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Christianity for most of those who profess it, and for most others as well, is a religion, and they are not aware that it was ever anything else. It is supposed that this religion was instituted by Jesus and his Apostles and commonly accepted that a sufficient description of its beginnings is contained in the New Testament and that its basic tenets are summarised in the Creeds. Jesus is often referred to as the Founder of Christianity, as if he belonged to that select company of great teachers of religion who have appeared at various times. Christians think of him specially as God incarnate. It is in any case considered that he claimed to be in a position to communicate important spiritual truths, and by so doing to gather about him a body of those committed to their acceptance.

The Christian Scriptures appear to sanction such a view, yet the evidence when strictly examined tells heavily against the proposition that Jesus had any intention to furnish a revelation of God or to found a religion. He was a Jew addressing himself to fellow Jews, for whom there was no requirement that he should make God known, since this had already been achieved by Moses and by the ancient prophets and sages whose inspiration both he and his audience acknowledged. What Jesus proclaimed was repentance and the requirements of the Kingdom of God, the advent of which was the Jewish Hope, and he felt charged with this responsibility as the Messiah identified with the inauguration of that Kingdom.

There could be no question for him of a new religion arising from his teaching and activities, quite apart from it being needless, firstly because he believed the coming of the Kingdom of God to be imminent, and secondly because the Scriptures declared that redeemed Israel would be the instrument for bringing the knowledge of God to the nations.

In the event, Christianity did become a new religion and progressively divested itself of association with the Jewish people and the Jewish Faith. How and why this transformation took place it is the purpose of this book to reconsider. The task is timely because current thinking is challenging almost all the doctrines by which Christianity was constituted as a religion in its own right. Even among those who continue to affirm them there is a widespread feeling that the Church has let Christ down, not only because of its differences and disunity, but because of its abject failure to convert mankind to the ways of peace and righteousness. Conceivably what is now called for may be something much more revolutionary than either new theologising or ecumenism, something which would take Christians back beyond the New Testament, there to rediscover a lost Hebrew Gospel with a less complicated and more electrifying message vital for humanity today.

Of course the sense of compulsion would have to be very great to produce any far-reaching surrender of long established convictions. It would be a bitter pill to swallow that an institution professing to be of Divine origin and continually guided by the Holy Spirit should have to confess itself to have been in grievous error for some nineteen centuries. What would become of the indoctrinated flock, amounting to many millions, theologically unable to distinguish between their right hand and their left? Resentment is already rife against defecting divines.

So far no need has been seen by the entrenched forces of Christianity for any radical changes of belief. The kind of questioning and modernisation which is going on can be deceptive. Far more attention is being paid to the potentialities of consolidation and a united front. I have been able to assess the situation much more acutely since the publication of my previous book The Passover Plot. In that work, which has been read and discussed far more widely than I could possibly have contemplated, I rejected after protracted and thorough research the traditional portrayal of Jesus and revealed him as a Jew, who at a psychological moment in Jewish history courageously, steadfastly and with deep insight acted on the conviction that he was the Messiah his afflicted people were awaiting. I showed him to have been a man of faith, but not more than man, who employed his natural intelligence to bring to fruition the predictions which in the manner of his time he believed must be accomplished. The theme of the book, in certain of its features, administered a jolt to those who held confidently that whether one agreed with it or not the story of Christ was fixed for all time in the form in which the Church had presented it. The reactions, both favourable and unfavourable, were impressive and highly illuminating. Letters, some anonymous and some even threatening, flooded in, multitudes of articles were written and sermons preached. I was interviewed by many sections of the Press, invited to speak to all kinds of audiences in Britain and America, interrogated and criticised in radio and television programmes. The upshot was that the writing of the present volume became essential.

From the adverse comments it was evident that to a surprising extent Christian belief in God depended not so much on a spiritual sense of his Being as upon a demonstration of his existence in having manifested himself uniquely in a human personality, that of Jesus Christ. Through the atoning death of Christ the guilt of sin had been taken away, and through his resurrection the believer was assured of his own blissful immortality. In other words, it was upon an image of God partaking strongly of the characteristics of ancient heathenism that Christian faith was still largely founded. Times and conditions had changed, but in religion venerable attitudes persisted. The revelations of Frazer in The Golden Bough had not got through to the masses, nor George Bernard Shaw’s preface to Androcles and the Lion. Homer W. Smith’s Man and His Gods might never have been written. Christians remained related under the skin to the devotees of Adonis and Osiris, Dionysus and Mithras. When, therefore, in The Passover Plot I showed that Jesus had never claimed deity, and that this had been ascribed to him later, that he had sought to avoid death on the Cross on grounds made clear to him from his interpretation of the Messianic prophecies, and that his bodily resurrection had failed to materialise, I found myself assailed by an outburst of deep-seated emotions. For simple believers I was destroying their faith, I was taking away their God. It was as if I had deliberately smashed the idol of some primitive tribe.

The animus of some people left me gasping. The vaunted love which was declared to be the hallmark of the Christian appeared to be conspicuously absent from their composition. In extreme cases antisemitism reared its ugly head. My being a Jew was sufficient warrant for deciding that I was writing polemically in a conspiratorial attempt to discredit Christianity. Of course no one in his senses has imagined this, and no one reading my book carefully and honestly could entertain such a foolish notion. My work in fact sustained faith, faith in the God whom Jesus the Jew worshipped, and upheld the greatness of the man who believed himself to have been charged by God with a unique mission, that of Messiah the king of Israel of the line of David. What my investigation had removed was not basic Christianity, but the Gentilism which had invested it with the trappings of a different religious environment of thought. There had to be an acute perception of the pressures of that environment to explain the palimpsest of a Jesus of theology imposed upon the Jesus of history.

Naturally, most Christian clerics will not be prepared to admit, at least not very emphatically, that the Jesus of history was other than the Jesus of theology. The more scholarly may venture on a halfway admission, which amounts to contending that the Church under inspiration became better informed about Jesus than he was about himself. Liberal theologians are doing a deal of pouring new wine into old wineskins these days. What is not readily perceived is the root cause why Christian thinking, instinctively as it would seem, shapes itself to a pattern involving the apprehension of God through the personality of a man. There is still a primordial fear of an Otherness beyond the grasp of human definition and explanation. The mind, therefore, inclines either to doubt or deny the existence of what we call God, or seeks comfort in the proposition that the Otherness can be brought into association with ourselves in a manner which sublimates our fear of the alien. The view has great attractions which posits a specific relationship between God and man, as of creator to creature, father to child, and envisages a love-initiative on God’s part to assure man of the reality of this relationship, most convincingly by his having entered into and embraced the conditions of humanity. The idea that Otherness does not have to be hostile and can have a participation in all Being distinct from kinship in kind and character has not yet widely commended itself. After all, we have not so far succeeded in accepting Otherness as congenial even within the limited framework of our own species.

There is no need for me to enlarge on the particular reactions of the different Christian communions: they were as typical as once had been those of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Leaving aside the disagreements with certain of my conjectures, which did not offend me in the least, what was encouraging was that for many The Passover Plot had rendered an evident service in that there had flooded in upon them a surprised awareness of the play of forces which had affected Jesus and his followers. The mists were dispersed with their roseate glow of myth and marvel. Here starkly revealed were the actualities of the period, and no one confronted with them who was neither fanatic nor intellectually dishonest could ever again dismiss them from consideration. To quibble was idle when the whole brooding scene clamoured for a new evaluation of what had transpired. The open-minded Christian was brought sharply back to the Jewishness of which he had been little conscious. The Messianism to which Christianity owed its original inspiration now began to appear not as a virtual irrelevancy, except for Jews, but as a primary factor which offered potentialities for the future of Christianity, not as a religion and not religion-less, but as a commitment to the politics of the Kingdom of God.

The effect of my book was imperfect, however, because its theme did not permit of sufficient explanation of how Christianity became what it has been. It was still left to very sincere people to question whether the Church could have been so radically wrong in its beliefs as I had indicated. It seemed to them that if I was right the Church had all along been propagating falsehood, and I was asked repeatedly how I accounted for the success and endurance of Christianity and the beneficial results it had had on the lives of many millions. For the questioners these considerations established the veracity of the Christian testimony. They chose to ignore that these criteria applied to all religions, some of them much older than Christianity, and to disregard what they did know of the less favourable aspects of Christianity. For the most part they had no inkling that there was more to be learnt which threw a different light on the story of its development.

The Church has all along contended for obedient faith on the basis that what it taught had been Divinely revealed. By this dogmatism it has achieved a mastery over human reason, and has been able to bring within the area of its own rulings matters which in fact were the fruits of its own very human speculations and contrivances. The asserted operation of the Holy Spirit could be and has been employed to sanction the most perverse and unspiritual judgments of men. If it is too late in the day for a mythical and mystical view of Jesus, it is equally too late for a similar view of the Church.

Ecclesiolatry and Bibliolatry have to be discarded in favour of an emancipated approach which is free from any imposed restrictions and reservations. We have to see ourselves as fully at liberty to take account of the psychology, characteristics and circumstances of individuals in determining the worth of what they may have said or written. No longer are we to believe anything as guaranteed to be true because of the status or special illumination of whoever may have affirmed it.

In this healthy atmosphere of unimpeded inquiry the subject ponderously termed Ecclesiastical History has to be flung open to study and discussion in a spirit of frank re-examination. This particularly applies to the critical formative period. While there is a vast literature on the subject, and courses in it are provided for Divinity students, it is rare to find it treated objectively and without a conscious Christian bias. The result has been a considerable failure to discern the motivations which operated in various connections. One of the great difficulties which confronts the impartial investigator is that the available documentation is very largely one-sided. So many records have been lost or were wilfully destroyed which reflected the position and arguments of those who opposed the direction the Church was taking under the impact of powerful influences. This lack has to be compensated for to the fullest extent that is practicable by a keen exploration of the indications which have survived.

In general about the rise of Christianity the average Christian is abysmally ignorant. There has been no serious inducement for him to regard this as a matter on which he should be well-informed. What impression the simple believer has received of the Early Church outside the Bible is largely one of a persecuted Faith, which produced saints and martyrs who joyfully went to a tortured death rather than betray their convictions. Thus both the commendation and defence of Christianity which is normal rests on the assumption that its main lines were fixed from the beginning and are represented in the New Testament. Discussion, therefore, is centred upon the interpretation of the New Testament instead of being related to a series of circumstances over a protracted period which are outside the province of the New Testament as much as and even more than within it.

The Passover Plot came as a shock in no small measure because it introduced a variety of historical factors and additional relevant information of which many Christians were only partially aware and of which little account had consequently been taken in reaching convictions about Jesus. The reader was brought into contact with knowledge which both seriously impugned certain things in the Gospel story and also put a different complexion on much of its content. The intentionally dramatic title of the book permitted this knowledge to reach those who most needed to be better instructed.

It is possible that Those Incredible Christians will administer a greater shock since it utilises the same kind of resources in dealing with the formation of the Christian Faith and discloses by what circumstances and devious means it was accomplished. On the showing of the evidence Christianity as we know it is far removed from the original terms of its expression, and this would have been much clearer and more convincing were it not for the loss and suppression of material testimony and the ineffectiveness due to ascertainable causes of those in a position to correct the falsifications of gifted and eloquent teachers whose ideas were more appealing to Gentiles.

There were scholars in the nineteenth century who were able to discern a great deal of what occurred, all credit to them, and no doubt this will be mentioned by those who will wish to urge that I am saying nothing new. But neither novelty nor sensationalism is my object, though I have in fact been able to make some additional contribution to what could be comprehended previously. If I permitted myself to be deterred by what my critics are bound to contend I would forfeit all claim to have my honesty of purpose respected. I both know in advance, and have taken carefully into account, the kind of comments which will be made adverse to myself and to what I have set down, and those whose business it must be to try to counter the effect of this book have my understanding sympathy. I believe that even those disposed to be hostile will receive some benefit and illumination, especially from the way in which to an unusual extent I have placed Christian affairs in juxtaposition with Jewish affairs, and have brought out what is pertinent to a correct apprehension of the phenomenon of Christianity by revealing the interplay between internal and external circumstances. For the general reader, I imagine, no small part of the attraction of the work will lie in his being introduced to these matters and to a great number of ancient records for the first time.

Let me, then, briefly outline as I see it the nature and significance of this book for all who are much exercised by the question of the relevance of Christianity today. My view is that such a question cannot be answered effectually without a penetrating exposition of Christian Origins which for obvious reasons the ecclesiastical authorities are not in a position to offer.

The ground covered is roughly the first hundred and fifty years of the Christian movement, though of necessity there is an overlap at either end. If we are able to dismiss from our minds even minimally the impressions we have received from previous reading and instruction the story may grip our imagination and carry us along by its own intrinsic fascination and excitement. We may find ourselves appreciating responsively possibilities we had never before entertained. The whole ideology of Messianism is still strange to most people because it is without parallel in secular and religious thought and history. When they have supposed that they had got the hang of it they have largely got it wrong, as often appears in modem usage of the term. It was even stranger to the Graeco-Roman world into which it erupted, with Christianity initially as its most dramatic expression, and could not be sustained in an environment which feared it and could not assimilate it.

In the event Christianity survived and flourished at the cost of change and accommodation. Our story is concerned starkly with this process. It is not a pretty story, for all the nobility, sincerity and idealism of many associated with it. Here with the lid off we can see this religion in the making, not without vision and a sense of revelation, but substantially as a result of competing influences and pressures, conflicts, intrigues, sufferings and disillusionments. Our picture is drawn from life as distinguished from pious fancy; but sometimes we do glimpse the shining through of something splendid, something which is at odds with what Christianity has chiefly emphasised, which indicates that the original Messianic enterprise was not wholly abandoned and could again burst forth and potently take over whenever the Church is ready for it.

In the preparation of the book I have consulted a great many modern treatises which are not named, and absence of direct reference does not imply either neglect or lack of appreciation. The authorities to which I am indebted and which are listed in the Notes and Bibliography are chiefly those which relate to particular themes, which often I have not dealt with at length, and to translations of early documents. I have laid under some contribution researches contained in two earlier works of mine, The Jew of Tarsus and Saints Against Caesar, published between 1945 and 1950, because these were indispensable and the books themselves have long been out of print. All the quotations from the New Testament, unless otherwise stated, are from my own translation entitled The Authentic New Testament.
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The Kingdom of Arrogance
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For almost two thousand years the story of Christianity has been linked with that of Rome, at first as enemy, later as ally, and finally as spiritual heir. When we think of the Church institutionally it is natural to do so in a Roman context. There is a mystery here which gravely affects the character and validity, and indeed the future of the Christian Faith, and the investigation of it cannot be other than timely even though it means treading again certain well-trodden paths as well as breaking fresh ground.

The mystery, for those who can consider history as not entirely fortuitous and devoid of meaning, was present from the start, since the rise of Christianity coincided with the first century of the Roman Empire. Jesus of Nazareth, in whose name the Christian message was proclaimed, was himself born in the reign of Caesar Augustus, first emperor of the new Roman regime in a land of which lately Rome had taken control. From the beginning Christianity had the Roman Empire as the main sphere of its activities and of its conflicts, and its remarkable achievement after some three centuries as a persecuted superstition was to be adopted as the state religion of that Empire.

Put in this way the story is one of persistence culminating in triumph. It has been and can be so represented, and with considerable justification. The gods and their temples were vanquished, and in due course the grandiose pagan title of Pontifex Maximus formerly held by the emperors was transferred to the head of the Roman Church. But what could have made such a long detested and proscribed faith acceptable to the Romans? Was there more than the sign of the Cross vouchsafed to the Emperor Constantine? Did Christianity become acceptable because circumstances had changed and because Christianity had substantially departed from its original positions? Was the triumph in reality that of Caesar and not of Christ?

These are searching questions, and the quest for answers calls for an observant and critical understanding of Christianity in its formative period.

We have to approach the evidence with a keen eye for what is significant at every stage, conscious that we are dealing with human personalities and motivations. The fact that we are dealing with the genesis of a religion, which like all religions is attributed to a Divine revelation or illumination, must not inhibit us from conducting our inquiry at the level of mundane causes and effects. The believer will naturally hold that we are thereby wilfully neglecting what is of paramount importance; but he in turn may be rendering himself blind to what is capable of explanation in other terms than supernatural intervention. It is much more consequential to be aware of the contributions of people and events to the moulding of developments in their rational interpretation, since in this way it will be determined more effectively whether there is anything over and above of which we are required to take account.

We are to think of our task, then, as primarily one of historical investigation and of honest reporting of what we discover, treating Christianity as a phenomenon arising from certain conditions and attitudes of mind as other faiths and ideologies have done. When we come to conclusions these must be reached with the whole panorama of the period environment spread out before us.

The world with which our story is concerned is that over which Rome held sway, and chiefly its central area, the lands bordering the Mediterranean, the ‘middle of the earth’ sea. It was a region which had been the home of ancient civilisations, and was now dominated by a power unlike any of its imperial predecessors.

Rome had been imperial in its conquests and policies long before Octavian, as Caesar Augustus, obtained an authority which marked the beginning of what is known as the Empire. Technically Rome continued to be a Republic, governed in the name of ‘Senate and People’, but effectively for a considerable time the emperor was supreme ruler of all countries under Roman control.

For the Jews in their homeland and to an extent for the early Christians the institution of the Empire was an emphatic evil. They saw in it, as we shall illustrate later, a sign of the Last Days, a diabolical contrivance to withstand the coming of the Kingdom of God. To stress why at this juncture Christ should have come into the world Christian protagonists have inclined to paint a grim picture of the moral sickness and degradation of that age, the loosening of religious ties and the abandonment of hope in the future.

But the creation of the Empire did not present that appearance to many others, and the world did not seem to be in any special plight. This was not a time of great uncertainty, of grave danger and unusual turpitude. To the contrary, there were many indications of a marked betterment. Under the leadership of Augustus there was a peace that had not been known for many years. Piracy in the Mediterranean had virtually been extinguished, giving opportunity for increased seaborne commerce. Transport and communications were improved. The machinery of government had been drastically overhauled. New instructions had been given to Rome’s agents and representatives abroad, which cut down extortion and self-enrichment by officials in the Provinces. The internal self-government of countries was subjected to a minimum of interference where loyalty to Rome was assured. The due performance of religious rites was encouraged. More foreigners could become Roman citizens, and more slaves could acquire their freedom. Rome exacted tributary fees for its services, but these were not unduly burdensome taking into account the benefits received. No doubt the Romans could be said by us nowadays to have most successfully run a large-scale Protection Racket, but they had no criminal intent. Rome was not loved by the subject peoples, and did not expect to be; but the orderly rule and security it offered was widely appreciated. In the fashion of the East the city of Rome was worshipped as a goddess and Caesar as a god, the Saviour of the World.

In this reverence there was much sincerity and genuine thankfulness; it was not merely sycophantic flattery. ‘The most comprehensive compliment that Augustus ever received’, writes Dr. Grant, ‘was paid him during the last days of his life, off the Campanian coast. When the ship on which he was making for Capreae sailed by Puteoli, it passed a merchantman that had just arrived from Alexandria. Dressed in white, decked with garlands, and burning incense, the crew and passengers of the Alexandrian ship saluted Augustus, calling out that it was to him that they owed their lives, their liberty and their prosperity.’​[1]

The Romans themselves were very conscious of the improvements brought about by Augustus. Virgil the poet, inspired by the Cumean Sibyl and other sources, had seen a fresh beginning of the cycle of time, the coming of a new Golden Age.​[2] There was widespread revulsion against strife and political disorder, a spiritual discontent. The reign of Augustus brought a return of energy and invigoration. There was a leadership now to inspire and give promise of greater things in store. Those hopes were largely frustrated during the ensuing reign of Tiberius; but the spirit that had been quickened was not extinguished. Rome sought to harness it to herself, so that people should not look elsewhere for salvation.

The Romans accepted as a matter of course that praise and devotion were their due. They were a serious-minded people, who took themselves and their civilising mission very seriously. They were strong on law and institutions, but lacking in artistry and imagination. Virgil had expressed this too:


Others, no doubt, will better mould the bronze

To the semblance of soft breathing, draw from marble

The living countenance; and others plead

With greater eloquence, or learn to measure,

Better than we the pathways of the heaven,

The risings of the stars; remember, Roman,

To rule the people under law, to establish

The way of peace, to battle down the haughty,

To spare the meek.



Our fine arts, these, forever.​[3]

The fine arts were by no means despised, though it was considered that their products should be collected rather than executed by Romans. Their real business, entrusted to them by the gods, was to govern the peoples, not unkindly but firmly. The historian Tacitus puts into the mouth of Cerialis, commander in Gaul and the Rhineland in the Year of the Four Emperors (A.D. 68-69), an eloquent statement of Rome’s function in an address to the defeated rebel tribe of the Treveri.

‘There were always kings and wars throughout Gaul until you submitted to our laws. Although often provoked by you, the only use we have made of our rights as victors has been to impose on you the necessary costs of maintaining peace. For you cannot secure tranquillity among nations without armies, nor maintain armies without pay, nor provide pay without taxes.... If the Romans are driven out—which Heaven forbid—what will follow except universal war among all peoples? The good fortune and order of eight hundred years have built up this mighty fabric which cannot be destroyed without overwhelming its destroyers.’​[4]

The Romans, from their point of view, were a superior race with a superior way of life, Divinely entrusted with ruler-ship, and to a remarkable extent—not only by military prowess—they succeeded in impressing on many peoples that they were the ordained custodians of peace and good order. They were strong in managerial qualities, which enabled them to be effective farmers, industrialists and administrators, jurists, planners and generals. These qualities were particularly in evidence among those of the old patrician families and the better educated, who tended to regard manual labour and petty tradesmanship as beneath their dignity. Land cultivation, however, was widely held to be an honest Roman toil and associated with physical exercise, otherwise encouraged by sports and games.

There was a vast gulf between the extremes, the patricians and the plebs. The Roman commons, whose poverty and misery was acute, especially under urban conditions, had to be kept under control. When the support of the plebs was needed in the name of democracy this was found to be obtainable by timely gifts of food and money and lavish free entertainments.

On the whole, the Romans were highly conservative and traditional. The family was of great importance. Religion also centred on the family, the nation being but a larger family. The home in all its contexts was under the protection of guardian-divinities, Penates, while the continuity of family life was sustained by other spiritual influences, the Lares. Moral instruction was strict, and equally regard for religious rites and ceremonies. Many of these had been inherited from the Etruscans, and the Romans were obsessed by the belief that the fortunes of their race depended on the maintenance and exactness of their observances and their devotion to the gods. Piety and conformity were the watchwords. But inevitably the Romans were also highly superstitious. ‘If there be gods,’ even the more rational thinkers urged, ‘they must care for man; and if they care for him, then too they necessarily must supply him with tokens of their will and of the future.’​[5]

Astrology was an alien art, but numerous forms of augury and divination were practised.

The rigidities of habit and custom, which were the hallmarks of the good citizen, had their effects in a seething discontent beneath the surface, which erupted violently from time to time both in individuals and factions. Politics provided one emotional outlet, and gambling another. Otherwise steam could be let off by witnessing cruel sports, shows and dangerous games, the more bloody and bizarre the better.

By various means, conquest, inheritance and diplomacy, Rome had acquired a vast empire. But the movement outward from Italy also brought about a movement inward, especially from the eastern Mediterranean lands. The remains of the older civilisations had for centuries been overlaid by Greek culture, a process speeded up after the victories of Alexander the Great. When the Romans moved into Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt they encountered a different and disturbing way of life, flamboyant, exotic and temperamentally alien. The Romans were both attracted and repelled. The art, the craftsmanship the ideas and philosophies were a great enrichment. Greek culture became essential to the equipment of the educated Roman. But the moral standards of the East, its flagrant vices, its chicanery and individualism, offended the Roman sense of virtue. Once imperialism got going, however, very little that was effective could be done to keep out all that was characteristic of the Hellenised Orient. No walls or fortresses could obstruct it. It invaded Rome along the Roman roads. It entered with every cargo of slaves and merchandise. As the Roman poet Juvenal expressed it:


Long since into Tiber

Syrian Orontes has come flooding in,

Carrying language and manners on its flood,

The flutist, and the harp with slanting strings,

Outlandish drums too, and the girls whose trade



Is to accost one at the Circus doors.​[6]

Tacitus, the historian, speaks similarly of Rome as ‘the common sewer into which everything infamous and abominable flows like a torrent from all quarters of the world’.​[7]

This influx had begun to have its effects before the Empire as such existed, considerably modifying the older puritanism and piety. In the second century B.C. it had still been possible for a Greek like Polybius to write in the following terms:

‘The quality in which the Roman commonwealth is most distinctly superior is in my opinion the nature of their religious convictions.... These matters are clothed in such pomp and introduced to such an extent into the public and private life of the Romans that nothing could exceed it, a fact which will surprise many. My own opinion at least is that they have adopted this course for the sake of the common people. It is a course which perhaps would not have been necessary had it been possible to form a state composed of wise men, but since every multitude is fickle, full of lawless desires, unreasoned passion, and violent anger, the multitude must be held in by invisible terrors and suchlike pageantry.’​[8]

But now there was a change of times as the cults of the nations made an increasing impact on Roman society. That of Cybele had been imported before the close of the third century B.C., that of Dionysus and of Isis followed. Under the name of Chaldeans the eastern astrologers invaded Rome. The enticement of orgiastic practices, initiations, and the promise of wellbeing in the after life, brought decay to the old Roman religious institutions. There were moments of resistance, and actions taken to curb certain unwelcome developments and the more debasing rites. The Chaldeans were temporarily expelled. But Rome could not be at the heart of an empire without all the blood streams of that empire flowing into its veins and permeating the body politic. Augustus won applause for his efforts to revive Roman faith and purity of living. But the tide could not be stemmed, and something new was demanded to restore and consolidate Romanism.

This involved more than reforms and legislation; for now Rome was more than a state, it was a whole diverse world. Up to a point the alien elements could be absorbed and integrated, by identifying the gods of the nations with Roman deities, by the adoption of foreigners by Roman families, by giving Roman education and training to the sons of ruling houses and chiefs from the Provinces, by extending the privileges of Roman citizenship, by admitting men of other races to the lower and even higher ranks of the army and the civil service. Yet all such provisions, while they assisted the process of Romanisation, also contributed to transforming the character of the state and thus made possible changes which had been rejected when advanced by Julius Caesar. The Senate became less effective, the army more politically powerful, the emperor as the embodiment of the Empire became less Roman and far more autocratic, so long as he could count on the support of the legions and immediately of the Praetorian Guard. The time would come for the acceptance as emperor of men of provincial origin. It was seen needful to cultivate a Roman mystique, belief in Rome’s paternal benevolence, world mission and invincible might. Under the Empire Rome was converted into a living legend.

The methods adopted were various, and partly derived from the East. There was the lavish building of imposing commemorative monuments and temples adorned with inscriptions bearing witness to Roman glory and achievements. Circuses, theatres and triumphal arches were everywhere in evidence. Another powerful instrument of propaganda was the coinage. Not only did this make the image and dignities of the emperors familiar to their subjects, the reverse of the coins was employed to illustrate and spell out the benefits of Roman rule, subtly indoctrinating every user. Artists, authors, poets played their part in fostering the Roman legend. It acquired the character of a dogma that the world owed to Rome peace and order, and that if the Empire should ever fall that world would return to darkness and primeval chaos. But what chiefly served to invest the Empire with a mystical quality was the sanction of religion. Anciently the East had seen in its rulers the earthly embodiment of the protecting tribal or state deity, and the Hellenes had been even more generous in apotheosizing great men and heroes and ascribing to them Divine origin. The practice was not unknown to Rome, where Romulus was identified with the god Quirinus, and in the first century B.C. Julius Caesar, even hailed as Jupiter-Julius, was declared to have become a god shortly after his death. Under Augustus it became a matter of state policy to encourage, mainly in the Provinces, the organisation of a cult having as its object the worship of Rome as a goddess and of the emperor as a god. The beginnings of this cult had appeared in the East long before the Empire. Smyrna had erected a temple to Rome as early as 195 B.C. But it was the hegemony of Augustus which quite naturally directed to him the worship accorded to deity as the son and representative of Zeus the father of the gods, as well as adopted son of the deified Julius. This circumstance was now employed as a valuable instrument for fostering loyalty to Rome and the cohesion of the Empire. This was achieved by the conjoining of the worship of Roma and Augustus. Provincial Councils were created to attend to the ceremonies of the cult on occasions such as the emperor’s birthday and accession day, and to the games held in his honour. Leading provincials were enrolled as ministering priests. Officially in Rome itself the emperor was deified only after death, but some of the emperors insisted on asserting their deity in their lifetime, acting out the divine sonship of Jupiter-Zeus which the world recognised in its sovereign head.

As a result of the association of religion and loyalty to the Empire a new kind of high treason was created which destroyed many innocent persons and had the gravest consequences for the early Christians. All disrespect for the emperor was laesas maiestas, a capital crime. Suetonius mentions that in the time of Tiberius, ‘someone had taken off the head of a statue of Augustus and put another in its place.... The man being put to death, this kind of prosecution for treason was carried so far that it became a capital offence for a man to beat a slave or change his clothes near a statue of Augustus.... A person was condemned to death in a colony for allowing honours to be decreed to him on the same day upon which honours had once been decreed to Augustus.’​[9]

While there was a widespread recognition of the benefits of Roman rule and the Roman Peace, and everything was done to impress these benefits on the subject peoples and to procure their allegiance, it was not to be concealed that inside the kid glove there was a mailed fist, and that from the Roman viewpoint might and right were interchangeable terms. There was plenty of resentment of Rome’s haughty power and assumption that the Romans were a superior race divinely appointed to govern mankind. The representatives of Rome abroad frequently disguised very little, if at all, their contempt for the nations they governed even while they accommodated themselves to their customs and institutions. Rome earned execration as well as encomiums. The imposts which paid the officials and the legions, and kept going all the ramifications of the imperial service and communications, was particularly obnoxious to those who cherished their liberty.

Strong anti-Roman feeling existed; but open expression was difficult and dangerous, and active revolt on any scale almost impossible to promote successfully. It was on the fringe of the Empire and chiefly in Europe that most manifestations of rebellious hostility occurred, and here Rome was sometimes to know defeat as well as victory. Within the Provinces antagonism to Rome normally had to be more circumspect in the methods adopted for its dissemination, the secret meetings of subversive groups, the circulation of literature, oracles and prophecies. Otherwise, and on the surface of affairs, anti-Roman ends were served by invoking the laws and by multifarious political intrigues.

One small people, the Jews, widely scattered throughout the Empire, had before the inception of that Empire managed to place itself in a unique position in relation to the Romans, procuring privileges while at the same time making it evident that it was not to be integrated in any system of society. Neither under the Empire could it be induced to participate in the imperial cult. In so far as Rome was now a theocracy, that of the Jews was of venerable standing and of a totally different order. For this people the God of Israel was paramount, and there were no gods beside him. As he had been the creator so was he the sole and true ruler of the whole world and the arbiter of its destiny. His laws, his justice, his salvation, were fearlessly to be proclaimed and propagated.

So Rome nourished within its midst what it despised and could not understand, a spirit it could not subdue or bend to its will, which did not scruple to announce the Empire’s transience and depict its cataclysmic overthrow. Until provoked in their own homeland the Jews made no resort to arms, when they would have to meet the Romans in the warfare in which Rome excelled. They simply ignored all persuasion that what they stood for could be overcome. Secure in their convictions they were conscious of no competition and rested in a faith they knew to be invincible by any agency however formidable and exalted.

There was a great deal of respect among the Jews for Roman law and order and for the Roman virtues. But once the Empire was committed to a position which violated the sovereignty of the One God it stood self-condemned as the ‘Kingdom of Arrogance’.
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The Jewish Impact
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The seedbed of Christianity was the Synagogue. Of necessity this was so, since the news conveyed by the early followers of Jesus was that in him the promised Messiah (the Christ) had appeared. The message had to travel over sea and land far from Palestine to reach the widely scattered Jewish communities. The extent of the dispersion may be gathered from the geographer Strabo, who lived at the very beginning of the Christian Era. ‘This people’, he wrote, ‘has already found its way into every city, and it would be difficult to discover any place in the habitable world that has not received this tribe and in which it has not made its presence felt.’​[10] Exaggerated as the statement is, it is the fact that by the time of Augustus the Jews gave the appearance of being ubiquitous and strongly influential. In certain countries and great cities they formed no small part of the population. In Egypt alone, largely in Alexandria, there were perhaps a million of them.

This spreading out of Jews had been going on for centuries. An initial cause had been the conquest of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah by the Assyrians and Babylonians respectively, which resulted in deportations of captives and the flight of refugees. But political alliances and the development of international trade had also played their part. So too had policies favourable to the Jews of the Persians, and of Alexander the Great and his successors, who encouraged Jewish settlements in their domains and accorded them special privileges. In many armies that engaged in battle in the cockpit of the Near East there were often Jewish contingents. At least since the middle of the second century B.C. there had been Jewish communities in Italy, at which period there subsisted a formal alliance between the Jews of Palestine and the Romans, renewed for upwards of a century. Rulers found them to be loyal and reliable, contributing to peace and good order.

The organisation of Jewish life abroad in the pre-Christian centuries is something about which all too little is known from available sources. We are immediately interested only in the lands bordering the Mediterranean, and need not go further back in history than the end of the fourth century B.C. Before the triumphs of Alexander the Great the Greeks were not much acquainted with the Jews, who previously had not to any extent settled in their cities. It was otherwise with Syria, Egypt and the North African seaboard. In Egypt there were ancient Jewish settlements which had their own temples and had not greatly been affected by the changes in Jewish religious thought after the Babylonian Exile. The situation was different, of course, in the Hellenic period in Egypt when in the second century Ptolemy Philometor gave permission to the refugee Jewish priest Onias to build a temple at Leontopolis modelled on that of Jerusalem. In other areas nothing is known of the Jews having temples as places of worship. The Jewish expatriates of that time recognised the Temple at Jerusalem as the focal point of their religion, and assembled humbly for prayer and instruction in meeting-house (synagogue) and oratory (proseuche). Both terms are Greek, and point to an evident feature of Jewish religious life which made it readily distinguishable by their neighbours from their own.

Since Jewish national independence was not fully regained until the close of the second century B.C. there was no cause for the Greeks to be conscious of the Jews except in respect of their way of life. They were taken to be Syrians, a section of that people particularly devoted to philosophy. This is how they appeared to Theophrastus, the famous pupil of Aristotle.​[11] For others, like Clearchus and Megasthenes, the Jews among the Syrians corresponded to the Brahmans among the Hindus.​[12]  Judaismos did not so much appear to Greeks as a distinct religion: it seemed rather to be an oriental philosophy followed by a caste which involved certain attitudes and regulations. It is easy to see how this opinion arose. The synagogues bore no resemblance to temples. They had no images of gods, no altars, no priestly rites. There was no coming and going of devotees and suppliants bringing gifts and offerings and presenting private petitions. These things were the characteristics of a religion. Instead, there was the reading, study and exposition of ancient sacred books, collective chanting and recitations. The philosophy inculcated separatism, the rejection of other religious beliefs, and non-participation in the usual kind of ceremonies. Judaism had curious disciplines, the mutilation of males by circumcision, abstention from various foods and from all work every seventh day, special feasts and ablutions.

For the Greeks, therefore, Judaism was not a thiasos (a cult), and it took some time to be appreciated that the Jews among them followed a national cult having its centre in the Temple at Jerusalem. The peculiarities of the Jewish position only emerged gradually as a result of closer contact and political circumstances. In the Hellenic world there were Jews who were citizens in the Greek tribal sense, under the name of Alexandrians or Macedonians; but largely they were metics (sojourners), who yet could have legal privileges and a communal guild type of organisation, being run like miniature states with magistrates and council, the corporate entity vested in the synagogue being able to acquire property according to the means of the community.​[13] In many places the Jews obtained special concessions to meet their needs and scruples, which became a cause of offence and ill-will.

In Egypt, later a hotbed of antisemitism, the presence of Jews had not been particularly resented before the large-scale influx of Jewish settlers promoted by Alexander the Great to inhabit his new city of Alexandria. Under the rule of the Greek Ptolemies the Jewish population further increased, so that in Alexandria alone they occupied two out of the five sections of the city. When reference begins to be made to them at the end of the fourth and early in the third century B.C. by non-Jewish authors, such as Hecataeus, a Greek residing in Egypt, and the Egyptian priest Manetho, it is mainly in relation to historical matters, among others to offer a counter-version to the Jewish story of the Exodus under Moses. Neither writer exhibits any intimate acquaintance with Jews or first-hand knowledge of Jewish literature, and Manetho confesses as much.

Hecataeus, not being an Egyptian, is the more objective, while Manetho’s account is strongly nationalistic and somewhat waspish. The exodus of the Jews under Moses is identified with the expulsion of the Hyksos. Two versions are given by Manetho, one supposedly based on ancient records and the other derived from current popular legends. According to Hecataeus all strangers, not only Hebrews, were expelled from Egypt. This was due to a pestilence in that country which was attributed to neglect of the gods. Some of the strangers migrated to Greece led by chieftains such as Danaus and Cadmus, while the greater part under Moses occupied Palestine. Because of the expulsion Moses made laws contrary to those of other nations, which accounts for the Jews having an ‘inhospitable and inhuman’ way of life.​[14] But Hecataeus does pay tribute to the wisdom and courage of Moses, and for some of his statements it appears likely that he had a Hellenised Jew as his informant.

Manetho’s second account is akin to that of Hecataeus. An Egyptian Pharaoh Amenophis desiring to behold the gods was told by a priest that this would be granted to him if he cleansed Egypt of all lepers and unclean persons. Accordingly these were assembled to the number of 80,000 and sent to work in the eastern quarries. On their petitioning Amenophis they were granted possession of the city of Avaris as a place of residence. Now this was ‘a Typhonian city’. Here under the leadership of Osarsiph they settled and agreed to obey the laws he drew up for them in opposition to the laws and religion of the Egyptians and which provided that ‘they would associate with none except their confederates’. Determining to make war on Amenophis, the people of Avaris sent to Jerusalem and enlisted the aid of the Hyksos, who had formerly occupied Egypt, and together they invaded Egypt and occupied it for thirteen years.​[15]

In this story there is a fusion of Joseph and Moses. The leader of the outcasts is called Osarsiph by Egyptianising the name Joseph. The Jo (Greek Io) has been taken to represent the Hebrew God-name, and for this the Egyptian Osar (Osiris) has been substituted. Manetho goes further than Hecataeus in stressing Jewish separatism and antagonism to Egyptian customs and beliefs. Intentionally Avaris is stigmatised as a Typhonian city, for in Egyptian mythology Set-Typhon was the archfiend inspired by Apep, the enemy of Ra the sun-god. One of the likenesses of Apep was the Ass,​[16] and this animal came to be identified with Typhon.

Writing in the first century A.D., Plutarch tells us: ‘Osiris and Isis have, then, changed from good daemons into gods, while as for the dimmed and shattered power of Typhon, though it is at its last gasp and in its final death-throes, the Egyptians still appease and soothe it with certain feasts of offerings. Yet again, every now and then, at certain festivals they humiliate it dreadfully and treat it most despitefully—even to rolling red-skinned men in the mud and driving an ass over a precipice (as the Koptos folk)—because Typhon was born with his skin red and ass-like. While the Busiris folk and Lycopolitans do not use trumpets at all, as they sound like an ass braying....’ And further, ‘Those who say that Typhon’s flight on an ass from the fight (with Horus the sun-god) lasted seven days, and that after reaching a place of safety he begat sons, Hierosolymus and Judaeus, are instantly convicted of dragging Jewish matters into the myth.’​[17]
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