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To P.J.J.N.,


For making me laugh.









‘And when the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her and said to her, “Do not weep.” Then he came up and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.’


Luke 7:13–15, ESV


‘Apollonius said, “Put the bier down, for I will end your crying over the girl.” . . . Apollonius, after merely touching her and saying something secretly, woke the bride from her apparent death. The girl spoke, and went back to her father’s house.’


Life of Apollonius of Tyana, IV.45









‘Probably a crab would be filled with a sense of personal outrage if it could hear us class it without ado or apology as a crustacean, and thus dispose of it. “I am no such thing,” it would say; “I am MYSELF, MYSELF alone.” ’


William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902)
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PROLOGUE





‘Christian children all must be / Mild, obedient, good as He.’


‘Once in Royal David’s City’,
19th-century hymn


‘He is killing our children’


A parent laments the behaviour of Jesus,
Infancy Gospel of Thomas, c. 2nd century AD












Even when Jesus was small, the villagers realized there was something unusual about him. Perhaps it was because he showed a certain confidence – bordering on arrogance – in the way he spoke to adults. Or perhaps it was due to the way his parents, Mary and Joseph, treated him: with a respect that at times seemed to verge on anxiety.


Or perhaps it was because he killed people.


Jesus’ miracles hadn’t started in a terrible way. Indeed, the first miracle, which would be spoken of for centuries everywhere from Alexandria to Arabia, was one of great charm. One Sabbath day, when he was just five years old, Jesus was playing alongside other village children in the ford of a brook. As young children love to do, he was diverting the rushing water into pools. Once the pool had been formed, the water cleared.


Yet, if one looked closely, there was something slightly strange about the way the water was behaving. It was not obeying the laws of nature as it ran and flowed and cleared. It was instead obeying the command of this boy: he gave the word, and the water changed its course.


Tiring of that game, Jesus began another. Taking some of the soft clay from the muddy edges of the water, he started to sculpt it into little sparrows, twelve in all. At that moment a man happened to walk past and saw what he was doing. Angry that Jesus was profaning the Sabbath in this way, the man went to Joseph and reported what he had seen. Joseph came to the boy. Why, he asked him, was he doing ‘on the Sabbath things which it is not lawful to do?’ Jesus didn’t answer Joseph directly. Instead, he clapped his hands and cried out, ‘Be gone!’ to the sparrows.1 And, chirping, the sparrows flew away.


Had the events of that day stopped there, they would have been remarkable enough. But they did not.


A young boy who had been watching all this came forward, took a willow stick, broke the dams that Jesus had created and let the waters out. Jesus turned on him in a fury. ‘You insolent, godless ignoramus!’ he said. ‘What harm did the pools and the water do to you?’ In a rage, Jesus carried on. ‘Behold,’ he said. ‘Now you also shall wither like a tree, and shall bear neither leaves nor root nor fruit.’2 The curse was opaque, but its effects were clear. For, immediately, that once healthy little boy became withered and deformed.


Worse was to come.


Not long after the incident at the stream, Jesus was passing through his village when another small boy ran past and bumped him on the shoulder. It may have been an accident; it may not. Either way, Jesus was once again angered and uttered an ominously oblique curse. ‘You shall not go further on your way.’3 His meaning became clear a moment later: the little boy fell down dead.


These are the words of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.










INTRODUCTION



Each midwinter, in chapels and churches and cathedrals, it begins.


A single, small voice breaks the silence. ‘Once in Royal David’s city,’ it sings, ‘Stood a lowly cattle shed.’ The carol goes on, telling a story so well known it hardly needs repeating. It is the story of how, in that lowly stable, a maiden (gentle, mild) laid her baby in a manger; and of how that baby became a boy (obedient, good); and of how that boy was in truth a saviour – the saviour – who now sits in heaven.


To listen to it is, as anyone who has heard it will know, a moving experience – almost less for its words than for how they are performed. For it opens with that child’s voice, smooth as a pebble, bright as a star and all alone. As it moves into the second verse, the solo is joined by voices from the choir; and then finally the whole congregation joins in, a great swelling surge of sound, and the single note becomes a chorus and the message is in the mouths of all: Jesus has come. Christianity is here.


The history of Christianity – the tale of how this tiny insignificant sect came to dominate the West – is often told in similarly stirring terms. In this story, Christianity begins as a single voice – the voice of Jesus. It then gathers around it a small chorus – a fisherman here, a tax-collector there – before even more people are drawn to it, won over by the message of how that boy became a man who healed the blind, cured the lame, was crucified and rose again. First tens of people start to believe, then hundreds, then thousands, then millions, until, in one miraculous, triumphant moment, the Roman Empire itself converts and the fate of the world is changed.


This story is familiar not merely because we have been told it, but because Christianity infuses the art and architecture of the West: it spans the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel; it thunders through Handel’s triumphant Messiah and it weaves through the lines of Milton and Dante and Donne. It has changed things both big and small: it has shaped the skylines of our cities – for it raised the dome of St Peter’s and the towers of Notre-Dame and spreads its outstretched arms over Rio de Janeiro – and it has put words into our mouths, for when we talk of lands of milk and honey, or thieves in the night, or of turning the other cheek – or, indeed, of putting words into our mouths – we are speaking phrases shaped by it. Even our calendar conforms to Christianity, since in the West we celebrate on saints’ days, rest on Sundays and holiday at Christmas and at Easter. Time itself is measured out in a Christian tread. This, it seems, is a message written in stone and just as immovable.


Except this certainty is an illusion. The Gospel of John might begin with the magnificently lapidary line declaring that ‘In the beginning was the word’ – but in the beginning there was not one, singular ‘word’, or one single Christian message.* The idea is a nonsense. In the first centuries of Christianity, there were instead many words, many voices – many of which disagreed with each other vehemently, and at times violently, on almost every aspect of this story. Because, in the years after the life and death of Jesus, there was absolutely no consensus on who he had been, or what he had done, or why he mattered – or even whether he did matter. In the earliest centuries of Christianity there were indeed Christians who said that Jesus was meek and mild and gentle, but there were many other Christians who believed equally fervently in a saviour who blinded those who criticized him and murdered those who merely bothered him. And there were some Christians who happily believed in both.


Differences are to be found everywhere. Consider, for example, the story of Jesus’ birth. While there were, it is true, early Christians who believed that Jesus had been born of Mary, a virgin, there were large numbers of others who said: bunkum. Jesus was simply a normal man, who had been fathered by Joseph, ‘just as all men were generated from a man’s seed and a woman.’1 Other Christians entirely rejected the idea that a god would grow inside a mortal womb as mere men did – it was too undignified. Instead, they argued, Jesus had been pre-assembled in heaven, then arrived on earth when he came down ‘from above and passed through the Virgin Mary like water through a pipe.’2 Which was apparently considered a more decorous solution. And one extremely ancient text, which can be dated to the middle of the second century, explained in some detail how Jesus had impregnated his own mother himself.3 In this somewhat surprising account, Jesus explains how he, in the likeness of an angel, appeared to his mother Mary, who laughed, and how he then entered her himself, and ‘I, the Word, went into her and became flesh.’*4


The differences go on. For almost any aspect of Jesus that is ‘known’ in the West today, there were once alternatives. While some ancient Christians venerated a Jesus who – like the familiar Jesus of Sunday schools and sunbeams – advised his followers to suffer the little children to come unto him, other ancient Christians venerated a Jesus who warned his followers in the strongest possible terms not to have any children at all, because all children turn out to be either ‘lunatics or half-withered or crippled or deaf or dumb or paralytics or idiots.’5 And while there were indeed some early Christians who believed, as Christians do today, in a Jesus who was crucified, there were others who considered that idea absurd, for why would a god allow himself to be crucified? These Christians were said – at least by their critics – to believe instead that Jesus had magically swapped his body with that of another man at the last moment, then stood opposite, ‘laughing’, as the other man died in agony.6


Almost every early Christian text offers a different view; a different strand to ‘the’ Christian story that is familiar today. The differences are dizzying. Take the Virgin Mary. Honey-haired and head bowed, for centuries Mary epitomized an ideal of feminine meekness. But she was not always such a milquetoast: one ancient telling of the Nativity includes a Mary whose vagina can, and at one point does, roast human flesh. The text that contains this tale is in many ways very beautiful. At the moment of the birth of Jesus, the world quite literally stops turning: birds are stilled in mid-air; a shepherd who has raised his arm to strike his sheep becomes frozen, arm aloft; even the stars pause their nightly procession across the sky. Then, shortly after the birth of Jesus, a woman arrives at the familiar Nativity scene, with its ox and its ass, and – in a slightly less familiar twist to this story – inserts her hand into Mary’s vagina to test whether she really is a virgin. The woman’s hand is immediately burned off. ‘Woe,’ says the woman, as well she might.7


But, perhaps most importantly, not all of the voices that could be heard in the darkness of these early centuries were Christian. Despite what Christian histories and sentimental Christian hymns might make modern minds think, Jesus did not arrive into a world that was spiritually silent – and certainly not into a world that was in any way short of prophets. On the contrary: read ancient satirists and there appears to have been a glut of men around at this time who claimed to be able to heal the blind, cure the lame – and who were similarly fond of making hair-raising predictions about the future. As a Greek critic called Celsus tartly put it: there are ‘others who go about begging [and] say that they are sons of God who have come from above’.8


To educated Greek and Roman minds, all of these so-called ‘prophets’ deserved not pious reverence but parody – and Greek and Roman writers duly parodied them mercilessly. ‘It is an ordinary and common custom,’ wrote Celsus, for these so-called prophets ‘to say: “I am God (or a son of God, or a divine Spirit). And I have come.” ’ Their irksome spiel was always the same: after declaring their divinity, they would go on to declare that, ‘Already the world is being destroyed. And you, O men, are to perish because of your iniquities. But I wish to save you. And you shall see me returning again with heavenly power.’9


I still remember where I was sitting when I first read Celsus. It was a grey autumn afternoon, and I was in the British Library, and the readers around me were starting to switch on the lights above their desks. As I looked at the words on the yellowing page before me (to this day, Celsus is a far from fashionable author), I saw passages that seemed to me to be so rude, so sceptical, so shocking – so, frankly, funny – that they took my breath away. I had to resist the temptation to nudge the person next to me and say: Look. Did you know this?


I certainly didn’t, and I had been brought up in a house that was quite religious. Before they met and married, my mother had been a nun and my father had been a monk – and, even when they left religious orders, they didn’t leave religion behind entirely. We all went to church every Sunday, said grace before meals and prayers before bed. Each Christmas, I helped my mother put out our crib, with its little pink baby Jesus and its ox and its ass; each Lent, I gave up chocolate; each Halloween, I was piously scandalized by those who painted their faces and went trick-or-treating, a habit that I considered both wicked and American. Until I was well into my teens, I believed in God – and it wasn’t until my late twenties that I would be confident enough to say that I actively did not. Although for much of that time, my idea of God was rather hazy: as a young child, I thought that God was called Peter because, throughout Mass, we seemed to say, at intervals, ‘Thanks Peter God.’


Even though I eventually gave it up, Catholicism had settled on me like dust, falling in places visible and invisible. Long after I stopped believing, I would come across corners of Catholicism in my mind that had lain unnoticed and undisturbed for years. When I was in my late teens, I learned that a friend of mine hadn’t been baptized and, just for a moment, I was shocked that her parents could have been so careless: her name seemed to me to be less securely attached to her if it wasn’t held on with holy water. A moment later, I felt shocked that I had been shocked – and yet I had been.


But, then again, it requires little to shock the child of a monk and a nun: I also used to feel alarmed when friends’ parents played loud pop music in their cars, and even by people who wore jeans, which seemed to me startlingly modern. I am not proud of my prissiness; I simply note it. And, long after I stopped believing in the truth of the Christian God, I still believed in the truth of Christian history, and of how this religion had been received and spread. Which is why, when I started reading Celsus in the library on that dull autumn day, I was shocked once again – but this time by my own ignorance: how had I not known that in the ancient world people had said such things?


I started reading, and didn’t stop. I now know that there are good reasons why I didn’t know this – and why some people still don’t. In certain circles – among those with an interest in the history of Christianity, for example – the views of writers like Celsus are widely known. But they certainly aren’t familiar to everyone, and they are rarely taught in schools. This is not surprising. Simply because something is a historical fact – and that there were many different forms of ancient Christianities is such a fact – does not mean that it will become widely known. The historian E. H. Carr once wrote that historical facts are ‘like fish swimming about in a vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the historian catches will depend, partly on chance, but mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in.’10 For many centuries, Christian historians did not, typically, spend much time fishing in waters where they might find alternative saviours, or tales of a murderous Jesus – and they certainly rarely chose to serve these up to their readers.


In truth, the absence of these stories is also due, at least partially, to more sinister causes than that. Many of the stories in this book were buried, in some cases quite literally, when Christianity came to power in the fourth century. Under the influence of Christianity, the noisy, critical, quarrelsome habits of the Roman Empire started to change. As the thunderous words of one fourth-century law declared, public discussion of religion was, in this newly Christian world, to cease; while those who continued to ‘contend’ about religion in public would ‘pay the penalty of high treason with their lives and blood.’11


Other laws appeared soon after. Within a few decades of Christianity coming to power, so-called ‘heretics’ started first to be deprived of certain legal rights, then of certain jobs, then of their places of worship and even, eventually, their homes. One typically aggressive ruling proclaimed that ‘the polluted contagions of the heretics shall be expelled from the cities and driven forth from the villages.’12 In this new world, heretical books (and indeed books that were merely critical of Christianity) were outlawed and burned, while heretics could find themselves pursued, at times violently. Within fifty years of Christianity coming to power, as one observer noted, ‘many whole communities of those who are called “heretics” were actually butchered.’13 This book will look at this story and at how, as the great Oxford historian G. E. M. de Ste. Croix put it, the Catholic Church became ‘the greatest organized persecuting force in human history.’14


At the heart of many of these persecutions was the new Christian concept of ‘heresy’. Heresy came to be closely associated with Christianity, but as a word it long predated it. ‘Heresy’ comes from the Greek word haireo, which means ‘I choose’.* In the form ‘heresy’ – haeresis, in Greek – it merely meant something that was chosen; a ‘choice’.15 In the pre-Christian Greek world, ‘heresy’ had been a word with positive connotations – to use your intellect to make independent-minded choices was, then, considered a good thing. It did not retain that positive feel. Within the first century of the birth of this new religion, ‘choice’ for Christians had become no longer a praiseworthy attribute but a ‘poison’. Heretics started to be spoken of not merely as people but as a disease to be ‘cured’, a gangrene to be ‘cut out’ and a pollution to be eliminated in order to purify the Christian body as a whole. As St Augustine – always a man with enviable mastery of metaphor – would later put it, heretics were those whom the church ‘voids from itself like shit.’16


Though it is worth being cautious of the word heresy, chiefly because it pretends to a precision that it lacks. Books on this era have, for centuries, referred to ‘the heretics’ and ‘the orthodox’ as though these terms are absolute ones, with clear-cut and unmoving definitions. They are not; they are relative – little more than the religious equivalent of ‘mine’ and ‘yours’, or perhaps, in the context of history, of ‘winner’ and ‘loser’. ‘Everyone’, as the philosopher John Locke later wrote, ‘is orthodox to himself.’17


This book is called Heresy, though not all the beliefs it chronicles are heretical – far from it. Some were schismatic; some were merely disapproved of – and many of the more surprising stories recounted here were (despite occasional harrumphing from the Church) an accepted part of Christian worship for centuries. I have taken Heresy as the title less because of its Christian meaning than its original Greek one. For this is a book about choice, and how choice can be lost.


This can happen in far more subtle ways than is often thought. When most people think of heresy, and of how heresies are wiped out, they will tend to turn to moments of violence: to slaughtered villages and ferocious laws; to tongues that are cut out and hands cut off; to beatings and scalpings and killings. And this story does have many of those things, certainly – as it should: not only does such violence have an effect on beliefs, it also, at the distance of a millennium or two, makes for splendidly entertaining history.


But violence can also be a distraction. Thomas Carlyle objected to history ‘written in hysterics’ – and that should be guarded against here, too.18 Many in the ancient world will have converted to Christianity for positive reasons. This new religion brought many benefits, both spiritual and material, to its adherents, since early Christians, like later ones, cared generously for the needy. And while some were forced to convert by violence or its threat, the number of such conversions will have been small. Few societies, and certainly few ancient societies, can staff the violent repression of belief on a large scale. Certainly Rome could not: even at its height, the empire was administered so lightly that there was, on average, one member of senior imperial staff per 330,000 inhabitants.19


Violence is, in fact, rarely necessary. Most people do not require being flogged with leaden weights to abandon their ideas; for most, the fear that they might lose their job, or that they might merely lose a friend, is enough to make them change their beliefs – or at least stop talking about them. ‘You may talk of the tyranny of Nero and Tiberius; but the real tyranny is the tyranny of your next-door neighbour,’ as Walter Bagehot, the Victorian journalist and editor, wrote. ‘Public opinion is a permeating influence, and it exacts obedience to itself.’20 This, then, is a book about heresy and about how beliefs and ideas are violently silenced. But it is also about the ways in which people silence themselves. It is about the far more insidious ways in which things become first unwritable, then unsayable and finally unthinkable.


This book will itself do some things that are, in the world of history, if not heretical then mildly frowned upon. For one thing, it will unapologetically consider Christianity alongside other classical religions. To do this is relatively unusual (though much less so than it once was). For centuries, there was almost a gentlemen’s agreement between classicists and theologians that the Greek and Roman gods, which fell into the categories of ‘history’ and ‘mythology’ (and, tacitly, of ‘absurdity’), should be dealt with by classicists; while the Christian God and his followers, which fell into the category of true religion, should be dealt with by theologians.


This reluctance to bracket Christianity with other ancient religions is understandable. As the pioneering psychologist William James observed when he gave a series of lectures on religious belief, ‘we instinctively recoil from seeing an object to which our emotions and affections are committed handled by the intellect as any other object is handled.’21 But it is also poor history. Theologians and classicists might shelve their books in different corners of different libraries, but the classical world was far more promiscuous: a statue of Orpheus might, so one ancient author said, stand happily alongside one of Jesus; the name of Helios might appear alongside that of Christ in a single spell.22 This book will mirror that ancient approach and mingle and compare Christian habits and non-Christian ones. Christianity was uniquely successful; it was not – despite its later claims – unique.


This book will also move briskly: it will skip across centuries and leap across continents – and it will do so without apology. Christianity spread with extraordinary rapidity across the known world, and its consequences would last for many centuries; to give even a sense of this it is necessary to be nippy. This book will therefore head to ancient Syria and listen to a spellbinding Syrian ode in which the Holy Spirit milks the breasts of a Christian God who is far less masculine than the one most now know.23 It will travel to Africa to listen to an Ethiopic Christian text that records how Jesus resurrected a cockerel from a chicken dinner and sent the bird into the sky for a thousand years. It will leap forward in time, too, to watch as ‘crusaders’ gather on the bend in a river in medieval France, then surge into a small town and slaughter every man, woman and child who they find sheltering in a cathedral, because some of them – not all, but only some – were heretics.


This book asks not only for your attention but for your imagination. It asks you to go to that moment of silence at the start of that carol and to imagine not just that there were other voices in the darkness, but that there was a time – a time long, long ago – when those other voices actually mattered. It is hard to make this imaginative leap: well aware that almost all those other voices would be wiped out in Europe, historians have tended to grant them oblivion in the pages of history, too. But they were there, these voices – and they did matter. In some places, they still do.


In late 1950, the explorer Wilfred Thesiger arrived in Iraq and travelled to its marshlands. He was bewitched by what he found. There, he saw people living a life that had hardly changed in 2,000 years. He also found a people who practised a religion that looked a little like Christianity: its followers believed in God, and in Adam, and in John the Baptist. But this religion was also very different, for these people believed that Jesus was not a saviour but a fraud and a malevolent sorcerer. To this day, in Ethiopia, many Christians still read that text about the resurrected cockerel.


The form of Christianity that survived in the West argued, for centuries, that its victory over its rivals was natural and preordained. It was nothing of the kind. Other forms of Christianity, and other ancient religions that closely resembled it, survived for centuries elsewhere. Had history tilted slightly differently, they might have survived in Europe, too. They did not. One kind of Christianity won in the West, then crushed its rivals out of existence. One single form of Christianity enjoyed serendipity and called it destiny. It was not. It could all, so very easily, have been different.


Although, in some ways, these early differences did not wholly die out. Many of those early iterations of Christianity are now largely forgotten – but they are not gone. Just as long-buried ancient walls leave lines in modern wheat fields, so these ancient beliefs have marked modern Christianity in ways big and small. Gospels and stories that would later seem shocking to modern readers were, for centuries, central to the calendar, readings and thought of the Church; many have infused the art and thinking of Western Christianity. Look carefully, listen closely, and you can hear whispers of them to this day. They are there in the poetry of Milton and in the damned of Dante; they are there in the paintings of Giotto, and they are there in the Christmas images that we in the West celebrate still.


Of course, I had little idea of this when, as a child, I set out that crib with my mother. Each year, we put out Mary and Joseph, and the three wise men. And, each year, we put out the ox and the donkey on which Mary had ridden. Our crib, we were certain, was correct: the perfect representation of the story of the birth of Jesus, as told in the Bible. And yet the ox and the donkey – seen in so many cards and carols and paintings – are not mentioned in the Bible. They are mentioned instead in another ancient gospel – a gospel in which, at the moment of the birth of Jesus, the world stopped turning, and the vagina of the Virgin Mary burned off another woman’s hand.










AUTHOR’S NOTE



There are many, many stories in this book and the reader might wonder: which was correct? It is important to state at the beginning that this book will take no position on this question. It will absolutely not attempt to adjudicate over which of these stories – of murderous Jesuses, or Marys with miraculous powers – is more plausible. These texts are not of interest to the historian because they are believable – all break the laws of nature merrily and frequently – but because they were (and in some cases still are) believed. To dismiss them because their theology or message seems implausible would make this a work of theology, not history.


The reader might also wonder which of these narratives, in the beginning, was more popular and important. These are hard questions. Many of these stories would go on to be very popular indeed: some would be read across several continents for several centuries. But their popularity took time to develop. This book looks at the early stages in the evolution of a religion and – as in the early evolution of any species – the absolute numbers involved are tiny.


Simply because a species becomes all-conquering does not mean it was always so. The gospel narratives known today were popular from the beginning. But so too were others. Evolution is unpredictable. At times, the ancestors of Homo sapiens teetered close to extinction. The race, after all, is not always to the swift nor the battle to the strong. Time and chance happen to them all. The religions that humans have embraced have risen and fallen with similar rapidity and unpredictability. In the first century AD, it would not have been immediately obvious which form of which ancient religion would eventually outcompete all the others. Of course religious believers – then and now – would beg to differ. They usually know which religion is best: their own. The early followers of Christ knew this clearly. But then so too did many followers of Zeus and Mithras. To the disinterested observer, the matter is much less clear.


Which of these Christian stories was more popular? The simple answer is that, in the earliest years, none was very popular at all. One (very rough) estimate puts the total number of Christians in the year 100 AD at around seven thousand*. The number of fully literate Christians able to read these stories has also been estimated and it is smaller still: perhaps under a hundred. This is clearly a wild guess (or in academic parlance, a heuristic) but it is telling nonetheless.


Few, in the first centuries of Christianity, would have been able to confidently predict which of its stories would win out over all the others. But eventually, time and chance had their say and the race was won by some of them. We know those stories, still, today. This book is the story of the others.


Where possible, this book will avoid using such freighted terms as ‘heretic’ and ‘heretical’ and ‘orthodox’ and ‘pagan’. When they are used, they will often be in inverted commas – though, since context often applies its own inverted commas, and since relentless use of quotation marks can start to feel fussy, they will not always be used; if they are not there, they can and should merely be assumed.


This book does not touch on early Christianity’s relationship to Judaism. An excellent introduction to this topic remains Géza Vermes’s Jesus the Jew. Nor does this book touch, except tangentially, on the early Church’s ferocious rhetoric against Jewish people, nor the anti-Jewish laws and edicts that Christian rulers often passed and enforced against Jewish people in these centuries, for that vast topic would deserve a book to itself. However, for those who are interested, reading the Theodosian Code is not a bad place to start.










CHAPTER ONE



ANTICHRIST




‘Apsethus is a god’


Greek parrots proclaim the arrival of yet another deity,
Libya, c. 2nd century AD












His birth had been miraculous. In the reign of Caesar Augustus, as the first millennium began, in a town in the east of the Roman Empire, a woman fell pregnant. While her belly was swollen with her child, a divine being appeared to her and spoke to her – though she was not at all afraid. She asked the heavenly vision who her son would be, and he replied that her child would be a god. Not merely the son of a god – but a god himself, made flesh and born from the womb of a mortal woman.1


And indeed, when this boy was born, heaven itself seemed to acclaim him. For a bolt of lightning appeared, poised in the heavens above his birthplace, before disappearing upwards. ‘The gods’, one of his followers later wrote, ‘were giving a signal and an omen of his brilliance.’2


His life offered stranger things yet. As the boy grew into a man, people started to come to him. Some came because they had heard the stories of his miraculous birth and were curious; others perhaps were attracted by his unusual appearance. Despite being beautiful, he dressed in a way that was simple to the point of eccentric, growing his hair long, wearing plain linen robes and going about barefoot.


Some came to hear him speak: he was so charismatic that, when he arrived in a city, even workmen left what they were doing and came to follow him. Others came to ask him for healing: they had heard that he could drive out demons, cure the sick and even – or so some said – raise the dead.


The scene of this man’s most astonishing miracle had begun unremarkably enough. He was in Rome, and it was a dull and miserable day. It was raining, and a sickness had been sweeping the city; people everywhere were coughing and talking with rasping voices. Even the emperor himself had been affected.


At around this time, this man set out on a walk. As he went, he noticed a funeral procession making its way through the rain, following the body of a young girl. The girl was from one of the grandest families in the city, and today should have been one of joy for them, as it was her wedding day. But, in the very hour of her marriage, she had died. Now, instead of dancing through the streets in celebration, the two families were walking through the drizzle, united only by grief. It was said that the whole city mourned with the groom as he went.


Seeing their sorrow, the man approached immediately. Put the body down, he said, ‘For I will end your crying over the girl.’3 He asked the mourners what her name was. The crowd, uncertain what was going on, assumed he was about to perform a funeral oration. Instead, he approached the corpse and, ‘merely touching her and saying something secretly, woke the bride from her apparent death.’ She instantly revived. ‘The girl spoke, and went back to her father’s house.’4


Some scorned such stories as superstitious claptrap. But others saw, and they believed – not merely that he had performed these miracles, but that his mother’s vision had been true. They believed that this long-haired healer was indeed a god in human form: a healing god born of a mortal woman. The man himself had even once declared: ‘I am not mortal’.5 One later writer suggested that his biography should be called, ‘A Visit of God to Mankind’.6


Stories about this man spread far and fast; people flocked to his shrines. He rapidly became one of the most popular wonder-workers in the Roman Empire. Indeed, he became so popular that soon, or so it was said, even the imperial family itself started to worship him.7


And his name was Apollonius of Tyana. Or, as the Christians would later call him, he was an ‘antichrist’.8


The poet Milton had been clear. The moment of Christ’s birth had brought instant defeat upon the gods of the Roman Empire. On that very morning, those ancient Roman gods and goddesses, those demigods and nymphs, had heard the news and, realizing they were beaten, had simply fled the earth. In the groves and the hills and the woods of Italy, wrote Milton, ‘A voice of weeping . . . and loud lament’ was heard as the old deities fled, in terror.9 Christ had come: heaven and earth had been transformed.


This is an idea that would linger in poetry and in prose. The Enlightenment historian Edward Gibbon argued that Christ’s birth didn’t merely begin the Christian religion – it marked the start of all true religious belief in the ancient world. The Romans had been far too clever, Gibbon wrote, to believe in their own ridiculous gods – in lecherous, philandering Jupiter and sulky Juno and all the others – and had looked upon these gods with ‘secret contempt’. It had only been with the arrival of Jesus that the Romans really started believing in religion, for finally they had received a ‘genuine revelation, fitted to inspire the most rational esteem and conviction.’10 As late as the twentieth century, a children’s history book, A Little History of the World by E. H. Gombrich, would feel able to confidently explain to its readers that, in Christianity, the Romans heard ‘something that was entirely new, something that had never been heard before’.11 The message is clear: the ancient world had been waiting for its saviour.


The idea is charming – and it is untrue. Read ancient texts carefully, without the distorting fog of two millennia of Christian thought, and it becomes clear that the benighted pagan world was not, after all, waiting for its saviour. If anything, it seemed to think it was suffering from an overabundance of such men; and almost nothing about Christianity struck any ancient observers as the slightest bit novel. Christians claimed that Jesus was the son of a god and had been born of a virgin? Well, as ancient authors briskly pointed out, that was hardly a unique claim. Such stories had been told of the healing god Asclepius (whose father was Apollo and whose mother had been a mere mortal); Apollonius (whose father was the god Proteus and whose mother was mortal); and Pythagoras (father: Apollo; mother: mortal); as well as the less-than-virtuous Alexander the Great (whose divine father was rumoured to have impregnated his mother in the form of a snake).12 As irritated ancient critics pointed out, the list was long.


Far from greeting the tales of Jesus with breathless awe, the reaction of most ancient intellectuals seems to have been one of contempt, or boredom, mingled with barely concealed mirth. Little about this new sect escaped criticism of ancient observers. Christian parables were ‘fictitious’ garbage, wrote a scornful third-century philosopher named Porphyry; they were no more than ‘little imaginative stories’ that were ‘replete with stupidity’ and written in a ‘comical and unconvincing’ style, while Christian metaphors were ‘dubious little saying[s]’ and Christian theology was, he thought, idiotic.13 Ancient authors had similarly little time for Christian promises that the end of the world was nigh (it manifestly wasn’t) and that all Christians would be resurrected after their deaths (they clearly wouldn’t). The Christian apologist C. S. Lewis once wrote that Jesus must have been either a liar, or a lunatic, or truly God.14 The cynical pagan world was very clear which of these three it thought him to be – and it certainly wasn’t the latter.


Christianity, it is true, did offer some religious novelties. Its habit of ceremonially drinking the ‘body’ and ‘blood’ of its saviour was one, but this was, to say the least, not greeted with wholehearted enthusiasm by ancient observers. When Greeks and Romans heard about it, their reaction was less Gibbon’s ‘rational esteem’ than utter revulsion. This is, wrote Porphyry, an intensely strange idea: ‘that a man should taste human flesh, and drink the blood of the same tribe’s members and race – and by doing so he should partake of eternal life.’15 Porphyry professed himself confused by the whole thing. ‘What does this . . . mean?’ he asked. Was it meant allegorically? If so, it was both baffling and revolting – ‘bestial and absurd’ – and unpleasant even to think about. Even the ‘fragrance of this story demoralises the soul by upsetting it with unpleasant things.’16 True, this habit wasn’t a total novelty: there had always been those who believed that human blood had miraculous powers. Pliny the Elder had written with disgust of how some would hurry into the arena to drink the blood of gladiators, as if it contained life itself.17 But this odd idea could surely appeal to almost no one – and, added Porphyry with typical intellectual disdain, still less to any man who had had the advantage of a good education.


One of the things that irked ancient observers most about the new Christian cult that had appeared in their midst was not merely that its followers claimed Christ performed miracles, or that he had divine qualities. It was that they seemed to consider this in any way special. Why, asked the irritated Celsus, is it that all our stories are to be regarded as mere ‘legends’ while yours is to be regarded as ‘noble and convincing’?18 Christians, one Greek writer observed testily, claim that Christ was unique, but other men ‘also performed wonders . . . in fact, they performed boundless wonders.’19 Moreover, Christians placed baffling amounts of faith in texts that had clearly been written by uneducated hands. ‘They talk of Jesus up hill and down dale,’ one classical critic wrote, ‘revering him for giving sight to the blind and doing some such miracles as these.’20 But, he argued, ‘the deeds of Jesus have been exaggerated’ by his followers, who were hardly intellectuals, he added, but rather ‘liars [and] yokels’.21


Jesus’ prophecies – revered by his followers – were treated with similarly short shrift by sceptical Greeks and Romans. There are so many men ‘who prophesy at the slightest excuse,’ wrote Celsus.22 Such people could be spotted both inside and outside temples, babbling about the end times. They ‘wander about begging and roaming around cities and military camps; and they pretend to be moved as if giving some oracular utterance.’23


These doom-mongering prophets were common in the East, Celsus went on – indeed, they were ‘the most perfect type among the men in that region.’ Their so-called ‘prophecies’ followed a familiar pattern (or so Celsus said). First, such men would claim divinity for themselves; then they would warn that the world was being destroyed; then they would add, ‘Blessed is he who has worshipped me now! But I will cast everlasting fire upon all the rest, both on cities and on country places. And men who fail to realise the penalties in store for them will in vain repent and groan. But I will preserve for ever those who have been convinced by me.’24 Even Christianity tacitly acknowledged that it had a large number of competitors – and frowned upon them. As the Gospel of Matthew warned, ‘there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect.’25


It was all so confusing, Celsus archly complained. How on earth could one know which doom-monger to believe? ‘If these people proclaim Jesus, and others proclaim someone else, and if they all have the common and glib slogan, “Believe if you want to be saved, or else away with you” – well then, what will those do who really want to be saved? Are they to throw dice in order to divine where they may turn, and whom they are to follow?’26


Porphyry was bothered by another aspect of the Christian story. If, to be saved, one had to believe in Christ, then why, Porphyry asked, did God leave it so late to send him? Why leave everyone who lived and died before Christ to roast in hell? ‘What’, Porphyry asked, ‘have humans done in the many centuries before Christ? . . . Why has the so-called saviour made himself unavailable in all these centuries?’27 What about all the poor people who had been born and died before Jesus came? Why not turn up a bit earlier? ‘Was it necessary that he come at the end of days and not earlier’, leaving ‘an innumerable multitude of peoples’, born before Jesus, to be damned? How can a supposedly ‘compassionate and merciful God’, Porphyry wondered in contempt, allow that?28


The Christian idea that the end of the world was nigh also took a hammering from Porphyry. Surely no one, he wrote, ‘is so uneducated or so stupid’ as to believe in the absurd Christian view of what would happen in the end times. Besides, as he pointed out, the end of the world wasn’t nigh at all. Christians had claimed that it would come when the gospel was known across the world. But, Porphyry wrote, ‘every street on earth’ knew the gospel these days, ‘But the end is nowhere [in sight] and it will never come.’29


Later, when Christianity became first more confident, and then aggressive, it would start to reject the idea that it was similar to any of these other cults, or that Jesus had anything in common with other ancient healers or saviours – but, in the early days of its existence, it did not merely admit the similarities, but even traded on them: they offered plausible precedents for Christianity’s own claims. ‘When we say also that [Jesus] was produced without sexual union,’ wrote the second-century Christian author Justin Martyr, ‘and that He . . . was crucified and died, and rose again, and ascended into heaven, we propound nothing different from what you believe regarding those whom you esteem sons of Jupiter.’30


Justin was able to make such comparisons in part because – contrary to the imaginings of Milton and Gibbon – the ancient world had not been emptied of its gods the moment that Christ arrived on earth. On the contrary: ancient deities were still present in ancient minds, and still venerated by many. The Roman pantheon was far larger than is often remembered: there were not merely the famous gods who are remembered today – the Apollos and Junos and Jupiters – but countless lesser ones too.


Every human endeavour in the ancient world – from holding a meeting of the senate, to planting a crop, or even having sex – cast a divine shadow and had its associated deities. Indeed, as one critic later grumbled, sex seems to have been particularly well supplied by the divine. The bedrooms of the amorous were filled, one fifth-century Christian tutted, with a veritable ‘swarm of deities’ overseeing matters. The ‘goddess Virginensis is present to unfasten the virgin’s girdle’; then, once that was done, ‘the god Subigus is present to ensure her husband will be able to subdue [the woman] successfully’; while ‘the goddess Prema is there to press [the woman] down once she has submitted, so that she will not struggle . . .’31 Romance might have been absent from Roman bedrooms; religion, clearly, was not.


And, in this quarrelsome and competitive pantheon, there were several deities who resembled Jesus – or rather, given that several predated him, it would be more precise to say that Jesus resembled them. The world of ancient Roman religion is often referred to as a marketplace and, as is common in marketplaces, many of the most successful products resembled each other closely. Not all of these divine figures filled precisely the same divine niche, nor did they perform precisely the same miracles: some claimed to be prophets; others were divinities; others worked wonders. But they did all share one characteristic, for all were roundly mocked by their more sceptical neighbours, who considered them cranks and charlatans.


Consider the second-century Apsethus, a supposed (and rather underwhelming) mystic from Libya, who was so keen to be recognized as a god that he trained parrots to flap around him squawking, ‘Apsethus is a god.’ His neighbours promptly captured the parrots and, in revenge, trained them to instead squawk a brisk but effective denunciation: ‘Apsethus, having caged us, compelled us to say, Apsethus is a god.’32 The Libyans, whose sense of humour later seems to have failed them, eventually decided to burn Apsethus alive. A prophet is often without honour in his home town.


As cynics observed, it didn’t take much to get a new religion going in those days. A Greek satirist called Lucian wrote an acidulous account of a charlatan named Alexander, who popped up in the east of the Roman Empire at the start of the second century AD and started peddling a new religion there. His aim – at least according to Lucian – was less divine than very earthly indeed: as Lucian explains, Alexander had ‘readily discerned that human life is swayed by two great tyrants, hope and fear.’ Religion helped to tame both, and so Alexander realized that he ‘would speedily enrich himself’ if he set up a religion.33


Alexander had all the prophetic staples: he had a divine backstory (he was supposed to be the grandson of a god) and the looks (his eyes used to shine ‘with a great glow of fervour and enthusiasm’).34 The only thing he was lacking were the proper prophetic locks: his hair wouldn’t grow to quite the required length, so, Lucian writes, Alexander had to resort to hair extensions. This was done so skilfully that ‘most people did not detect that [his hair] was not his own.’35


Once his look was complete, Alexander – a ‘consummate rascal’ – got going on his ‘victims’, as Lucian calls them, heading off to some backwards province in search of what Lucian considered to be the essential ingredient of a new religion – namely, ‘fat-heads’ and ‘simpletons’ who might be persuaded to become its followers. All a man had to do was turn up in some provincial backwater, Lucian wrote, start spouting rubbish, and the locals there would stare at him ‘as if he were a god from heaven.’36


Lucian’s Alexander is entertaining enough, but to modern eyes the most striking ancient wonder-worker of all is Apollonius, as so many of the stories told about him carry echoes – and more – of those told about Jesus. Even the year of his birth was similar to that of Jesus. The latter, it is estimated, was born at some point between 6 BC and 4 BC; Apollonius’ birth date is similarly imprecise, but it is estimated that he was born somewhere between 4 BC or 3 BC and the ‘early years’ of the first century AD; though other historians – and this is a mark of how vague his history is – place his date as late as 30 or 40 AD.37 It is possible, even probable, that their lives overlapped. And, as ancient critics of Christianity pointed out with gusto, the two men’s lives were replete with similarity, from their births onwards.


At least one ancient author even seems to have made a laborious point-by-point comparison of the two men’s lives. Precisely what this work said is not now known – like so many other writings that were critical of Christianity, it has largely been lost. But the briefest look at Jesus’ life and Apollonius’ shows just how easy such an attempt would have been, for in so many ways the two resemble each other so closely. Consider their births. When Apollonius of Tyana’s mother was pregnant – or so his surviving biography claims – that divine being appeared to her, but she was unafraid, and was told she was pregnant with a god.38 Similarly, an angel appeared to Jesus’ mother Mary, ‘And the angel said unto her, “Fear not, Mary: for thou hast found favour with God.” ’ Mary too is told that she will conceive a son and that he will ‘be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.’39 In the gospels, Jesus’ birth is marked by a ‘star in the East’; Apollonius’ is marked by a bolt of lightning in the sky.40


Their later lives offer other similarities. When both men get to adulthood, they start to lead a peripatetic existence, roaming about the countryside, preaching and gathering large numbers of followers. When Apollonius arrives in a town, we are told, ‘not even workmen stayed at their crafts, but followed him.’41 For Jesus, it is fishermen who leave their work. Come, follow me, says Jesus to the fishermen, and ‘Immediately they left their nets and followed him.’42


Both Apollonius and Jesus raise the dead. Apollonius’ miracle begins when he is walking in Rome and his attention is caught by that funeral procession and the girl’s body being carried on a funeral bier (a form of ancient stretcher for the dead). In the gospels, Jesus’ attention is drawn when, as ‘he drew near to the gate of the town’, he saw ‘a man who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, and a considerable crowd from the town was with her.’43


Apollonius tells the crowd to put her down and that he will end their tears. In the Bible, it is the mother who is approached by Jesus, but the message is similar: ‘And when the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her and said to her, “Do not weep.” ’44 Apollonius then approaches the body: by touching her, and whispering something inaudible, he wakes the dead girl and, we are told, she spoke and returned to her father’s home. In the account in the Bible, Jesus ‘came up and touched the bier.’ He then spoke to the body: ‘he said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.’45


The similarities continue. Both Apollonius and Jesus end up irritating the authorities enough that they are put on trial by the Romans. In both narratives, the trials are a moment of high drama, as the potential punishment for each man is execution. And yet, Jesus and Apollonius go willingly to their trials – much to the distress of their closest followers and friends. A little before Apollonius’ trial, one of his friends asks him if he will ever see him again. Apollonius assures him that he will. ‘Alive?’ asks the friend. Apollonius laughs. ‘To my way of thinking, alive, but to yours, risen from the dead.’46


Both men, either in or around the time of their trials, are accused of pretending to be some form of divinity. Jesus is brought before the Jewish chief priests and the scribes, who ask, ‘Are you the Son of God, then?’47 Apollonius is asked, directly, in his trial, ‘Why is it that men call you a god?’ (He is also asked by his interrogator, who sounds momentarily more like an irritated 1960s father than a Roman, why he wears his hair so long.) In neither is a hard conviction given by the judge: in Jesus’ trial, Pontius Pilate washes his hands of what is about to happen, saying, ‘I am innocent of this man’s blood.’48 Apollonius is not found guilty for the odder reason that he simply disappears from the courtroom in a ‘godlike and inexplicable’ manner.49 Jesus is executed; Apollonius vanishes.


Afterwards, both reappear to their followers, who doubt what they are seeing. In the narrative about Jesus, one of his disciples, Thomas (‘Doubting Thomas’, as he would become known), refuses to believe that he really is seeing his master, resurrected. Eventually, Jesus says to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side. Do not disbelieve, but believe.’50 In the case of Apollonius, one of his followers similarly cannot believe that he is really looking at his beloved master, or that he really is alive. So Apollonius ‘stretched out his hand and said: “Take hold of me, and if I evade you, then I am indeed a ghost . . . But if I resist your touch, then you shall [know] I am both alive and that I have not abandoned my body.” ’51


Quite how these similarities arose in the two stories is, to this day, unclear. Did the text of Apollonius copy that of the gospels? It is impossible to know. If the author of Apollonius’ surviving biography knew about Christ, then he hides his knowledge well, as Jesus is not mentioned a single time in the text.52 Did the gospels copy stories that were circulating about Apollonius? Again, it is impossible to say. Accurate dates for the composition of each text would bring some clarity, but the dates available are almost all frustratingly vague.


Both men were born around the same time and it is possible that they were contemporaries. But the question of who was written about first is unclear. The books in the Bible that tell the story of Jesus’ life (the ‘gospels’) were written, it is thought, over a period between around AD 70 and AD 110 – in other words, at least a generation after Jesus’ death. The only biography of Apollonius that survives today – there had been more, but they were lost, most probably in the ensuing centuries as Christian attitudes to Apollonius became increasingly aggressive – was written around AD 220. Clearly, then, the account of Apollonius was written much later: it is the obvious candidate for having copied the stories about Christ, rather than vice versa. Though it is not quite that simple. Apollonius’ surviving biography was written later – but it is also clear that it relied on a much earlier, lengthy biography written by someone who claimed to be a younger contemporary of Apollonius.53 What that work said is, of course, not known; it is impossible to tell if it resembled the biography that survives. But if the claim about an earlier work is true, then the first written account of Apollonius might date to around the same time as the first gospels. If.


But that is mere speculation. In the absence of any of those earlier works, one guess – and, given the vast losses of ancient literature, this debate, like so many, is one reduced to guesses – is that neither text precisely copied the other, but instead that both accounts arose in a world steeped in the same myths. Both texts, as one modern academic has put it, drew on ‘a common stock of philosophical ideas, especially influenced by Stoicism, about what is a good and virtuous life’.54 Moreover, time plays tricks on the modern reader. When we read Apollonius’ biography today, we are chiefly struck by the similarities with the life, and particularly the trial and death, of Jesus. But, to an ancient reader, the far more obvious parallels would have been with the execution, trial and death of Socrates.


Milton imagined that the nymphs and gods of the old religion had fled at the moment of Christ’s birth. But they had not. Apollonius and Christ were both born into a world in which the lame walked and the blind could see; in which mortals ascended to heaven and gods walked among men. The first century ‘in the year of our Lord’, as it came to be called, was in truth a century that was full of many lords, and saviours, and gods – both the one who became ‘our Lord’, in the West, and the many, many more who did not.
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