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The cities of the eastern Roman provinces were teeming with reli,cous associations,
initiatory cults, and purveyors of moral reform. That was the world in which Christianity
began, and no other. Both its ways of belongng to and estrangement from that world are

equally parts of its character. We must try to understand both.

THE PUZZLE OF CHRISTIAN
BEGINNINGS

By Wayne A. Meeks

YOU WOULD NOT THINK, AFTER NEARLY TWO
thousand years of diligent inquiry, that the beginnings of Chris-
tianity would still be a puzzle. Or even if they are a puzzle, once
we acknowledge that hard facts about the early years are hard
to find, at least you might think that there is nothing new that
could be said on the question. However, the picture that histor-
ical scholarship has formed of early Christianity has changed
significantly in recent years. Why has this happened? Without
doubt one. reason is that there are a great many scholars like me
who earn their livings by trying to say something new. Still,
there are more substantial reasons why we have had to revise
our understanding of the way Christianity began.

For one thing, new evidence has turned up. The most
dramatic discoveries have been widely publicized: a cache of
fourth-century manuscripts in Egypt shed extraordinary new
light on one deviant movement in the early Church, Gnosti-
cism. And the now-famous "Dead Sea Scrolls" have shown us
with some clarity the inner life of a sect of Judaism that was
active for a century and a half before Christianity began, and
which had many traits in common with it.

As important as these discoveries and dozens of other
smaller ones are, another factor has worked even more
strongly to shift our perspective on Christianity’s origins. That
factor is our increased knowledge about the environment
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within which Christianity began and developed. We owe most
of our new insight to advances that have been made by
scholars in other fields, particularly in the social and intellec-
tual history of the Roman Empire and in the history of the Jews
under Roman rule. Moreover, for a variety of reasons too
complicated to go into here, scholars of early Christianity have
learned to pay more resolute attention to the movement’s larger
environment than has often been the case in the past.

I hope to provide an introductory sketch of the way the
puzzle of Christian origins now looks to me as a result of the
changed perspectives I have just mentioned. I will begin by
describing Christianity as one among several innovative move-
ments and sects of Judaism that flourished in the first century
of our era. To see the followers of Jesus as a sect of Judaism is
the fundamental starting point for any historical account.
However, for reasons that will become apparent, I will concen-
trate on what became of the Jesus movement when it moved
from the land of Israel into the cities around the eastern
Mediterranean basin. My primary aim will be to try to help the
reader imagine how this new movement would have been seen
by ordinary people in those Greek-speaking cities.

THE JESUS SECT

AS a sect of Judaism, Christianity was not a success. That
is not so surprising; it shared the fate of almost all the Jewish
sects of which we know, lasting about as long as any of them.
The one exception was the Pharisees, the one truly successful
sect, if we can believe the conventional view that it gave birth
to the rabbinic movement. I mean by successful that the
avowed or tacit reason for a sect’s existence is either to convert
or to replace the main religious tradition and organization over
against which it has defined itself. Although the rabbinic
movement required several centuries and a great deal of luck
to succeed, the earliest Christians tried but failed to change
Judaism. In that respect they were like the Essenes and the
other obscure sects.
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The Jewish sects in general, so far as our sources inform us,
had little impact outside the land of Israel. The Therapeutae
celebrated by Philo were a Diaspora group, but they appear to
have been a small and isolated phenomenon in a single loca-
tion in Egypt. A sect, by definition, takes its shape in vocal or
tacit opposition to the central institutions of its larger society.
In second-commonwealth Judea those institutions were the
temple and the priesthood. When the temple was destroyed in
70 C.E., the sects accordingly
ceased to exist. We hear no more
of the Essenes, and the Pharisees
apparently were absorbed into
the emerging proto-rabbinic
movement. For a time some
parts of the Christian sect de-
fined themselves over against
that emerging set of authorities,
the rabbis, but its future lay else-
where.

THE MOVE TO THE
DIASPORA

THE Christian sect did
move to the Diaspora (the Jews
scattered abroad), and early, long
before the revolt of 66-73 C.E.
The second-century Roman his-
torian Suetonius reports that the
emperor Claudius expelled Jews
from Rome because of distur-
bances in their community
caused by a certain "Chrestus."
The usual and probably correct
interpretation of that report is
that Christian missionaries had
already arrived in Roman syn-
agogues. Opinions about the
date differ, but it was no later
than 49 and perhaps as early as
41. The followers of Jesus had
found adherents in the Jewish
communities of Syria much earlier than that, first in Damascus,
and then in the great metropolis of Antioch. It was at Antioch
that the crucial step was taken, as we are told by the book of
Acts, that some of the Greek-speaking Jesus-sectaries who had
been chased out of Jerusalem began to proselytize non-Jews.
There, too, outsiders first nicknamed this sect "Christus-fol-
lowers," christianoi. The name stuck, and it marked a step
toward having an identity distinct from the Jewish community.

There at Antioch Paul served with Barnabas his apprentice-
ship as a Christian missionary, after an earlier, apparently
unsuccessful, venture into the "Arabian" kingdom of the
Nabateans. The great controversy over circumcision that
started at Antioch led to his break with Barnabas and his
departure and his subsequent organization of new missionary

enterprise in Asia Minor and Greece. Interestingly, that contro-
versy over circumcision was still within the context of a dis-
senting Jewish sect, for the whole issue was whether (male)
gentile converts could be received into the community in any
other way than that which had come to be prescribed, in
post-exilic times, for proselytes to Judaism.

But the oddest thing of all is that as vehemently as Paul
rejected that requirement, his own understanding of Christi-

anity, as laid out in the Letter to Ro-
mans, was that of a Jewish sectary.
Paul understood the new movement,
including the gentiles whom he
thought it his peculiar mission to in-
corporate, to be the fulfillment of the
hopes precisely of Israel--its destiny
consolid with Israel’s, his proselytes
were but wild branches grafted into
the trunk of Israel. And unlike the
later author of Matthew’s Gospel, Paul
did not think of the kingdom as taken
away from Israel and given to another
people; he does not yet speak as later
Christians would of "the New Israel"
or "the True Israel." It is the conver-
sion of Israel for which he, like every
sectary, hoped for.

The irony is that the practical orga-
nization of Paul’s mission was, so far
as we can discover from his letters,
altogether independent of the Jewish
communities that existed in the cities
where he ar~.d his fellow-workers
founded their Christian cells. By the
time he wrote his extant letters, these
groups were no longer effectively a
Jewish sect at all, but were something
quite new.

NEW CULTS IN THE
GRECO-ROMAN CITIES

THE appearance of a new reli-
gious group in the cities of the Roman empire was nothing
unusual, of course. Most of these imported cults, however,
were the native religions of people who had immigrated. The
Hellenistic and Roman periods of Mediterranean history were
times of rapid growth of cities, of consequent movement of
people from rural areas to cities, and also of a constant flux of
people from one part of the Mediterranean to another. Every
city of any size thus took on a mixed complexion as it acquired
ethnic neighborhoods from the immigrants who settled near
people who had come earlier from their homelands. Today’s
visitor to the cities of Turkey and Greece whose Roman strata
have been excavated can see the patterns of those immigrant
associations laid out patently before the eyes. One of the most
graphic instances is the Aegean island Delos, which, because it
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is now virtually uninhabited, has been almost entirely exca-
vated. In the age of the Athenian-run Delian league, Delos had
been sacred to Apollo and his sister Artemis, who supposedly
were born there, and in Roman times a colossal statue of
Apollo still towered over the central plain. As Delos had lost its
political significance and become instead a major marketing
center, waves of merchants from all over the world had come,
settled, and brought their own gods with them. There by the
harbor one sees the vast plaza ded-
icated by the Italian merchants to
business and its patron, Mercury.
Leading off from it is the avenue on
whose verge still stand many of the
row of monuments to the Greek
Dionysus, those astonishing giant,
erect phalluses, which must have
made Victorian visitors fairly giddy
with what seems to modern eyes
blatant pornography. Off to the left
are remains of a grand community
center of the immigrants from Bei-
rut, dedicated to the god Poseidon.
Ascending the hill above the thea-
tre, the visitor comes upon the sev-
eral shrines, built over succeeding
generations to the Egyptian gods
Isis and Serapis. Over near the far-
ther shore, in much plainer build-
ings, were the community centers
of the Jews and of the Samaritans,
the latter referring to themselves as
"Israelites of Delos who send their
offerings to Sacred Har Garizim."
At the time when Christianity was
born, Delos would have made
today’s San Francisco seem paro-
chial. And a similar confluence of
peoples and their gods would have
been evident in each of the cities where the Christian mission-
aries looked for converts as one can readily see in the ruins
of Corinth, Philippi, or Ephesus.

It is not surprising that, in such cosmopolitan settings,
people would be curious about the rites of their neighbors and
some would sample them. Most of the rites were public and
took forms that were fairly standard: processions on festival
days through the streets of the city; banquets in the anterooms
of the temple; sacrifices on the altar of the god; salutations to
the god’s statue at set times. For some there were special
functions, like the popular healing gods, particularly As-
klepius, and of course the rites of some gods seemed more
exotic than others, exciting sometimes titillation, sometimes
outrage, by staid Romans of the older school, like the historian
who was among the first to mention Christianity, Tacitus.
Occasionally a new cult would be organized, like the famous
one satirized by Lucian, the cult of Glykon founded in the late
second century by a certain Alexander of Abonuteicus.

HE TRULY SIGNIFICANT

DIFFERENCE OF THE

JEWISH SECTS WAS THEIR

EXCLUSIVITY; ONE

COULD NOT FULLY

PARTICIPATE IN THE

WORSHIP OF THEIR

GOD AND STILL

CASUALLY SHARE IN

OTHER CULTS AS WELL.

Glykon, however, was only a new appearance and form of
Apollo, and the things he was supposed to do give oracles,
provide miraclesnwere familiar enough. By and large, the
cults that moved with their migrating supporters were varia-
tions on a few familiar themes, and they came to resemble one
another still more as they assimilated to the styles and fashions
of the modern Greek cities. Greek was everybody’s language,
and the temples that every cult erected as soon as it could

afford to were Greek, too.
The Jews and the Samaritans, to

be sure, were different, and some
people held that against them.
However, the Jews of the Greco-
Roman cities were not really as dif-
ferent as we have been led to be-
lieve, as we can see now from such
discoveries as the magnificent syn-
agogue on the main street of Sardis,
or the reserved section in the theatre
at Miletus, or the list of members
and "God-rearers," with their trades
and status-designations, of the syn-
agogue at Aphrodisias. The truly
significant difference was their ex-
clusivity: one could not fully partic-
ipate in the worship of their god and
also still casually share in other cults
as well. That was thought odd and
to many eyes offensive in a religious
world characterized on the whole
by both easy tolerance and frequent
syncretism. Nevertheless, this ex-
clusivity was officially acknowl-
edged as part of the ancient tradi-
tion of Judean religion, and that
therefore the Jews were behaving
quite rightly in preserving their an-
cestral customs. One of the most

problematical things about the Christians, indeed, was that
they insisted on the same sort of intolerance toward other cults
as the Jews. Yet once it was apparent that they were distinct
from the Jewish communities and were not of any particular
ethnic origin, the Christians had no ancient customs to excuse
it.

The Christians were not the first offshoot from an ethnic
cult in the Greco-Roman world to take a form quite different
from that of its native parent. I have already suggested that
every native religion modified itself to some extent to fit into
the world of the Hellenistic city in the age of Roman imperial-
ism. There were also a few instances of a radically new form of
cult emerging from native roots. One of these was already
widely established in the world in which Christianity began:
the cult of Isis and Serapis. Though they were known as "the
Egyptian gods," Serapis was not part of the ancient Egyptian
pantheon at all, but first appears on the scene in the third
century B.C.E. And the Isis who became so popular all over the
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Mediterranean basin at the time of Romeg dominance was very
different from the ancient consort and sister of Osiris. Many
scholars think that the new cult was the deliberate and artificial
creation of the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt in the Hellenistic age,
made up in order to advance their imperial policy, which
extended their interests far beyond the borders of Egypt. If so,
they were extraordinarily successful, as you can easily see by
reading Apuleius’ famous novel Metamorphoses, or Plutarch’s
learned philosophical essay on
Isis and Osiris, or the popular ....
novel about the Ephesian couple
saved by Isis’ providential care,
Xenophon’s Ephesian Tales. .........

Another new cult with only
tenuous native roots was Mithra-
ism, the cult that became so pop-
ular with members of the Roman
armed forces in the second and
third centuries. Its chief deity,
Mithras, had very little to do with
the minor god of that name in the
ancient Zoroastrian religion of
Persia. So it is not so ironic that
the Roman garrison in Dura Eu-
ropos, sent there to defend the
borders of the empire against the
Persians, should have been so en-
thusiastic about a nominally Per-
sian god that they repeatedly re-
modeled a house into a grand
home for his worship.

Archaeologists have traced
the way the Mithraists of Dura
progressed in that little border
town, expanding from modest
beginnings in a private house
through successive enlargements
and remodelings until they had a
thriving establishment. It was typical of the way other cults
established themselves in a new place as well. Indeed, on the
same street where the Mithraeum of Dura was found, the Jews
had gone through a similar progression, producing that won-
derfully decorated synagogue whose painted walls so aston-
ished scholars when it was unearthed in 1935. A few blocks
down the same street, the Christian group had progressed the
same way, though they were obviously still smaller and poorer
than the Mithraists or the Jews; their house and its decoration
were still fairly primitive by comparison. The adherents to a
cult in a new place, whether the cult of their homeland or one
of the new or modified cults that were attracting worshippers
across ethnic lines, formed an association, a club. And they
characteristically found a patron--a relatively wealthy person
who would either pay for renting or building a suitable meet-
ing place or would permit them to meet in his or her own
home. This patron might either be an adherent of the cult or
simply someone who wished to do a favor for some depen-

dents in exchange for their support and honor for him. Schol-
ars have discovered a number of inscriptions from antiquity
which were put up to recognize such benefactors properly.

THE CHRISTIAN CULT
IN PAGAN EYES

WHEN we read in the Book of Acts about Paul moving
in with fellow tent-makers Prisca and
Aquila, or accepting the hospitality of
the Jewish adherent Lydia, a merchant
of luxury fabrics, or staying in the
house of Jason, who had to post bond
for their good behavior, we are wit-
nessing the use by the early Christians
of this same familiar institution of pa-
tronage. The same is true when Paul
sends greetings to the Meeting at the
House of Philemon, or Prisca and
Aquila, or Nympha, and when he re-
minds the Corinthian Christians of
the special recognition they owe to
householders like Stephanas. The
pagan observer would have seen in
these little household meetings a fa-
miliar phenomenon. Adherents to a
newly imported cult were setting up
as voluntary associations in private
households. Although they showed
few of the public trappings of a proper
religion--they held no processions
and celebrated no visible festivals,
they performed no sacrifices and had
no statue of their god--yet like many
of the new cults, they practiced an
initiatory ritual and assembled at set
times for a ritual meal.

THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE
CHRISTIANS AND OTHER CULTS

STILL, there were important differences between the
Christians and other cults. Once it became apparent that
Christianity was not, or no longer, a sect of the Jewish commu-
nity, it seemed odd because it had no single ethnic root. The
Christians did not come from anywhere. Tacitus, you will
recall, still saw the Christian "superstition" as Judean in origin,
even at a time when, in Rome, it had become clear they were
not a part of the Jewish community proper. But even in Paul’s
lifetime, though Paul persisted in thinking of the gentile Chris-
tians as somehow part of the stock of Israel, the communities
he founded were overwhelmingly gentile. Their fundamental
identity was not ethnic in the sense of having a common
immigrant heritage. In this way, the Christians resemble their
younger rivals, the Mithraists.

The Christians were further different from other Greco-
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Roman cults in their sharing with Jews an extraordinary exclu-
siveness or intolerance of other cults. We cannot be sure, of
course, of the degree to which every convert to the new faith
really separated him or herself from participation in every one
of the religious activities that permeated civic life in antiquity.
In the Pauline groups in Corinth, for example, an argument
broke out whether a Christian was allowed to accept invita-
tions to dinner with a pagan, or even to eat any meat from the
local meat-markets, since the
principal source of publicly sold
meat was the sacrifices that went
on incessantly in the various
temples. The question remained
controversial through the first
century and was mentioned in
Christian handbooks in the sec-
ond. Most leaders were more
conservative than Paul; appar-
ently many individuals, on the
other hand, were more liberal.
Nevertheless, the principle that
Paul insisted upon remained the
norm for the mainstream of the
Christian movement: anyone
baptized as a Christian must not
participate in a clearly recog-
nized cultic rite of any other god.
"Even though there are many so
called gods in heaven or on earth,
as indeed there are many gods
and many lords, yet for us there
is one God, the Father, from
whom is the universe and for
whom are we ourselves, and one
Lord, Jesus Christ, through
whom is the universe and
through whom ourselves" (1 Corinthians 8:5-6). "You cannot
drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot
share the table of the Lord and the table of demons" (1
Corinthians 10:21).

A third, and significant, difference between Christianity and
most other cults is that they very early developed a translocal
organization. The model for this development was clearly
Jewish, for in Jewish scriptures and in Jewish consciousness
there was one People of God as there was One God. Yet the
Christians developed a practical organization and maintained
lines of communication among their scattered little groups
more elaborately than even the Jews. The reason seems to have
been simply the practical needs of the rapidly spreading mis-
sion in the latter decades of the first century. Anyone who has
read Ramsay MacMullen’s book on Paganism in the Roman
Empire and sees how loose and weak were any connections
between the Isis cult in Ephesus and that in Rome, Alexandria,
or Memphis, sees how inappropriate it is to speak of an
"Isisism" or "Dionysianism." In that context, one must marvel
at the complex network of connections, visits, letters, mutual

IN THAT CONTEXT,
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OF CONNECTIONS,
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MUTUAL MEDDLING,

OVERSIGHT, AND COMPLAINT
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THOSE CHRISTIAN GROUPS

TO EACH OTHER.

aid, mutual meddling, oversight, and complaint that con-
nected those Christian groups to each other and about which
Paul and his disciples wrote their letters. No wonder that by
the third century the emperors were beginning to regard
Christianity not merely as a local secret society that might be
politically or morally dangerous, but a kind of international
conspiracy whose structure in some ways rivaled the imperial
bureaucracy itself. And when Constantine decided to join this

cult that his predecessors and com-
petitors hadn’t been able to stamp out,
he found that church bureaucracy and
the bishop’s schools that prepared
candidates for service in it a useful
source for recruitment to the imperial
civil service.

The final external distinction that
the astute observer of Christianity
would have noticed is that in many
ways this cult was more than a cult.
Not only did it lack many of the exter-
nal features of a proper religion, it
occupied itself with things that were
not ordinarily the province of religion
in ancient societies. The letters of
Paul, for example, or the letters of
other leaders of the new movement,
or the handbooks that the movement
produced, devote an astonishingly
small space to the specifically reli-
gious, that is, cultic matters. By far the
dominant concern of these docu-
ments is with the behavior of the
members of the Christian groups. The
preponderant form of the literature is
exhortation or moral advice, explain-
ing and backing up in multiple ways

the reasons for behaving in the ways advocated and holding
the attitudes that were inculcated. The ancient reader would
not have seen this as religious literature, but as examples of
that set of genres so popular with literate pagans of the time,
which the Greeks called psychagoffta, the guidance of souls.
The closest parallels were in the teachings of the leading
philosophical schools, like the so-called Diatribes of Epictetus,
or the public discourses of such moralizing sophistsmprofes-
sional rhetoricians of philosophical bent--as Dio Chrysostom,
or the rougher and more popular harangues of Cynic preach-
ers. No wonder that Christian apologists in the second century
begin to represent their community as not a religious club but
a philosophical school. It was not merely another cult; it made
far more demands upon its initiates than any cult. It was a
comprehensive, intimate, and totalistic community that was at
the same time an empire-wide organization with utopian
claims.

CONCLUSION

I HAVE emphasized a few of the ways in which what we
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know about the beginnings of Christianity has been modified
in recent decades. The changes have come principally in our
knowledge about the cultural and social setting within which
Christianity emerged. They have come about because of new
discoveries as well as through alteration of the ways in which
historians interpret the evidence. The latter is part of the
on-going conversation that students of the past have with one
another, and that conversation is an inextricable part of our
own cultural experience, training, and conditioning, part of
the way we see the world simply because we belong to the here
and now and not to some other time or place. Neither side of
this process of trying to understand the past will ever come to
rest. We will never, in this life, come to the point at which we
can say, "Ah, now I understand perfectly just who the first
Christians were, and what they thought, and how they be-
haved, and why." We are looking into badly polished mirrors;
we see in enigmas.

We know, then, a great many things that our fathers and
mothers did not know, but our knowledge is in part, and our
prophecy is not so great either. We know many things, but do
we therefore better understand? A difficult question, indeed.
As we have seen so many of our historical certainties under-
mined by additional evidence or replaced by different perspec-
tives, many historians have become more humble, which is a
desirable development. Some people, however, have gone
beyond humility to counsel despair. History teaches us noth-
ing certain, they say, so let us abandon the search. The histor-
ical critical method of studying scripture is bankrupt; let us
throw away those false canons of objectivity and suspicion,
since they have not served to provide a firm grounding for
faith. This reaction is altogether understandable, but I believe
it is also quite wrong. The voices that call us to abandon the
quest to understand Christianity’s beginnings and its develop-
ment within the best picture we can obtain of its historical
contexts are voices of disillusion, indeed sometimes the voices
of moral cowardice.

I have stressed, on the one hand, those things which the
movement that formed around the memories and beliefs about
Jesus shared with other people in their time and place. On the
other hand, I have pointed to some of the unexpected combi-
nations and transformations of those familiar things which
show up in early Christianity when one looks at it within its
historical context. Our attempts to understand the origins of
this faith have always veered between these two poles. We are
wont to claim that Christianity is explained either by what it
has in common with other things we know or by its unique-
ness. Surely either is an abstraction. Jesus was one of many
prophets in Roman Galilee and Judea about whom some
people had notions that he might be the restorer, the prophe-
sied king, or prophet or priest of the end of days. The cities of
the eastern Roman provinces were teeming with religious
associations, initiatory cults, and purveyors of moral reform.
That was the world in which Christianity began, and no other.
Both its ways of belonging to and estrangement from that
world are equally parts of its character, and we must try to
understand both.                                    ~

PORTABLE SHRINE

Shoki glares from rice paper pennants,
squat and bloody above the armor-box
as Yoshitsune is pierced by a fish-kite;
the battle ground is between taxi
and pedestrian swallowed
in the great shadows of Sanbancho skyscraper--
children shriek between chrome bumpers,
their brown arms baskets of iris.

An old man slips through brushing
from the shou].der of his dirty kimono
a quivering monkey. He has wrapped
rope around the monkey until it is nearly
dead and still it fightshpanting, leering,
jabbing and pawing at the old man’s kimono.

A young couple (he suited, she in jeans
and Rolling Stones t-shirt) stop to eat. He
is tired, cross, sweat greasing his forehead,
she is pregnant. They have been standing
waiting to eat half an hour,
at last she has bought boiled
eggs, rice cakes, sake. "Omedeto!" he says,
cramming his :mouth full as if the waiting
and hunger were her doing.

The moon is high in heaven, burnt blind
behind the sun.
Wind blows through the silk carp
and rice paper deities smog-warnings.
I will not wear the surgical mask,
I will distinguish myself above
sickness: the old man has no mask,
the monkey and children are unmasked--
I will breath the fumes, motes, germs,
vapors, and if I die the children will carry me
on their shoulders shouting .joy,
the screaming horses of 5akanoue
unbridled will gallop forward,
pounding flat rny shrine’s waiting-place.

--SEAN BRENDAN BROWN
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