremes of the two conflicts.  As well, Philip Harland notes in his study of Hierapolis that in the case of the evidence of one family, “alongside this family’s clear identification with Judean customs are various signs of intertwined Hierapolitan, Hellenistic, and Roman elements.”[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Collar, 2013: 158.]  [27:  Harland, 2011: 397.] 


Comparing and Contrasting Influence

While it is not within the scope of this present study to investigate the in-depth differences between Roman religion and the religions of Syria and Palestine, it may be instructive is helping to validate an assessment of the extent to which Roman influence was transformative or encouraged a persistence of pre-existing religions.  Assessing the differences between Roman religion and Judaism as merely polytheism versus monotheism would be an unhelpful oversimplification.  There were in fact some similarities as Price notes with respect to sacrifice vis-à-vis heroic or divine sacrifices.[footnoteRef:28]  There were however some very obvious differences that if not responsible for tensions and conflict between Romans and Jews in the Near East, at least may have contributed to them.  With respect to non-Roman polytheistic in Syria and Palestine, these too had existed before Roman occupation.  However, there appears to have been less in the way of religious-based tension as there was with Judaism. [28:  Price, 1984: 209.] 

It is important to note that persistence and transformation need not be concepts that are orthogonal to each other.  They can co-exist within a nested framework of high-level familiarity.  For example, the introduction of cults to the Emperor may have been new to some areas and thus be transformative on a practice level.  However, the identification of similar gods may have allowed practice and ritual to persist but with a transformative aspect of naming and thus inscriptions.  As well, a transformative process need not be uniform in population coverage or depth of change.  
Likewise, persistence and transformation need not be total for any religion influenced by the Roman presence.  Certainly, the Jews in the region of Syria and Palestine would likely have varied in their degree of adherence in Jewish practices just as they had been under earlier Greek rule and while there were definite implications for Jewish identify following the second Revolt, it is perhaps reasonable to believe that there was a persistence of variation in Judaism even as there were major transformations.

Conclusion

The Roman occupation of Syria and Palestine involved what appears to have been differing kinds of influence on religions in the region.  The conflict with the Jews was influential on Judaism in that focus of worship changed to a rabbinic form following the destruction of the Second Temple.  However, Judaism persisted throughout the Principate period and into the modern age and thus was not destroyed as a faith.  However, it must be considered that there were differences in religious adherence within the Jewish communities which also persisted through the Roman occupation. 
The influence of Rome on polytheism in the region is perhaps less dramatic than for Judaism.  In this, there appears to have been an adaptation of local religious practices to incorporate worship to Roman deities and to Roman emperors.  As within the Empire prior to occupation, there were variations in religious practice and there seems to have been an impact on some Romans in the region to adopt rituals around the local gods. 
The influence of Rome on religious life in Syria and Palestine remains an area of investigating and debate.  The issues of persistence and transformation are important concepts both in assessing the current evidence but also in future evidence and interpretations.
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