




The Rise of Christianity 

How the Obscure, Margina[ jesus 

Movement Became the Dominant 

Religious Force in the Western 

World in a Few Centuries 

+ 

RODNEY STARK 

• 
-

HarperSanFrancisco 
An Imprint ofHarperCollinsPublishers 





THE RISE or CHRISTIANITY: How tlu! Obscure, Marginai jesus Movement Became the 
Dominant Religious Force in tlu! Western World in a Few Centuries. Copyright © 1996 by 

Princeton University Press. Ali rights reserved. Printed in the United States of 

America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatso­

ever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in 

criticai articles and reviews. For information address Princeton University Press, 41 

Wìlliam Street, Princeton, NJ 08540. 

This edition is published by arrangement with Princeton University Press. 

HarperCollins Web Site: http:/ /www.harpercollins.com 

HarperCollins•, 111 •, and HarperSanFranciscoTM are trademarks of HarperCollim 

Publishers Inc. 

FIRST HARPERCOI.LI!';S PAPERBACK EDITION PUBLISHED IN 1997 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Stark, Rodney . 
The rise of Christianity: how the obscure, marginaljesus 

movement became the dominant religious force in the Western world in 

a few centuries l Rodney Stark. - l st HarperCollins pbk. ed. 

p. cm. 

Originally published: Princeton, NJ. : Princeton University 

Press, cl996. 

lncludes bibliographical references and index. 

ISBN 0-0&06770 1-5 (pbk.) 

l. Church history-Primitive and early church, ca. 30-600. 
2. Sociology, Christian-History-Early church, ca. 30-600. 
I. Title. 
[BR166.S75 1997) 

306.6'701-<lc21 

07 08 RRD 30 29 28 27 26 

97-5535 



FOR FRANCES AND KEITH 

+ 





List of Illustrations 

Preface 

CHAPTER l 

+ Contents + 

IX 

Xl 

Conversion and Christian Growth 3 

CHAPTER 2 
The Class Basis of Early Christianity 29 

CHAPTER 3 
The Mission to the Jews: Why It Probably Succeeded 49 

CHAPTER 4 
Epidemics, Networks, and Conversion 

CHAPTER 5 
The Role of Women in Christian Growth 

CHAPTER 6 
Christianizing the Urban Empire: A Quantitative 
Approach 

CHAPTER 7 
Urban Chaos and Crisis: The Case of Antioch 

CHAPTER 8 
The Martyrs: Sacrifice as Rational Choice 

CHAPTER 9 
Opportunity and Organization 

CHAPTER 10 

A Brief Reflection on Virtue 

Notes 

Bibliography 

Index 

vii 

73 

95 

1 29 

1 47 

1 63 

191  

209 

217 

223 

243 





+ Illustrations + 

Bust of Constantine. Alinari/ Art Resource, NY 2 

Portrait of Christian mother and her two children. 
Alinari/ Art Resource, NY 28 

Bas-relief from the Arch of Titus. Alinari/ Art 
Resource, NY 

Roman medicai instruments. Alinari/ Art 
Resource, NY 

Head of female. Alinari/ Art Resource, NY 

Map of empire.  

Graffiti. 

Martyrs. Nimatallah/ Art Resource, NY 

Statue of goddess Isis. Alinari/ Art Resource, NY 

Thumbs Down. Phoenix Art Museum; Museum 
Purchase. 

ix 

48 

72 

96 

130 

1 46 

164 

190 

210  





+ Preface + 

l HA VE ALW A YS been a history buff, but for most of my career 
I never really considered working with historical materials my­
self. I was content to be a sociologist and to spend my time try­
ing to formulate and test more rigorous theories concerning a 
range of topics-most of them involving the sociology of reli­
gion. Then, in 1984, I read Wayne Meeks's TheFirst Urban Chris­
tians. I bought it on impulse from the History Book Club, and 
I liked i t very much. I was extremely impressed, no t only by the 
many new things I learned about the subject, but also with 
Meeks's efforts to utilize social science. 

Several months later I got lucky again. I carne across a reli­
gious studies book catalog. In addition to Meeks's book, it 
listed other new tides in early church history. Here are the three 
new books I ordered that day: Christianizing the Roman Empire, 
by Ramsay MacMullen; The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, by 
Robert L. Wilken; and Miracle in the Early Christian World, by 
Howard Clark Kee. I t would be hard to select three better books 
on the early Christian era. And, along with Meeks, these au­
thors convinced me that what the field really needed was a 
more up-to-date and more rigorous brand of social science. 

A year later, when I sent off a paper entided "The Class Basis 
of Early Christianity: Inferences from a Sociological Model," I 
informed the journal editor that my primary purpose was to dis­
cover whether I was "good enough to play in the Greco-Roman 
League. "  Thus I was delighted when severa! historians of the 
New Testament era responded so favorably to the essay that 
they invited me to write a paper that would serve as the focus of 
the 1986 annual meeting of the Social History of Early Christi­
anity Group of the Society of Biblica! Literature . That paper 
laid out my heretical view that the mission to the Jews had been 

far more successful and long-lasting than the New Testament 
and the early church fathers claim. After formai responses to 

the essay by John Elliott, Ronald Hock, Caroline Osiek, and 
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P R E F A C E  

L .  Michael White, I was engaged i n  a long question-and-answer 
session by the discussants and by many members of the large 
audience. Having long been accustomed to social science meet­
ings where no one bothers to attend the sessions, I was quite 
unprepared for the intellectual dialogue that took place-it 
was the most rewarding three hours I have ever spent at an aca­
demic meeting. Moreover, at least for me, i t answered the ques­
tion of whether I h ad anything to contribute to the study of the 
early church. 

I am no t a New Testament scholar an d shall never be. N or am 
I a historian-despite my recent venture into American reli­
gious history (Finke and Stark 1 992) . I am a sociologist who 
sometimes works with historical materials an d who has, in prep­
aration of this volume, done his best to master the pertinent 
sources, albeit mostly in English. What I am primarily trying to 
contribute to studies of the early church is better social sci­
ence-better theories an d more formai methods of analysis, in­
cluding quantification wherever possible and appropriate. 
Thus in this book I shall try to introduce historians and biblica! 
scholars to real social science, including formai rational choice 
theory, theories of the firm, the role of social networks an d in­

terpersonal attachments in conversion, dynamic population 
models, social epidemiology, and models of religious econo­
mies. Conversely, I shall try to share with social scientists the 
immense scholarly riches available from modern studies of 
antiquity. 

I am indebted to many scholars for advice and especially for 
guiding me to sources that I would not have found because of 
my lack of formai training in the field. I am particularly in­
debted to my sometime collaborator Laurence Iannaccone of 
Santa Clara University, not only for his many useful comments, 
but for many of the fundamental insights that underlie chap­
ters 8 and 9. I am also very grateful to L. Michael White, of 
Oberlin College, and to my colleague Michael A. Williams, of 
the University of Washington, for invaluable help in dealing 
with the sources and for encouraging me to pursue these top­
ics. I must thank William R. Garrett, of St. Michael's College, 
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PREFACE 

for valuable suggestions as well as early encouragement. David 
L. Balch, of Brite Divinity School at Texas Christian University, 
invited me to participate in an International Conference on the 
Social History of the Matthean Community and convinced me 
to write the essay that now is chapter 7. Stanley K. Stowers, of 
Brown University, graciously invited me there to give severa! 
lectures, prompting me to complete my work on the Christian­
izing of the urban empire. During his tenure as president of 
the Association for the Sociology of Religion, David Bromley 
arranged for me to give the Paul Hanly Furfey Lecture, and 
chapter 5 was the result. Darren Sherkat, of Vanderbilt Uni­
versity, made useful suggestions about severa! of my forays into 
the arithmetic of the possible. Finally, Roger S. Bagnali, of Co­
lumbia University, steered me away from severa! unnecessary 
speculations. 

I should also like to thank Benjamin and Linda de Wit, of 
Chalcedon Books in East Lansing, Michigan, for finding me 
copies of many classics---often many versions of the same one. 
Being dependent on translations, much to my surprise I found 
myself burdened with too many translations. On my shelves are 
four translations of Eusebius, for example. There are very 
marked differences among them on many of the passages I 
have quoted in this study. Which to use? On the basis of prose 
style, I much preferred the 1 965 translation by G. A. William­
son. However, my colleagues with formai training in the area 
explained that Eusebius actually wrote very dull, awkward prose 
and thus I ought to rely on the Lawlor and Oulton version. I am 
not convinced that translators need to capture the dullness of 
the originai if they are true to the meaning of each passage. 
Mter making many comparisons I adopted a rule that I bave 
applied in all instances when I have possessed multiple transla­
tions: to use the version that most clearly expressed the point 
that caused me to quote the materia!, as long as the point is not 
unique to a particular translation. 

Working with the famous ten-volume translations of The Ante­
Nicene Fathers, edited by Roberts an d Donaldson, made me ap­
preciate fully my debt to multiple translations. This was espe-
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cially true as I wrote about abortion, birth control, and sexual 
norms in chapter 5; whenever the church fathers wrote can­
didly on these matters, the Roberts and Donaldson version 
translated the originai Greek into Latin rather than into En­
glish. Reading Clement of Alexandria, for example, one en­
counters frequent blocks of type in Latin. FromJaroslav Pelikan 
( 1987:38) I discovered that this was a very old tradition. Hence 
Edward Gibbon reported in his A utobiography that "my English 
text is chaste, all licentious passages are left in the obscurity of 
a learned language" ( 1961 : 1 98) . Fortunately for those of us for 
whom learned languages are obscure, there exist more recent 
translations, written by scholars having less refined sensibilities 
than Gibbon or the Victorian gentlemen from Edinburgh. In 
all , it was a most instructive experience. 

This book was a long time coming. From the start I have 
tested the waters by publishing early versions of many of these 
chapters in various journals-as is noted at the start of appro­
priate chapters. Moreover, this project was never my principal 
undertaking. Sin ce early 1 985, when I completed the initial ver­
sion of what is now chapter 2,  I have published a number of 
books ( one of them an introduction to sociology that I have 
subsequently revised five ti m es) . In the midst of these other ac­
tivities, my effort to reconstruct the rise of Christianity has been 
a cherished hobby-a justification for reading books and arti­
cles that now fill an entire wall of my study. It would be impos­
sible to express adequately how much pleasure I have gained 
from these authors. I am convinced that students of antiquity 
are on average the most careful researchers and the most grace­
ful writers in the world of scholarship. Sadly, this concludes my 
hobby and ends my visi t to their domain. 
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Rather than cause the triumph of Christianity, the emperor Con­

stantine's "Edict of Milan" was an astute response to rapid Christian 

growth that had already made them a major politica! force.  



+ CHAP TER l + 

Conversion and Christian Growth 

FINALLY, ali qu�ions concerning the rise of Christianity are 
one: How was it done? How did a tiny and obscure messianic 
movement from the edge of the Roman Empire dislodge classi­
ca! paganism and become the dominant faith of Western civili­
zation? Although this is the only question, it requires many an­
swers-no one thing led to the triumph of Christianity. 

The chapters that follow will attempt to reconstruct the rise 
of Christianity in arder to explain why i t happened. But in this 
chapter I will pose the question in a more precise way than has 
been don e. First, I shall explore the arithmetic of growth to see 
more clearly the task that had to be accomplished. What is the 
minimum rate of growth that would permit the Christian move­
ment to become as large as it must have been in the time that 
history allows? Did Christianity grow so rapidly that mass con­
versions must have taken place-as Acts attests and every histo­
rian from Eusebius to Ramsay MacMullen has believed? Having 
established a plausible growth curve for the rise of Christianity, 
I will review sociological knowledge of the process by which 
people convert to new religions in arder to infer certain re­
quirements concerning social relations between Christians and 
the surrounding Greco-Roman world. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the legitimate uses of social scientific theo­
ries to reconstruct history in the absence of adequate informa­
ti o n on what actually occurred. 

Since this book is a work of both history an d social science, I 
have written it for a nonprofessional audience. In this way I can 
make sure that the social science is fully accessible to historians 
of the early church, meanwhile preventing social scientists from 
becoming lost amidst obscure historical and textual references. 

Before I proceed, however, it seems appropriate to discuss 
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whether an attempt to explain the rise of Christianity is not 
somewhat sacrilegious. If, for example, I argue that the rise of 
Christianity benefi.ted from superior fertility or from an excess 
of females who made possible high rates of exogamous mar­
riage, amI not, thereby, attributing sacred achievements to pro­
fane causes? I think no t. Whatever one does or does no t believe 
about the divine, obviously God did not cause the world to be­
come Christian, since that remains to be achieved. Rather, the 
New Testament recounts human efforts to spread the faith. No 

sacrilege is entailed in the search to understand human actions 
in human terms. Moreover, I do no t reduce the rise of Christi­
anity to purely "materia!" or social factors. Doctrine receives its 

due-an essential factor in the religion's success was what 

Christians believed. 

THE ARITHMETIC OF GROWTH 

Studies of the rise of Christianity ali stress the movement's 
rapid growth, but rarely are any figures offered. Perhaps this 
reflects the prevalence among historians of the notion, recently 

expressed by Pierre Chuvin, that "ancient history remains 

wholly refractory to quantitative evaluations" (1990:12). 
Granted, we shall never discover "lost" Roman census data giv­

ing authoritative statistics on the religious composition of the 
empire in various periods. Nevertheless, we must quantify--at 
least in terms of exploring the arithmetic of the possible-if w e 
are to grasp the magnitude of the phenomenon that is to be 
explained. For example, in order for Cbristianity to have 
acbieved success in the time allowed, must it bave grown at 
rates tbat seem incredible in tbe light of modern experience? If 
so, then we may need to formulate new social scientific proposi­
tions about conversion. If not, then we bave some well-tested 

propositions to draw upon. What we need is at least two plaus­
ible numbers to provide the basis for extrapolating the proba-
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C O N V E R S I O N  A N D  C H R I S T I A N  G R O W T H  

ble rate of early Christian growth. Having achieved such a rate 
and used i t to project the number of Christians in various years, 
we can then test these projections against a variety of historical 
conclusions and estimates. 

For a starting number, Acts 1:14-15 suggests that severa! 
months after the Crucifixion there were 120 Christians. Later, 

in Acts 4:4, a total of 5,000 believers is claimed. And, according 
to Acts 21:20, by the sixth decade of the first century there were 
"many thousands of Jews" in Jerusalem who now believed. 
These are not statistics. Had there been that many converts in 
Jerusalem, it would have been the first Christian city, since 
there probably were no more than twenty thousand inhabitants 
a t this time-J. C. Russe li ( l  958) estimated only ten thousand. 
As Hans Conzelmann hoted, these numbers are only "meant to 
render impressive the marvel that here the Lord himself is at 
work" (1973:63). Indeed, as Robert M. Grant pointed out, "one 
must always remember that figures in antiquity . . . were part of 
rhetorical exercises" (l 977:7-8) and were no t really meant to 
be taken literally. Nor is this limited to antiquity. In 1984 a 
Toronto magazine claimed that there were 10,000 Hare 
Krishna members in that city. But when Irving Hexham, Ray­
mond F. Currie, andjoan B. Townsend (1985) checked on the 
matter, they found that the correct total was 80. 

Origen remarked, "Let i t be granted that Christians were few 
in the beginning" (Against Celsus 3.1 O, l 989 ed. ) ,  but how many 
would that have been? It seems wise to be conservative here, 

and thus I shall assume that there were 1,000 Christians in the 
year 40. I shall qualify this assumption at several later points in 
the chapter. 

Now for an endingnumber. As late as the middle of the third 
century, Origen admitted that Christians made up "just a few" 
of the population. Yet only six decades later, Christians were so 
numerous that Constantine found it expedient to embrace the 
church. This has caused many scholars to think that something 
really extraordinary, in terms of growth, happened in the latter 
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half of the third century (cf. Gager 1 975) . This may explain 
why, of the few numbers that have been offered in the litera­
ture, most are for membership in about the year 300. 

Edward Gibbon may have been the first to attempt to esti­
mate the Christian population, placing it at no more than "a 
twentieth part of the subjects of the empire" at the time of Con­
stantine's conversion ( [ 1 7'.76-1 788] 1960: 1 87) . Later writers 
have rejected Gibbon 's figure as far too low. Goodenough 
( 1 93 1 )  estimated that 1 0  percent of the empire 's population 
were Christians by the time of Constantine. lfwe accept 60 mil­
lion as the total population at that time-which is the most 
widely accepted estimate (Boak 1955a; Russell 1958; MacMul­
len 1 984; Wilken 1 984)-this would mean that there were 6 
million Christians at the start of the fourth century. Von Hert­
ling ( 1934) estimated the maximum number of Christians in 
the year 300 as 15  million. Grant ( 1 978) rejected this as far too 
high and even rejected von Hertling's minimum estimate of 7.5 
million as high. MacMullen ( 1984) placed the number of Chris­
tians in 300 at 5 million. Fortunately, we do not need greater 
precision; if we assume that the actual number of Christians in 
the year 300 lay within the range of 5-7.5 million, we have an 
adequate basis for exploring what rate of growth is needed for 
that range to be reached in 260 years. 

Given our starting number, if Christianity grew at the rate of 
40 percent per decade, there would have been 7,530 Christians in 
the year 1 00, followed by 21 7,795 Christians in the year 200 and 
by 6,299,832 Christians in the year 300. If we cut the rate of 
growth to 30 percent a decade, by the year 300 there would 
h ave bee n only 91 7,334 Christian s-a figure far below what any­
one would accept. On the other hand, ifwe increase the growth 
rate to 50 percent a decade, then there would have been 
37,876,752 Christians in the year 300-or more than twice von 
Hertling's maximum estimate. Hence 40 percent per decade 
(or 3.42 percent per year) seems the most plausible estimate of 
the rate at which Christianity actually grew during the first sev­
era! centuries. 
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TABLE 1 . 1  
Christian Growth Projected at 40 Percent per Decade 

Year Number of Christians Percent of Populatiort" 

40 1 ,000 0.00 1 7  
50 1 ,400 0.0023 

100 7,530 0.0126 
1 50 40,496 0.07 
200 21 7,795 0.36 
250 1 , 1 71 ,356 1 .9 
300 6,299,832 10.5 
350 33,882,008 56.5 

a Based on an estimated population of 60 million. 

This is a very encouraging finding since it is exceedingly 
dose to the average growth rate of 43 percent per decade that 
the Mormon church has maintained over the past century 
(Stark 1984, 1994). Thus we know that the numerica} goals 
Christianity needed to achieve are entirely in keeping with 
modero experience, and we are not forced to seek exceptional 
explanations. Rather, history allows time for the normal pro­
cesses of conversion, as understood by contemporary social sci­
ence, to take piace. 

However, before we take up the topic of conversion, i t seems 
worthwhiie to pause and consider the widespread impression 
that Christian growth speeded rapidiy during the Iast half of the 
third century. In terms of rateof growth, it probabiy did not. But 
because of the rather extraordinary features of exponentiai 
curves, this probably was a period of "miracuious-seeming" 
growth in terms of absolute numbers. Ali of this is clear in table 
1 . 1 .  

Progress must bave seemed terribly slow during the first cen­
tury-the projected total is only 7,530 by 100. There was a 
greater increase in numbers by the middie of the second cen­
tury, but stili the projection amounts to oniy slightly more than 
40,000 Christians. This projection is in extremely dose agree-
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ment with Robert L. Wilken's estimate of "less than fifty thou­
sand Christians" at this time-"an infinitesimal number in a so­
ciety comprising sixty million" ( 1 984:3 1 ) .  Indeed, according to 
L. Michael White ( 1 990: 1 1  O), Christians in Rome stili me t in 
private homes at this time. Then, early in the third century, the 
projected size of the Christian population picks up a bit an d by 
250 reaches 1 .9 percent. This estimate is also sustained by a 
prominent historian 's "feel" for the times. Discussing the pro­
cess of conversion to Christianity, Robin Lane Fox advised that 
we keep "the total number of Christians in perspective: their 
faith was much the most rapidly growing religion in the Medi­
terranean, but its total membership was stili small in absolute 
terms, perhaps (at a guess) only 2 percent of the Empire's total 
population by 250" ( 1987:3 17) . But even more compelling is 
how the absolute number (as well as the percent Christian) sud­
denly shoots upward between 250 and 300, just as historians 
h ave reported, 1 an d recent archaeological findings from Dura­
Europos support this view. Excavations of a Christian building 
show that during the middle of the third century a house 
church was extensively remodeled into a building "entirely de­
voted to religious functions," after which "all domestic activities 
ceased" (White 1990: 1 20) . The renovations mainly involved the 
removal of partition walls to create an enlarged meeting hall­
indicative of the need to accommodate more worshipers. That 
my reconstruction of Christian growth exhibits the "sudden 
spurt" long associated with the second half of the third century 
adds to the plausibility of the figures. 

The projections are also extremely consistent with Graydon 
F .. Snyder's ( 1 985) assessment of all known archaeological evi­
dence of Christianity during the first three centuries. Snyder 
determined that there really isn't any such evidence prior to 
180. He interpreted this to indicate that before then it is impos­
sible to distinguish Christian from non-Christian culture in "fu­
nerary art, inscriptions, letters, symbols, and perhaps buildings 

[because] it took aver a century for the new community of 
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C O N V E R SI O N A N D  C H RI S T IAN G R O WT H  

faith to develop a distinctive mode of self-expression" (Snyder 
1985:2) . That may be, but i t must also be noted that the survival 
of Christian archaeological evidence would bave been roughly 
proportionate to how much there could have been to start with. 
The lack of anything surviving from prior to 180 must be as­
sessed on the basis of the tiny number of Christians w ho could 
bave left such traces. Surely it is not surprising that the 7,535 
Christians at the end of the first century left no trace. By 180, 
when I project that the total Christian population first passed 
the 1 00,000 mark, there would finally bave been enough Chris­
tians so that it is probable that traces of their existence would 
survive. Thus Snyder's findings are very compatible with my es­
timates of a very small Christian population in the first two 
centuries. 

As an additional test of these projections, Robert M. Gran t 
has calculated that there were 7,000 Christians in Rome at the 
end of the second century ( 1977:6) . If we also accept Grant's 
estimate of 700,000 as the population of Rome for that year, 
then l percent of the population of Rome had been converted 
by the year 200. If we se t the total population of the empire a t 
60 million in 200, then ,  based on the projection for that year, 
Christians constituted 0.36 percent of the empire's population. 
This seems to be an entirely plausible matchup, since the pro­
portion Christian should bave been higher in Rome than in the 
empire at large. First of ali, historians assume that the church in 
Rome was exceptionally strong-it was well known for sending 
funds to Christians elsewhere. In about 1 70, Dionysius of 
Corinth wrote to the Roman church: "From the start it has been 
your custom to treat ali Christians with unfailing kindness, and 
to send contributions to many churches in every city, some­
times alleviating the distress of those in need, sometimes pro­
viding for your brothers in the mines" (Eusebius, Ecclesiastica/ 
History 4.23.6, 1965 ed. ). Second, by 200 the Christian propor­
tion of the population of the city of Rome must bave been sub­
stantially larger than that in the whole of the empire because 
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Christianity had not yet made much headway in the more west­
erly provinces. As will be seen in chapter 6, of the twenty-two 
largest cities in the empire, four probably still lacked a Chris­
tian church by the year 200. Although I bave estimated the over­
all number of Christians in the empire, I am fully aware that 
Christian growth was concentrated in the East-in Asia Minor, 
Egypt, and North Mrica. Moreover, there is generai agreement 
among historians (Harnack 1908; Boak 1 955a; Meeks 1983) 
that the Christian proportion of the population was substan­
tially higher in citi es than in the rural areas at this time-hence 
the term paganus or "countryman" carne to refer to non-Chris­
tians (pagans) . In any event, bere too the projections closely 
agree with estimates based on independent sources. 

Now, l et us peek just a bit further into the future of Christian 
growth. If growth held at 40 percent per decade for the first half 
of the fourth century, there would bave been 33,882,008 Chris­
tians by 350. In an empire having a population of at least 60 
million, there might well bave been 33 million Christians by 
350-for by then some contemporary Christian writers were 
claiming a majority (Harnack 1908: 2:29). Looking at the rise of 
a Christian majority as purely a function of a constant rate of 
growth calls into serious question the emphasis given by 
Eusebius and others to the conversion of Constantine as the 
factor that produced the Christian majority (Grant 1977). So 
long as nothing changed in the conditions that sustained the 
40-percent-a-decade growth rate, Constantine's conversion 
would better be seen as a response to the massive exponential 
wave in progress, not as its cause. 

This interpretation is entirely in keeping with the thesis de­
veloped by Shirley Jackson Case in bis 1925 presidential address 
to the American Society of Church History. Case began by not­
ing that attempts by the emperor Diocletian in 303, and contin­
ued by bis successor Galerius in 305, to use persecution to force 
Christians to support the state had failed because "by the year 
300 Christianity had become too widely accepted in Roman so-
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ciety to make possible a successful persecution on the part of 
the government" ( 1928:59) . As a result, Case continued, by 31 1 
the emperor Galerius switched tactics and excused the Chris­
tians from praying to Roman gods, and asked only that they 
pray to "their own god for our security and that of the state" 
(Case 1 928:61 ) .  Thus Constantine 's edict of toleration, issued 
two years later, was simply a continuation of state policy. Case's 
assessment of Constantine 's edict stressed the impact of Chris­
tian growth on this policy: 

In this document one perceives very easily the real basis of Con­

stantine's favor for Christianity. First, there is the characteristic 

attitude of an emperor who is seeking supernatural support for 

his government, and secondly, there is a recognition of the fact 

that the Christian element in the population is now so large, and 

its support for Constantine and Licinius in their conflict with ri­

vals who still opposed Christianity, is so highly esteemed, that the 

emperors are ready to credit the Christian God with the exercise 

of a measure of supernatural power on a par with the other gods 

of the State. ( 1928:62) 

It is reassuring to bave the projections of Christian member­
ship in table 1 . 1  fit so well with severa} independent estimates, 
with major historical perceptions such as the rapid increases 
during the latter part of the third century, and with the record 
of Mormon growth achieved aver the past century. Keep in 
mind, however, that the numbers are estimates, not recorded 
fact. They seem very plausible, but I would be entirely comfort­
able with suggestions that reality may bave been a bit lumpier. 
Perhaps growth was somewhat more rapid in the earliest days 
and my beginning number of 1 ,000 Christians in 40 is a bit low. 
But it also seems likely that there we� periodic losses in the 
early days, some of which may bave been very substantial far a 
group stili so small. Far example, following the execution of 
James an d the subsequent destruction of Jerusalem, the Chris­
tian community in Palestine seems to bave died aut (Frend 
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1965, 1984) . And while Tacitus's claim that "an immense 
multitude" (Annals 1 5 .44, 1989 ed.)  was butchered by Nero in 
about 65 is much exaggerated (see chapter 8) , even the deaths 
of several hundred Christians would bave been a very serious 
setback. 

· I have tried to offset such bumps and lumps in the growth 
curve by starting with a very conservative number. Moreover, 
my purpose in generating these numbers was not to discover 
"facts, "  but to impose needed discipline on the subject. That is, 
by resorting to simple arithmetic I believe I bave demonstrated 
adequately that the rise of Christianity required no miraculous 
rates of conversion. 

Several years after I had completed this exploration of the 
arithmetic of early Christian growth, when this book was nearly 
finished, my colieague Michael Williarns made me aware of 
Roger S. Bagnali' s remarkable reconstruction of the growth of 
Christianity in Egypt ( 1982, 1987) . Bagnali exarnined Egyptian 
papyri to identify the proportion of persons with identifiably 
Christian names in various years, and from these he recon­
structed a curve of the Christianization of Egypt. H ere are real 
data, albeit from only one area, against which to test my projec­
tions. Two of Bagnall's data points are much later than the end 
of my projections. However, a comparison of the six years 
within my time frame shows a leve l of agreement that can only 
be described as extraordinary-as can be seen in table 1 .2. 

Bagnali 's finding no Christians in 239 can be disregarded. 
Obviously there were Christians in Egypt then, but because 
their numbers would stili have been very smali i t is not surpris­
ing that none turned up in Bagnali's data. But for later years 
the matchups are striking, and the correlation of 0.86 between 
the two curves borders on the miraculous. The remarkable fit 
between these two estimates, arrived at via such different 
means and sources, seems to me a powerful confirmation of 
both. 

Although the projections seem very plausible through 350, 
the rate of Christian growth eventually must have declined rap-
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Year 

239 

274 

278 

280 

313  

315  
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TABLE 1 .2 
Two Estimates of Christianization Compared 

Projected Percent Christian in 
the Greco-Roman World 

1.4 
4.2 
5 .0 
5 .4 

1 6.2 
17.4 

Percent Christian in Egypt• 

o 

2.4 

10.5 

1 3.5 
1 8.0 
1 8.0 

r = 0.86 

• Bagnalll982, 1987. 

idly at some point during the fourth century. If nothing else, 
the empire would bave begun to run out of potential converts. 
This is evident when we realize that had the 40 percent gTOwth 
rate held thTOughout the fourth century, there would have 
been 182,225,584 Christians in the year 400. Not only is that 
total impossible, growth rates must always decline when a move­
ment has converted a substantial proportion of the available 
population-as the pool of potential converts is progressively 
"fished out. " Or, as Bagnali put i t, "the curve of conversion be­
comes asymptotic, and incrementai conversion becomes slight 
after a time" ( 1982:1 23) . Clearly, then,  the projections from my 
model are invalid after the year 350. However, since my con­
cerns only involve the rise of Christianity, i t is no t necessary to 
venture beyond this point. 

ON CONVERSION 

Eusebius tells us that early Christian missionaries were so em­
powered by the "divine Spirit" that "at the first hearing whole 
multitudes in a body eagerly embraced in their souls piety to­
wards the Creator of the universe" (Eccksiastical History 3.37.3, 
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1927 ed.) . Not only do many modern bistorians of tbe early 
cburcb accept Eusebius's claims about mass conversions in re­
sponse to public preacbing an d miracle working, but tbey often 
regard it as a necessary assumption because of the rapidity of 
Cbristianity's rise. Tbus in bis distinguisbed study, Christian­
izing the Roman Empire, Ramsay MacMullen urged acceptance of 
tbe reports of large-scale conversions as necessary 

to explain better the rate of change we are observing. In the 

whole process, very large numbers are obviously involved . . . [I] t 

would be hard to picture the necessary scale of conversion if we 

limited ourselves to . . . evangelizing in private settings . . . [If 

this mode of conversion] , however, is combined with evidence 

for successes en masse, the two in combination do seem to me 

adequate to explain what we know bappened. ( 1984:29) 

MacMullen's views reflect tbose ofAdolf Harnack ( 1 908: 2 :335-
336) , wbo cbaracterized tbe growtb of Cbristianity in terms 
sucb as "inconceivable rapidity" an d "astonisbing expansion," 
and wbo expressed bis agreement with Augustine's claim tbat 
" Cbristianity must bave reproduced itselfby means of miracles, 
for tbe greatest miracle of ali would bave been tbe extraordi­
nary extension of tbe religion apart from any miracles" 
(335n.2) . 

Tbis is precisely w by tbere is no substitute for arithmetic. Tbe 
projections reveal tbat Cbristianity could easily bave reacbed 
balf tbe population by tbe middle of the fourtb century witbout 
miracles or conversions en masse . Tbe Mormons bave, thus far, 
traced tbe same growtb curve , and we bave no knowledge of 
tbeir acbieving mass conversions. Moreover, tbe claim tbat 
mass conversions to Cbristianity took piace as crowds spontane­
ously responded to evangelists assumes that doctrinal appeal 
lies at tbe beart of tbe conversion process-tbat people bear 
the message, find it attractive, and embrace tbe faith. But mod­
ern social science relegates doctrinal appeal to a very second­
ary role, claiming tbat most people do not really become very 
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attached to the doctrines of their new faith until after their 
conversi an. 

In the early 1 960s John Lofland and I were the first social 
scientists to actually go aut and watch people convert to a new 
religious movement (Lofland and Stark 1965) . Up to that time, 
the most popular social scientific explanation of conversion in­
volved the pairing of deprivation with ideological (or theologi­
cal) appeal. That is, one examined the ideology of a group to 
see what kinds of deprivation it addressed and then concluded 
( mirabile dictu.') that converts suffered from those deprivations 
(Glock 1964) . As an example of this approach, since Christian 
Science promised to resto re health, its converts must dispropor­
tionately be drawn from among those with chronic health prob­
lems, or a t least those w ho suffer from hypochondria ( Glock 
1 964) . Of course, one could as plausibly argue the reverse, that 
only people with excellent health could long hold to the Chris­
tian Science doctrine that illness was ali in the mind. 

In any event, Lofland an d I were determined to watch people 
go through the process of conversion and try to discover what 
really was involved. Moreover, we wanted to watch conversion, 
not simply activation. That is, we wanted to look at people who 
were making a major religious shift, as from Christianity to Hin­
duism, rather than examine how lifelong Christians got them­
selves horn again. The latter is a matter of considerable interest, 
but it was not our interest at the time. 

W e also wanted a group that was small enough so that the two 
of us could provide adequate surveillance, and new enough so 
that i t was in an early an d optimistic phase of growth. After sift­
ing through many deviant religious groups in the San Francisco 
Bay area we carne upon precisely what we were looking for-a 
group of about a dozen young adults w ho had just moved to San 
Francisco from Eugene, Oregon. The group was led by Young 
Oon Kim, a Korean woman who had once been a professar of 
religion at Ewha University in Seoul. The movement she served 
was based in Korea, and injanuary 1959, she arrived in Oregon 
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to launch a mission to America. Miss2 Kim and her young fol­
lowers were the very first American members of the Unification 
Church, widely known today as the Moonies. 

As Lofland and I setùed back to watch people convert to this 
group, the first thing we discovered was that ali of the current 
members were united by dose ties of friendship predating their 
contact with Miss Kim. Indeed, the first three converts had been 
young housewives, next-door neighbors who became friends of 
Miss Kim after she became a lodger with one of them. Subse­
quenùy, several of the husbands joined, followed by several of 
their friends from work. At the time Lofland and I arrived to 
study them, the group had never succeeded in attracting a 
stranger. 

Lofland and I also found it interesting that although ali the 
converts were quick to describe how their spiritual lives had 
been empty and desolate prior to their conversion, many 
daimed they had not been particularly interested in religion 
before. One man told me, "If anybody had said I was going to 
join up an d become a missionary I would bave laughed my head 
off. I had no use for church at ali." 

We also found i t instructive that during most of ber first year 
in America, Miss Kim had tried to spread her message direcùy 
by talks to various groups and by sending out many press re­
leases. Later, in San Francisco the group also tried to attract 
foliowers through radio spots and by renting a hall in which to 
hold public meetings. But these methods yielded nothing. As 
time passed, Lofland and I were able to observe people actually 
becoming Moonies. The first several converts were old friends 
or relatives of members who carne from Oregon for a visi t. Sub­
sequent converts were people who formed dose friendships 
with one or more members of the group. 

W e soon realized that of ali the people the Moonies encoun­
tered in their efforts to spread their faith, the only ones who 
joined were those whose interpcrsonal attachments to members over­
balanced their attachments to nonmembcrs. In effect, conversion is 
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not about seeking or embracing an ideology; it  is  about bring­
ing one's religious behavior into alignment with that of one's 
friends and family members. 

This is simply an application of the highly respected con­
trai theory of deviant behavior (Toby 1 957; Hirschi 1 969; Stark 
and Bainbridge 1987; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1 990) . Rather 
than asking why people deviate, why they break laws an d norms, 
control theorists ask why anyone ever does conform. Their an­
swer is posed in terms of stakes in conformity. People conform 
when they believe they have more to lose by being detected in 
deviance than they stand to gain from the deviant act. Some 
people deviate while others conform because people differ in 
their stakes in conformity. That is, some people simply have 
far less to lose than do others. A major stake in conformity lies 
in our attachments to other people. Most of us conform in 
arder to retain the good opinion of our friends and family. But 
some people lack attachments. Their rates of deviance are 
much higher than are those of people with an abundance of 
attachments. 

Becoming a Moonie today is an act of deviance, as was be­
coming a Christian in the first century. Such conversions violate 
norms defining legitimate religious affiliations and identities. 
Lofland and I saw many people who spent some time with the 
Moonies and expressed considerable interest in their doc­
trines, but who never joined. In every instance these people had 
many strong attachments to nonmembers who did not approve 
of the group. Of persons who did join, many were newcomers 
to San Francisco whose attachments were all to people far away. 
As they formed strong friendships with group members, these 
were not counterbalanced because distant friends and families 
had no knowledge of the conversion-in-process. In several in­
stances a parent or sibling carne to San Francisco intending to 
intervene after having learned of the conversion. Those who 
lingered eventually joined up too. Keep in mind that becoming 
a Moonie may have been regarded as deviant by outsiders, but 
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it was an act of conformity for those whose most significant at­
tachments were to Moonies. 

During the quarter century since Lofland and I first pub­
lished our conclusion-that attachments lie at the heart of con­
version and therefore that conversion tends to proceed along 
social networks formed by interpersonal attachments--many 
others bave found the same to be true in an immense variety of 
religious groups all around the world. A recent study based on 
Dutch data (Kox, Meeus, and 't Hart 199 1 )  cited twenty-five ad­
ditional empirical studies, all of which supported our initial 
finding. And that list was far from complete. 

Although several other factors are also involved in the con­
version process, the centrai sociological proposition about con­
version is this: Conversion to new, deviant religious groups occurs 
when, other things being equal, people have or develop stronger attach­
ments to members of the group than they have to nonmembers (Stark 
1 992) . 

Data based on records kept by a Mormon mission president 
give powerful support to this proposition. When missionaries 
make cold calls, knock on the doors of strangers, this eventually 
leads to a conversion once out of a thousand calls. However, 
when missionaries make their first contact with a person in the 
home of a Mormon friend or relative of that person, this results 
in conversion 50 percent of the time (Stark and Bainbridge 
1985) . 

A variation on the network proposition about conversion is 
that successful founders of new faiths typically turo first to those 
with whom they already bave strong attachments. That is, they 
recruit their first followers from among their family and dose 
friends. Thus Muhammad's first convert was,his wife Khadijah; 
the second was bis cousin Ali, followed by bis servant Zeyd and 
then bis old friend Abu Bakr. On April 6, 1 830, the Mormons 
were founded by Joseph Smith, bis brothers Hyrum and 
Samuel, andjoseph Smith's friends Oliver Cowdery and David 
and Peter Whitmer. The rule extends to Jesus too, since it ap­
pears that he began with bis brothers and mother. 
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A second aspect of conversion is that people who are deeply 
committed to any particular faith do no t go out an d join some 
other faith. Thus Mormon missionaries who called upon the 
Moonies were immune, despite forming warm relationships 
with severa} members. Indeed, the Moonie who previously had 
"no use for church at ali"  was more typical. Converts were not 
former atheists, but they were essentially unchurched and 
many had not paid any particular attention to religious ques­
tions. Thus the Moonies quickly learned that they were wasting 
their time at church socials or frequenting denominational stu­
dent centers. They did far better in places where they carne in 
contact with the uncommitted. This finding has received sub­
stantial support from subsequent research. Converts to new 
religious movements are overwhelmingly from relatively irreli­
gious backgrounds. The m�ority of converts to modero Ameri­
can cult movements report that their parents had no religious 
affiliation (Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . Let me state this as a 
theoretical proposition: New religious movements mainly draw their 
converts from the ranks of the religiously inactive and discontented, 
and those affiliated with the most accommodated (worldly) religious 
communities. 

Had we not gone out an d watched people as they converted, 
we might have missed this point entirely, because when people 
retrospectively describe their conversions, they tend to put the 
stress on theology. When asked why they converted, Moonies 
invariably noted the irresistible appeal of the Divine Principles 
(the group's scripture) ,  suggesting that only the blind could re­

ject such obvious and powerful truths. In making these claims 
converts implied (and often stated) that their path to conver­
sion was the end product of a search for faith. But Lofland and 
I knew better because we had met them well before they had 
learned to appreciate the doctrines, before they had learned 
how to testif:Y to their faith,  back when they were not seeking 
faith at ali. Indeed, we could remember when most of them re­
garded the religious beliefs of their new set of friends as qui te 
odd. I recall one who told me that h e was puzzled that such nice 
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people could get so worked up about "some guy in Korea" who 
claimed to be the Lord of the Second Advent. Then, one day, 
he got worked up about this guy too. I suggest that this is also 
how people in the fìrst century got themselves worked up about 
someone who claimed to be the Lord of the First Advent. Robin 
Lane Fox suggests the same thing: "Above all we should give 
weight to the presence and influence of friends. It is a force 
which so often escapes the record, but it gives shape to every­
one's personal life. One friend might bring another to the 
faith . . . .  \Vhen a person turned to God, he found others, new 
'brethren, '  who were sharing the same path" ( 1987:316) . Peter 
Brown has expressed similar views: "Ties of family, marriages, 
and loyalties �o heads of households had been the most effec­
tive means of recruiting members of the church, and had main­
tained the continued adherence of the average Christian to the 
new cult" ( 1 988:90) . 

The basis for successful conversionist movements is growth 
through social networks, through a structure of direct and intimate 
interpersonal attachments. Most new religious movements fail be­
cause they quickly become closed, or semiclosed networks. 
That is, they fail to keep forming and sustaining attachments to 
outsiders and thereby lose the capacity to grow. Successful 
movements discover techniques for remaining open networks, 
able to reach out and into new adjacent social networks. And 
herein lies the capacity of movements to sustain exponential 
rates of growth over a long period of time. 

Some readers may suspect that the rapid rise in the absolute 
number of new Christians between 250 and 350 would require 
mass conversions even though the rate of conversion remained 
constant at 40 percent per decade. Admittedly, exponential 
growth curves are counterintuitive and easily seem incredible. 
Nevertheless, the dynamics of the conversion process are not 
changed even as the absolute numbers reach a rapid growth 
stage along an exponential curve. The reason is that as move­
ments grow, their social surface expands proportionately. That 
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is, each new member expands the size of the network of attach­
ments between the group and potential converts. As noted 
above, however, this occurs only if the group constitutes an open 
network. Thus if we are to better understand an d explain the rise 
of Christianity, we must discover how the early Christians main­
tained open networks-for it would seem certain that they did. 
This last remark sets the stage for a brief discussion of the ap­
propriate scope of social scientific theories and whether it is 
possible even to apply propositions developed in one time and 
piace to other eras and cultures. 

ON SCIENTIFIC GENERALIZATION 

Many historians believe that cultures and eras verge on the 
unique. Thus in his very thoughtful response to my use of the 
network theory of conversion to discuss the success of the mis­
si o n to the Jews (see chapter 3) , Ronald F. Hock noted that I 
seem to think that networks, far example, are not "ali that dif­
ferent from peri od to peri od, society to society" ( 1986:2-3) . He 
then pointed out that 

the networks utilized by Mormons are those consisting of a mem­

ber's family, relatives, and friends, but are ancient networks the 

same? Ancient ci ties are not modero ones, and ancient networks 

that were centered in aristocratic households included more 

than family and friends: domestic slaves, freedmen,  and perhaps 

parasites, teachers, athletic trainers, and travelers. In addition, 

urban life was lived more in public, so that recruitment could 

proceed along more extensive and complex networks than we 

find among Mormons in our more nuclear and anonymous cit­

ies and suburbs. 

I am certain that Hock is correct, but I am unrepentant. 
What he is noting are details that might tell us how to discover 
networks should we be transported to ancient Antioch, but 
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that have no implications for the network proposition per se . 
However people constitute structures of direct interpersonal at­
tachments, those structures wili define the lines through which 
conversion will most readily proceed. The definition of net­
work is not locked to time and space, nor is the conversion 
proposition. 

Many historians seem to have considerable trouble with the 
idea of generai theories because they have no t bee n trained in 
the distinction between concepts and instances. Proper scien­
tific concepts are abstract and identify a class of "things" to be 
regarded as alike . As such, concepts must apply to ali possible 
members of the class, ali that have been, are, shall be, or could 
be. The concept of chair, defined as ali objects created to seat 
a Ione individuai an d support his or her back, is an abstraction. 
W e cannot see the concept of chair. It is an inteliectual creation 
existing only in our minds. But we can see many actual chairs, 
and as we look at some, we discover immense variation in size , 
shape, materials, color, and the like. Moreover, when we look at 
chairs used in the ancient world, we perceive some very notice­
able differences from the chairs of today. Nevertheless, each is 
a chair so long as it meets the definition set out above-other 
somewhat similar objects belong to other object classes such as 
stools and couches. 

These points apply as fuliy to the concept of social network as 
to the concept of chair. The concept of social network also ex­
ists only in our minds. Ali that we can see are specific instances 
of the class-networks involving some set of individuals. As with 
chairs, the shapes and sizes of social networks may differ greatly 
across time and space, and the processes by which networks 
form may vary as greatly as do techniques for making chairs. 
But these variations in details never result in chairs' becoming 
pianos, nor do variations in their makeup ever turn social net­
works into coliections of strangers. 

l t is only through the use of abstract concepts, linked by ab­
stract propositions, that science exists. Consider a physics that 
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must generate a new rule of gravity for each object in the uni­
verse. And i t is precisely the abstract generality of science that 
makes it possible for social science to contribute anything to 
our understanding of history, let alone to justif:Y efforts to re­
éonstruct history from social scientific theories. Let me now 
turn to that important issue. 

SOCIAL THEORY AND 

HxsTORICAL REcoNSTRUCTIONS 

During the past several decades historians of the New Testa­
ment era have become increasingly familiar with social science 
and have become increasingly inclined to use social scientific 
models to infer "what must have happened" in order to fili 
blanks in the historical and archaeological record. As Robin 
Scroggs pointed out in an influential essay, "there may be times 
when a sociological model may actually assist our ignorance. If 
our data evidence some parts of the gestalt of a known model, 
while being silent about others, we may cautiously be able to 
conclude that the absence of the missing parts is accidental an d 
that the entire model was actually a reality in the early church" 
( 1980: 1 66) . Sin ce those li n es w ere published, the practice 
Scroggs suggested has become common (Barton 1 982, 1 984; 
Holmberg 1980; Elliott 1986; Fox 1987; Gager 1975, 1983; 
Green 1 985; Malina 198 1 ,  1 986; Meeks 1983, 1993; Kee 1983; 
Kraemer 1992; Sanders 1 993; Theissen 1978, 1 982; Wilken 
1984; Wire 1991 ) .  I have qui te mixed reactions to this litera­
ture. Some studies I have read with pleasure and admiration. 
Other examples h ave made me very uncomfortable because the 
social science "models" utilized are so inadequate. Some of 
them are merely metaphors--as Durkheim's "discovery" that 
religion is society worshiping itself is merely metaphor. How 
would one falsif:Y that statement, or assertions to the effect that 
religion is a neurotic illusion or the poetry of the soul? The 
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problem with metaphors is not that they are false, but that they 
are empty. Many of them do seem to ooze profundity, but a t best 
metaphors are merely definitions. Consider the term charisma. 

Max Weber borrowed this Greek word meaning "divine gift" 
to identif}' the ability of some people to convince others that 
their authority is based on divine sources: "The holder of cha­
risma seizes the task that is adequate for him and demands obe­
dience an d a following by virtue of his mission. His success de­
te nn in es whether he finds them. His charismatic claim breaks 
down if his mission is no t recognized by those to whom h e feels 
he has been sent. If they recognize him, he is their master" 
( 1946:246) . Charisma is commonly observed in religious lead­
ers, an d surely no one would dispute that Jesus an d many of the 
apostles and early evangelists had it. Thus the literature on the 
early church is saturated with the term. Unfortunately, cha­
risma is too often understood as a nearly magica! power pos­
sessed by individuals rather than a description of how they are 
regarded. T'-lat is, their power over others is attributed to their 
charisma, and it is often suggested that particular religious 
leaders are so potent because they had charisma. Roy Wallis, for 
example, claimed that Moses David (David Berg) , founder of 
the Children of God, maintained contro! over his followers be­
cause of his "charismatic status" ( 1982: 107) . But this is entirely 
circular. It is the same as saying that people believed that Moses 
David had divine authority because people believed he had di­
vine authority. Because Weber's discussions of charisma did not 
move beyond definitional and descriptive statements, and said 
nothing about the causes of charisma, the concept is merely a 
name attached to a definition . When we see someone whose 
authority is believed by some people to be of divine origin, we 
bave the option of calling this charisma, but doing so will con­
tribute nothing to our understanding ofwhy this phenomenon 
occurs. Hence when studi es of the early church utilize the term 
charisma, what we usually confront is only a name that too often 
is thought to explain something, but does not. 
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Besides metaphors and simple concepts ,  other "models" 
used in this literature are nothing but typologies or sets of con­
cepts. One of the most popular of these consists of various defi­
nitions to distinguish religious groups as churches or sects. The 
most useful of these definitions identifies churches and sects as 
the end points of a continuum based on the degree of tension 
between the group and its sociocultural environment Uohnson 
1963; Stark an d Bainbridge 1979,  1 987) .  Sects are religious 
groups in a relatively high state of tension with their environ­
ment; churches are groups in a relatively low state of tension. 
These are very useful concepts. Unfortunately, they are often 
used, even by many social scientists, as if they explained some­
thing. All such efforts are circular. Thus it is circular to say that 
a particular religious body rejects the world because i t is a sect, as 
Bryan Wilson ( 1 970) often does, since bodies are classified as 
sects because they reject the world. The concepts of church and 
sect do nothing more (or less) than allo w us to classify various 
religious bodies. But theories using these concepts do not re­
side in the concepts themselves. For example , it is well known 
that religious bodies, especially if they are successful, tend to 
move from a higher to a lower state of tension-sects often are 
transformed into churches. But no explanation of this transfor­
mation can be found in the definitions of church and sect. In­
stead, we must use propositions to link the concepts of church 
and sect to other concepts, such as upward social mobility and 
regression to the mean, in order to formulate an explanation 
(Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1 987) . 

Let me emphasize: concepts are names, not explanations. The 
act of naming some objects or phenomena tells us nothing 
about why they occur or what they influence. Explanation re­
quires theories: abstract statements saying why an d how some set 
of phenomena are linked, and from which falsifiable state­
ments can be derived (Popper 1959, 1 962) . Metaphors, typolo­
gies, and concepts are passive; they cast no light of their own 
an d cannot illuminate the dark corners of unrecorded history 
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(Stark and Bainbridge 1979, 1985, 1 987) . Granted, concepts 
may permit some useful comparisons among some sets of pbe­
nomena--comparisons of tbe social class composition of two 
religious movements, for example, can be very revealing. But if 
a model is to provide more than classification, if it proposes to 
explain, tben tbe model must include not simply concepts, but 
propositions. Tbe difference bere is tbat between a parts cata­
log and a working diagram of an engine. Tbat is, a model must 
include a fully specified set of interrelations among tbe parts. 
Sucb a model explains wby and bow tbings fit together and 
function. For tbis task, only a tbeory, not a conceptual scbeme, 
suffices. 

It  is not surprising tbat scbolars trained in bistory and in tex­
tual interpretation migbt find tbemselves more comfortable 
witb an older generation of social "scientists"  wbo dealt in met­
apbors ratber than scientific theories, if for no other reason 
tban that their work abounds in literary allusions and is redo­
lent of ancient library dust. But let i t be noted tbat in science, 
unlike papyrology, older seldom is better. And I regard it as an 
essential part of my task in tbis book to familiarize bistorians of 
tbe early cburcb witb more powerful and modern social scien­
tific tools, and particularly witb real tbeories ratber than with 
concepts, metapbors, and typologies pretending to bave ex­
planatory power. 

However, even ifwe use tbe best social science theories as our 
guide· for reconstructing bistory, we are betting that the tbeo­
ries are solid and tbat tbe application is appropriate . When 
tbose conditions are met, tben tbere is no reason to suppose 
tbat we cannot reason from the generai rule to deduce the spe-

' cific in precisely tbe same way tbat we can reason from tbe prin­
ciples of pbysics tbat coins dropped in a well will go to the bot­
tom. Even so, it is better wben we can actually see the coins go 
down. Need is tbe only justification for the application of social 
science to fili in historical blanks. But we must be very cautious 

not to fili the blanks with fantasy and science fiction. 
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In this book I shall attempt to reconstruct the rise of Chris­
tianity on the basis of many inferences from modero social 
scientific theories, making particular use of my own formai the­
orizing about religion and religious movements (Stark and 
Bainbridge 1 979, 1 980, 1985, 1987; Stark and Iannaccone 199 1 ,  
1992) . I will frequently employ the arithmetic of the possible 
and the plausible to test various assumptions. To guard against 
error I shall test my reconstructions against the historical rec­
ord whenever possible, as I bave done in this chapter.3 
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The early church was anything but a refuge for slaves and the impov­
erished masses,  as illustrated by this portrait ( ca. 300) of the Christian 

Galla Placidia and her children, done in gol d leaf o n glass. 



+ C H A P T E R  2 + 

The Class Basis of Early Christianity 

FoR MOST of the twentieth century historians an d sociologists 
agreed that, in its formative days, Christianity was a movement 
of the dispossessed-a haven for Rome's slaves and impover­
ished masses. Friedrich Engels was an early proponent, claim­
ing that "Christianity was originally a movement of oppressed 
people: it first appeared as the religion of slaves and emanci­
pated slaves, of poor people deprived of ali rights, of peoples 
subjugated or dispersed by Rome" (Marx and Engels 1 967: 
3 16) . These views seem to bave first gained ascendancy among 
scholars in Germany. Thus New Testament scholars trace this 
view to Deissmann ( [ 1 908] 1 978, 1 929) , while sociologists look 
to Troeltsch ( [ 191 1 ]  1931 ) ,  who claimed that in fact all reli­
gious movements are the work of the "lower strata. " Marxists 
also look to Germany in this same peri od for Kautsky' s ( [ 1 908] 
1 953) elaborate expansion of Engels's views into an orthodox 
analysis of Christianity as a proletarian movement, which, be 
claimed, even achieved true communism briefly. Moreover, 
many scholars confidently attributed this conception of early 
Christians' social origins to Paul on the basis of his first letter to 
the Corinthians, in which he notes that not many of the wise, 
mighty, or noble are called to the faith. By the 1930s this view of 
Christian origins was largely unchallenged. 1 Thus the well­
known Vale historian Erwin R. Goodenough wrote in a widely 
adopted college textbook: "Stili more obvious an indication of 
the undesirability of Christianity in Roman eyes was the fact 
that its converts were drawn in an overwhelming majority from 
the lowest classes of society. Then as now the governing classes 
were apprehensive of a movement which brought into a closely 

An earlier version of this chapter appeared in SociologicalAnalysis 41 ( 1 986) : 

21 6-225. 
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knit and secret organization the servants and slaves of society" 
( 1931 :37) . 

In recent decades, however, New Testament historians have 
begun to reject this notion of the social basis of the early Chris­
tian movement. E. A. Judge was perhaps the first major scholar 
of the present generation to raise a vigorous dissent. H e began 
by dismissing the lack of noble Christians as an irrelevancy: 

If the common assertion that Christian groups were constituted 

from the lower orders of society is meant to imply that they did 

no t draw upon the upper orders of the Roman ranking system, 

the observation is correct, and pointless. In the eastern Mediter­

ranean it was self-evident that members of the Roman aristocracy 

would not belong to a local cui t association . . .  [Moreover they] 

amounted to an infinitesimally small fraction of the total popula­

tion. ( 1 960:52) 

After a careful analysis of the ranks an d occupations of persons 
mentioned in the sources, Judge concluded: 

Far from being a socially depressed group, then, . . . the Chris­

tians were dominated by a socially pretentious section of the 

population of big cities. Beyond that they seem to have drawn on 

a broad constituency, probably representing the household de­

pendents of leading members . . . .  

But the dependent members of city households were by no 

means the most debased section of society. If lacking freedom, 

they stili enjoyed security, and a moderate prosperity. The peas­

antry and persons in slavery on the land were the most under­

privileged classes. Christianity left them largely untouched. (60) 

Moreover, Judge perceptively noted that the "proof text" in l 
Co r. l :26-28 had been overinterpreted: Paul di d not say his fol­
lowers included none of the wise, mighty, or noble-merely that 
there were "not many" such persons, which means that there 
were some. Indeed, based on an inscription found in Corinth in 
1929 and upon references in Rom. 1 6:23 and 2 Tim. 4:20, many 
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scholars now agree that among the members of the church at 
Corinth was Erastus, "the city treasurer" (Furnish 1988:20). 
And historians now accept that Pomponia Graecina, a woman 
of the senatorial class, whom Tacitus reported as having been 

accused of practicing "foreign superstition" in 57 (Annals-
13. 32, 1989 ed. ) , was a Christian (Sordi 1986). Nor, according 
to Marta Sordi, was Pomponia an isolated case: "We know from 
reliable sources that there were Christians atnong the aristoc­
racy [in Rome] in the second haif of the first century (Acilius 
Glabrio and the Christian Flavians) and that it seems probable 
that the same can be said for the first haif of the same century, 
before Paul's arrivai in Rome" (1986: 28). 

Since Judge first challenged the proletarian view of the early 
church, a consensus has developed among New Testament his­

torians that Christianity was based in the middle and upper 
classes (Scroggs 1980). ThusJean Danielou and Henri Marrou 
(1964: 240) discussed the prominent role of "rich benefactors" 
in the affairs of the early church. Robert M. Grant ( 1977: 11) 
aiso denied that early Christianity was "a proletarian mass 
movement, " and argued that it was "a relatively smail cluster of 
more or less intense groups, largely middle class in origin. "  
AbrahamJ. Maiherbe ( 1977: 29-59) analyzed the language and 
style of early church writers and concluded that they were ad­

dressing a literate, educated audience. In bis detailed study of 
the church at Corinth in the first century, Gerd Theissen 
( 1982: 97) identified wealthy Christians including members of 
"the upper classes. " Robin Lane Fax ( 1987:311) wrote of the 

presence "of women of high status. " Indeed, soon after Judge 's 
book appeared, the Marxist historian Heinz Kreissig ( 1967) re­
canted the proletarian thesis.2 Kreissig identified the early 

Christians as drawn from "urban circles of well-situated artisans, 
merchants, and members of the liberai professions" (quoted in 
Meeks 1983: 21 4). 

Curiously, this new view is a return to an earlier historicai 

tradition. Although Edward Gibbon was often quoted in sup-
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port of the proletarian thesis-"the new sect of Christians was 
almost entirely composed of the dregs of the populace, of peas­
ants and mechanics, of boys and women, of beggars and slaves" 
( [ 1 776--1 788] 1 960: 187)-he had actually preceded this line by 
identitying i t as "a very odious imputation. " T o the contrary, 
Gibbon argued, Christianity necessarily would have included 
many from the lower ranks simply because most people be­
longed to these classes. But he saw no reason to think that the 
lower classes were disproportionately represented among 
Christian s. 

During the nineteenth century many famous historians went 
further than Gibbon an d argued that the lower classes were dis­
proportionately under-represented in the early church. Indeed, 
W. M. Ramsay wrote in his classic study that Christianity "spread 
fìrst among the educated more rapidly than among the unedu­
cated; nowhere had it a stronger hold . . .  than in the house­
hold and at the court of the emperors" ( 1 893:57) . Ramsay at­
tributed similar views to the famous German classicist Theodor 
Mommsen. And,just as his many German contemporaries were 
promulgating the proletarian thesis, Adolf Harnack ( 1908: 
2:35) noted that Ignatius, in his letter to the Christian congre­
gation in Rome, expressed his concern lest they interfere with 
his martyrdom (see chapter 8) . Harnack pointed to the obvious 
conclusion that Ignatius took it for granted that Christians in 
Rome had "the power" to gain him a pardon, "a fear which 
would have been unreasonable had not the church contained 
members whose riches and repute enabled them to intervene 
in this way either by bribery or by the exercise of personal 
influence. "  

Thus we come full circle. Obviously, if we wish to understand 
the rise of Christianity, we shall need to know something about 
its primary recruitment base-who joined? I am satisfìed that 
the new view among historians is essentially correct. Neverthe­
less, any claim about the social basis of early Christianity must 
remain precarious, at least in terms of direct evidence, and i t is 
unlikely that we shall ever have much more than the fragments 
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of historical data we already possess. But there i s  another ap­
proach to this matter: to reconstruct the probable class basis of 
Christianity from some very well tested sociological proposi­
tions about the social basis of new religious movements. In­
deed, this seems the best topic with which to begin my efforts at 
reconstruction because historians do not regard this as a con­
troversia! matter. Thus as I am able to show the dose correspon­
dence between my theoretical conclusions and the data assem­
bled by historians, the latter may piace greater confidence in 
the reconstructive enterprise per se. The fundamental thesis is 
simply put: If the early church was like ali the other cult move­
ments for which good data exist, it was not a proletarian move­
ment but was based on the more privileged classes. 

CLAss, SECT, AND CuLT 

William Sims Bainbridge and I have distinguished between sect 
movements and cult movements (Stark and Bainbridge 1 979, 
1985, 1987) .  The former occur by schism within a conventional 
religious body when persons desiring a more otherworldly ver­
sion of the faith break away to "restare" the religion to a higher 
leve l of tension with its environment. This is the process of sect 
formati o n analyzed by H. Richard Niebuhr ( 1 929) .  Sociologists 
can cite both theory and considerable research to show that 
those who take part in sect movements are, if not the dispos­
sessed, at least of lower social standing than those who stick with 
the parent body. 

Cult movements, on the other hand, are not simply new or­
ganizations of an o Id faith; they are new faiths, a t least new in the 
society being examined. Cult movements always start small­
someone has new religious ideas an d begins to recruit others to 
the faith , or an alien re ligio n is imported into a society where i t 
then seeks recruits. In either case, as new faiths, cult move­
ments violate prevailing religiou:s norms and are often the tar­
get of considerable hostility. 
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For a long time the thesis that religious movements originate 
in lower-class deprivation was generalized to ali religious move­
ments--not only to sects but to cult movements as well. Thus 
not only were sects such as the Free Methodists and the Sev­
enth-Day Adventists regarded as lower-class movements, so too 
were the Mormons, Theosophists, and Moonies. No distinction 
was made between cults an d sects (cf. Wallis 1975) ; ali were 
seen as protest movements and therefore as essentially proletar­
ian (Niebuhr 1929) . Moreover, the proletarian basis of many 
religious movements often has simply been asserted as if self­
evident without the slightest effort's being made to assess who 
actually joined. Thus Gay confìdently informed bis readers 
about English converts to Mormonism, "most of whom were 
poor" ( 1971 ) .  H e gives no t the slightest due as to how h e knows 
this. As we shall see,  it very likely was not true unless, in the con­
text of nineteenth-century Britain, the Mormons were per­
ceived as a Protestant sect rather than as a new religion. 

Recently, however, the manifest absurdity of imputing a pro­
letarian base to many new religious movements has over­
whelmed sociological certitude. Indeed, when one examines 
what is involved in accepting a new faith (as opposed to being 
recruited by an energetic organization based on a conventional 
faith) ,  i t is easy to see why these movements must draw upon the 
more privileged for their recruits. As a useful introduction to 
this discussion, I will assess current sociological theory on the 
relationship between social class and religious commitment in 
generai. 

CLASS AND COMMITMENT 

As with the social basis of religious movements, so too sociolo­
gists long assumed that the lower classes were more religious 
than the rich. Since the founders of modern social science, 
from Marx to Freud, ali regarded religion as a compensator for 
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thwarted desires, as false consciousness or neurotic illusion, the 
prevailing sociological orthodoxy held that religious commit­
ment served primarily to assuage the suffering of the poor and 
deprived. The results of early survey studies carne as a rude sur­
prise : a series of investigators called the roll and found the de­
prived conspicuously absent from church membership and 
Sunday services (Stark 1 964) . This led to a revision of the depri­
vati o n thesis when i t was discovered that religious commitment 
consists of a number of somewhat independent dimensions 
(Glock 1 959; Stark and Glock 1 968) and that the poor tend to 
be more religious on some of these dimensions while the rich 
are more religious on others (Demerath 1965; Glock and Stark 
1 965; Stark 197 1 ) .  Thus negative correlations were found be­
tween social class and accepting traditional religious beliefs, 
having religious and mystical experiences, and frequency of 
personal prayers. In contrast, there are positive correlations be­
tween social class and church membership, attendance at wor­
ship services, participation in church activities, and saying 
grace before meals. But there seem to be no correlations be­
tween social class and belìef in life after death or in the exis­
tence of heaven. Recently this array of empirica! findings has 
been encompassed by three proposìtìons lìnking power or class 
position to forms of relìgìous commìtment. 

The starting poìnt is to notìce that religìon can in fact com­
pensate people for their ìnabilìty to gain certain things they de­
sire. However, the ìnabilìty of humans to satisfy desires has two 
quite dìfferent aspects. Fìrst, some people are unable to gain 
desìred rewards that are only scarce--rewards that others are 
able to obtain, or to obtaìn in more ampie amounts. These in­
clude the tangible rewards such as wealth and health, the lack 
of which underlìes ali deprivation ìnterpretatìons of relìgion. 
Clearly, relìgìons provide a varìety of effective mechanisms by 
which people can endure such deprìvations, includìng prom­
ises that earthly sacrifice will merit heavenly recompense. But 
we must also recognize a second aspect of deprivatìon: the abìlity 
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of re ligi o n to compensate people for desired rewards that seem 
to be absolutely unavailable to anyone, at least in tbis life .  Tbe 
most obvious of these, and perbaps the one most intensely 
sougbt by bumans, is victory over death. No one, ricb or poor, 
can gaio eternai life by direct methods in the bere and now. 
Tbe only plausible source of sucb a reward is tbrougb religion, 
and tbe fulfillment of tbis promise is postponed to another 
world, a world known only througb religious means. Finally, we 
must recognize tbat as organized social enterprises, religions 
are a source of direct rewards to members. Tbat is, religious or­
ganizations reward some people with status, income, self­
esteem, social relations, entertainment, and a bost of other 
things tbey value. Tbese distinctions lead to the following prop­
ositions (Stark and Bainbridge 1 980) . 

First: The power of an individuai or group will be positively associ­
a/ed with contro[ of religious organizations and with gaining the re­
wards available from religious organiz.ations. 

Second: The power of an individuai or group will be negatively 
associated with acceptance of religious compensators for rewards that 
actually exist. 

Tbird: Regardless of power, persons and groups will tend to accept 
religious compensators for rewards that do not exist in this world. 

Tbe second of these propositions captures the long tradition 
of deprivation tbeories of religion: that the poor will pray wbile 
tbe ricb play. W e may cali this the otherworldly or sectlike form of 
religious commitment. Tbe first proposition, on the other 
band, explains the relative absence of the lower classes from 
more conventional religious organizations, for it captures the 
religious expression of privilege. We can call tbis the worldly or 
cburcblike dimension of religious commitment. Tbe tbird 
proposition can be called tbe universal aspect of religious com­
mitment, since it notes that in certain respects everyone is po­
tentially deprived an d in need of the comforts of faith. It is tbis 
proposition tbat explains wby tbe upper classes are religious at 
ali, wby tbey too are susceptible to faith (something Marxist 
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theories can only dismiss as aberration or as a phoney pose 
meant to lull the proletariat into false consciousness) . More­
aver, the third proposition helps explain why the more privi­
leged are drawn to cult movements. 

THE APPEAL OF NEW RELIGIONS 

I t is obvious that people do no t embrace a new faith if they are 
content with an older one. New religions must always make 
their way in the market openings left them by weaknesses in the 
conventional religion (s) of a society. In later chapters I shail 
explore the conditions under which conventional faiths fail to 
serve substantial population segments. Here it is sufficient to 
point aut that as weaknesses appear in conventional faiths, 
some people will recognize and respond to these weaknesses 
sooner than others. Far example, as the rise of modern science 
caused difficulties far some traditional Christian teachings, this 
was recognized sooner by more educated people. In similar 
fashion, as the rise of Greek and Roman science and philoso­
phy caused difficulties far pagan teachings, this too was first no­
ticed by the educated (deVries 1967) . To state this as a proposi­
tion:  Religious skepticism is rrwst prroalent among the more privileged. 

But skepticism does not entail a generai immunity to the es­
sential supernaturaiism of all religions. For example, although 
sociologists have long believed that people who give their reli­
gious affiliation as "none" are primarily secular humanists, con­
siderable recent research shows this not to be the case. Most 
such people are merely indicating a lack of conviction in a con­
ventionai brand of faith, far they are aiso the group rrwst likely 
to express interest in belief in unconventional mysticai, magi­
ca}, and religious doctrines. For example, "nones" are the 

group of Americans most willing to accept astrology, yoga, rein­
carnation, ghosts, and the like (Bainbridge and Stark 1980, 

1981 ) .  Moreover, people who report their originai religious 
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background as "none" are extremely overrepresented in the 
ranks of converts to new religious movements (Stark and Bain­
bridge 1 985) . 

It is surely not surprising that people who lack an anchorage 
in a conventional faith are most prone to embrace a new one. 
N or should it be any surprise that people from privileged back­
grounds are more likely to have weakened ties to a conven­
tional faith. But can i t really be true that i t is the privileged who 
are most likely to embrace new religious movements? This is 
precisely what we ought to expect when we realize that conver­
sion to a new religion involves being interested in new culture-­
indeed, in being capable of mastering new culture. 

Studies of early adopters of cultura} innovations have long 
found them to be well above average in terms of incarne and 
education (Larsen 1 962) . What is true of new technology, fash­
ions, and attitudes ought also to be true in the realm of faith. 
For new religions always involve new ideas. Consider citizens of 
the Roman world as they first confronted the Pauline church. 
This was not simply a call to intensify their commitment to a 
familiar faith (as sect movements always are) . Instead of calling 
Romans to return to the gods, Paul called them to embrace a 
new worldview, a new conception of reality, indeed to acce p t a 
new God. While sects are able to appeal to people of litùe intel­
lectual capacity by drumming the old, familiar culture, new reli­
gions fìnd such people diffìcult to reach. Thus they must gain 
their hearings from people of social standing and privilege. 

But why would such people join? Most of the time most of 
them will not, which is why it is so rare for a new religion to 
succeed despite the thousands of them that are horn. But some­
times there is substantial discontent with conventional faith 
among the more privileged. That the less privileged become 
discontented when a religious organization becomes too 
worldly to continue to offer them potent compensators far 
scarce rewards (proposition 2) is well known-this is the basis 
of sect movements. But there has been little awareness that 
sometimes a traditional faith and its organized expression can 
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become so worldly that it cannot serve the universal need for 
religious compensators (proposition 3) . That is, religious bod­
ies can become so empty of supernaturalism that they cannot 
serve the religious needs of the privileged either. At such mo­
ments, the privileged will seek new options. Indeed, it is the 
privileged w ho will be most aware of erosions of the plausibility 
structure of conventional faiths. 

In short, people must have a degree of privilege to have the 
sophistication needed to understand new religions and to rec­
ognize a need for them. This is not to say that the most privi­
leged will be most prone to embrace new religious movements, 
but only that converts will be from the more, rather than the 
less, privileged classes. Indeed, Wayne Meeks ( 1983) proposes 
relative deprivation as a major source of recruits to the early 
church-that people having substantial privilege, but less than 
they felt they deserved, were especially likely to convert. 

THE CLAss CoMPOSITION oF 

CoNTEMPORARY NEw RELIGIONS 

Recently a considerable body of data has been amassed on who 
joins new religious movements (Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . 
Let us begin with the Mormons sin ce they are the most success­
ful new religion to appear in many centuries--indeed, they 
seem on the threshold of becoming a new world faith (Stark 
1 984, 1 994) . 

Mormonism was not and is not a proletarian movement. It 
began in one of the most "prosperous, and relatively sophisti­
cated areas" of western New York, an area with a high propor­
tion of cosmopolitan Yankee residents and one that surpassed 
other parts of the state in the proportion of children enrolled 

in school (O'Dea 1957: 1 0) .  Those who first accepted Joseph 
Smith's teachings were better educated than their neighbors 
and displayed considerable intellectualism. Consider too that 
in their first city, Nauvoo, Illinois, in 1841 the Mormons estab-
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lished a municipal university at a time when higher education 
. 
was nearly nonexistent in the United States. Moreover, within 
severa! years of the church's founding, non-Mormon neighbors 
in Missouri and Illinois began to complain that the Mormons 
were buying up the best land and displacing them. These were 
not collective purchases by the church but private ventures by 
individuai Mormons, which is further evidence of the converts' 
relative privilege (Arrington an d Bitto n 1979) . 3 

In similar fashion Christian Science sprang to prominence 
by attracting the relatively affluent, not the downtrodden. 
Wilson ( 1961 ) noted the unusual number of English Christian 
Scientists with titles and the abundance of well-known and aris­
tocratic family names among members. The U.S. Census data 
on American denominations, published during the first third 
of this century, reveal that Christian Science far surpassed ali 
other denominations in terms of per capita expenditures, justi­
rying the impression of the group as disproportionately afflu­
ent. Spiritualism, too, found its base in the middle and upper 
classes both in the United States and in Great Britain (Nelson 
1 969; Stark, Bainbridge, and Kent 1981 ) .  In her studies of 
members of the Unification Church (more wide1y known as the 
Moonies) , Eileen Barker ( 198 1 ,  1 984) found English converts 
to be many times more likely than others their age to be univer­
sity graduates. The same is true of American converts. Ameri­
cans who have joined various Hindu faiths also follow the rule: 
89 percent of members of Ananda (Nordquist 1978) and 81 
percent of members of Satchidanana (Volinn 1982) had at­
tended college. 

Survey research studies of generai populations confirm these 
case study results. Table 2. 1 is based on a 1973 sample of the 
San Francisco area (Wuthnow 1 976) . H ere we can see that per­
sons who have attended college were severa! times as likely to 
report that they were at least somewhat attracted to three East­
ern religions that, in an American setting, qualifY as cult move­
ments. Moreover, persons who had gone to college were three 
times as likely as others to report that they had taken part in 
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TABLE 2. 1  
Education and Attraction to Cults 

Attended Did Not Attend 

Attracted to: 

Transcendental Meditation 

Yoga 

Zen 

Claimed to bave taken part in 

one of these groups 

TABLE 2.2 

College College 

1 7% 6% 
27% 1 2% 
17% 5% 

1 6% 5% 

Education and lnvolvement in Cults and Sects 

Sect Involvement 

Has been involved in faith healing 

Has been "horn again" 

Cult lnvolvement 

Has been involved in: 

Yoga 

Transcendental Meditation 

Eastern religions 

Mysticism 

College 

6% 
27% 

5% 
7% 
2% 
3% 

High Grade 
School School 

7% 
36% 

2% 
3% 
1 % 
1 % 

1 1 % 
42% 

O% 
2% 
O% 
O% 

one of these groups. Table 2.2 is based on a 1977 Gallup Poli 
of the adult U .S. population. The top section of the table shows 
that the less educated are substantially more likely to report 
that they have had a "horn again" experience, and to have been 
involved in "faith healing. " This is as i t should be, for, in an 
American context, these are sect activities---associated with 
higher-tension Christian denominations. However, the remain­
der of the table involves cult activities. And once again we see 
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TABLE 2.3 
Education of Contemporary American Religious Groups 

Denominations• 

Roman Catholic 

jewish 

Episcopal 

Congregational 

(United Church of Christ) 

Presbyterian 

Methodist 

Lutheran 

Sects 

Assemblies of God 

Nazarene 

Jehovah 's Witnesses 

Worldwide Church of God 

Cults 

New Age 

Scientology 

Wiccan 

Eckankar 

Deity 

Mormons 

lrreligious 

None 

Ago ostie 

T o tal 

Percent Who 
Attended College 

48% 

76% 

70% 

63% 

61 % 

46% 

45% 

37% 

34% 

23% 

10% 

67% 

81 % 

83% 

90% 

1 00% 

81 % 

55% 

53% 

72% 

• Baptists have been omitted because they constitute such a mixture 

of sects and denominations, and because of the confounding effect of 
race. 
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that the college educated show the largest proportion of par­
ticipants, followed by those with only high school educations, 
with the grade school educated being almost devoid of cult 
participation. 

Finally, table 2.3 reports the findings of the 1989-1990 Na­
tional Survey ofReligious Identification. Conducted by Barry A. 
Kosmin and his colleagues, it is the largest survey of American 
religious affiliation ever conducted-l l 3,000 cases. Because 
the sample was so immense, it is possible to assemble a signifi­
cant number of persons who named a cult movement when 
asked their religious affiliation. When we examine the data, i t is 
no surprise that members of the maJor denominations tend 
to be college-educated-indeed, three-fourths of American 
Jews have been to college . Nor is it a surprise that most mem­
bers of Protestant sects are no t well educated--only l O percent 
of members of the Worldwide Church of God have attended 
college. 

But notice the cult groups.4 They are the most educated 
groups-exceeding evenjews and Episcopalians in terms of the 
percentage of members who have attended college. Admit­
tedly, the percentages for individuai groups are based on small 
numbers of cases--only twelve people gave their religious af­
filiation as New Age, and only ten named Eckankar. But the 
findings are extremely consistent across groups, and when the 
cases are totaled, we see that, overall ,  81 percent of members of 
American cult movements have been to college . Indeed, cult 
members are more likely to have attended college than are 
those who claim no religious preference or who claim to be 
agnostics. 

Technically, the Mormons stili constitute a cult movement 
within the religious definitions operative in the United States. 
However, they have endured so long and have grown so large 
that their tension with their social environment has been 
greatly reduced. And, just as Christianity did not remain a mid­
dle- and upper-class movement forever but eventually pene­
trated all classes, the Mormons are not as singularly based on 
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the educated as are the other cult movements shown in the 
table. Moreover, these data include ali Mormons, no t just re­
cent converts-while the data on the other groups would be 
unlikely to include any second-generation members. Neverthe­
less, the Mormons display a high proportion of college-atten­
ders (55 percent) , thus conforming to the generai proposition 
that new religious movements are based on the privileged. 

Clearly, then, not just any unconventional re ligio n is an out­
let for proletarian discontent. It is not poor kids who are run­
ning off an d joining cult movements in contemporary America. 
Indeed, Volinn ( 1 982) found that more than two-thirds of the 
members of Satchidanana had college-educated parents! Cult 
movements, insofar as we have any data on their members, are 
based on the more, not the less, privileged. But can we apply 
this rule to early Christianity? 

CHRISTIANITY AS A CUL T MOVEMENT 

During his ministry, Jesus seems to have been the leader of a 
sect movement within Judaism. Indeed, even in the immediate 
aftermath of the Crucifixion, there was little to separate the dis­
ciples from their fellow Jews. However, on the morning of the 
third day something happened that turned the Christian sect 
into a cult movement. 

Christians believe that on that day Jesus arose from the dead 
and during the next forty days appeared repeatedly to various 
groups of his followers. It is unnecessary to believe in the Resur­
rection to see that because the apostles believed in it, they 
were no longer just another Jewish sect. Although it took time 
for the fact to be recognized fully (in part because of the im­
mense diversity of Judaism in this era) , beginning with the Res­
urrection Christians were participants in a new religion, one 
that added far too much new culture to Judaism to be any 
longer an internai sect movement. Of course , the complete 
break between church and synagogue took centuries, but it 
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seems clear thatjewish authorities in jerusalem quickly labeled 
Christians as heretics beyond the boundaries of the community 
in the same way that Moonies are today excluded from Chris­
tian associations. 

Moreover, whatever the relationship between Christianity 
and Judaism, when historians speak of the early church, they do 
not mean the church injerusalem but the Pauline church-for 
this is the church that triumphed and changed history. And 
there can be no doubt that Christianity was not a sect move­
ment within conventional paganism. The early church was a 
cult movement in the context of the empire, just as the 
Mormons were a cult movement in the context of nineteenth­
century America (and remain a cult in the eyes of evangelica] 
Christians) . 

If this is so, and if cult movements are based on a relatively 
privileged constituency, can we not infer that Paul's missionary 
efforts had their greatest success among the middle and upper 
middle classes, just as New Testament historians now believe? 
In my judgment such an inference is fully justified unless a con­
vincing case can be made that basic social and psychological 
processes were different in the days of Rome from what they are 
now-that in antiquity the human mind worked on different 
principles. Some historians might be tempted to embrace such 
an assertion , but no competent social scientist would consider 
i t for a moment. Moreover, evidence based on a list of the earli­
est converts to Islam supports the conclusion that from the 
start, Muhammad's followers carne from among young men of 
considerable privilege (Watt 1961 ) .  

CONCLUSION 

I am fully aware that this chapter does not "prove" that the 
early church had its greatest appeal to the solid citizens of the 
empire. Had Paul sent out not simply letters but also question­
naires, such proof might be forthcoming. But it is idle to de-
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mand certainty where none ever will be forthcoming. More­
aver, science does not proceed by testing empirically each and 
every application of its theories. (When physicists go to a base­
ball game, they count hits, runs, and errors like everyone else . 
They do not keep score on whether each fly hall comes back 
down. )  The whole point of theories is to generalize and hence to 
escape the grip of perpetuai trial and error. And the point of 
sociological generalizations such as Cult movements overrecruit 
persons of more privileged backgrounds is to rise above the need to 
plead ignorance pending adequate evidence on every specific 
group. 

Finally, what difference does i t make whether early Christian­
ity was a movement of the relatively privileged or of the down­
trodden? In my judgment i t matters a great deal . Had Christian­
ity actually been a proletarian movement, it strikes me that the 
state necessarily would have responded to it as a politica[ threat, 
rather than simply as an illicit religion . With Marta Sordi 
( 1 986) , I reject claims that the state did perceive early Chris­
tianity in politica! terms. I t is far from clear to me that Christian­
ity could have survived a truly comprehensive effort by the state 
to root it out during its early days. When the Roman state did 
perceive politica! threats, its repressive measures were not only 
bruta] but unrelenting and extremely thorough-Masada 
comes immediately to mind. Yet even the most bruta] persecu­
tions of Christians were haphazard and limited, and the state 
ignored thousands of persons who openly professed the new 
religion,  as we will see in chapter 8. Ifwe postulate a Christianity 
of the privileged, o n the other han d, this behavior by the state 
seems consistent. If, as is now believed, the Christians were not 
a mass of degraded outsiders but from early days had members, 
friends, and relatives in high places-often within the imperia! 
family-this would have greatly mitigated repression and perse­
cution. Hence the many instances when Christians were par­
doned. I shall return to these matters in later chapters. 

In conclusion, i t might be well to confess how I carne to write 
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the essay on which this chapter is based. Having begun to read 
about the early church, I encountered Robin Scroggs's ( 1 980) 
discussion of the new view that Christianity was not a proletar­
ian movement. My immediate reaction was, "Of course it 
wasn't; cult movements never are . "  And that is precisely what 
this chapter has attempted to spell out. 
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This bas-relief depicts Roman troops carrying the menorah an d other sacred loot from the 

Tempie in the year 70. The claim that the mission to the Jews ended a t 
this time is sociologicall}' imerobable. 



+ CHAP T E R  3 + 

The Mission to the Jews: 

Why It Probably Succeeded 

N OTHING seems more self-evident than the proposition that 
the rise of Christianity was accomplished despite the failure of 
the mission to the Jews. The New Testament says so, an d so does 
the uncontested weight of historical and scholarly opinion. 
Granted, the received wisdom recognizes thatjews made up the 
bulk ofvery early converts, as phrases such as 'Jewish Christian­
ity" and "the Christian Synagogue" acknowledge. But it is gen­
erally assumed that this pattern ended abruptly in the wake of 
the revolt of 66-74, although some writers will accept a substan­
tial role for Jewish conversion into the second century, regard­
ing the Bar-Kokhba revolt as the "final straw" in Jewish-Chris­
tian sympathies. 

Perhaps only a sociologist would be foolish enough to sug­
gest that, contrary to the received wisdom, Jewish Christianity 
played a centrai role until much later in the rise of Christian­
ity-that not only was it the Jews of the diaspora who provided 
the initial basis for church growth during the first an d early se c­
on d centuries, but thatJews continued as a significant source of 
Christian converts until a t least as late as the fourth century an d 
thatjewish Christianity was stili significant in the fifth century. 
In any event, that is the argument I shall make in this chapter. 

Initially I will base my argument on a number of sociological 
principles and insights about how movements grow and how 
people have reacted to religious movements when faced with 

A preliminary version of this chapter appeared as 'Jewish Conversion an d 

the Rise of Christianity: Rethinking the Received Wisdom,"  in Society of Biblica/ 
Literature Seminar Papers, ed. Kent Harold Richards (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 

1986) , 31 4-329. 
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circumstances very like those faced by millions of Hellenized 
Jews. Indeed, part of my case will rest o n how Jews bave reacted 
when faced with similar conditions in recent times. From these 
materials I reconstruct what should bave happened. I will then 
survey various recent archaeological an d documentary findings 
which suggest that my sociological reconstruction represents 
what actually happened. 

The reconstructive part of the chapter proceeds in three gen­
erai steps. First, I sketch the evidential basis for the belief that 
the Jews did no t convert in substantial numbers. Then, I exarn­
ine a series of sociological propositions and research fi.ndings. 
Finally, I assess the situation of the Hellenized jews of the dias­
pora in light of these considerations and try to show why the 
most plausible conclusion is that large numbers did convert. 

How Do WE KNow THAT THE jEws 
REJECTED CHRISTIANITY? 

Everyone knows that the Jews rejected the Christian message. 
But how do we know this? The most compelling and solid evi­
dence is that after the triumphant rise of Christianity there stili 
existed a large and obdurate Jewish population. Moreover, the 
archaeologkal evidence shows that large synagogues continued 
to function in various parts of the diaspora during the criticai 
time-the second through fifth centuries. Thus it appears to 
follow that, while Romans and Greeks flocked to the church , 
thejews must have stood firm, because they survived to confront 
the church !n later, more fully documented eras. 

This Ieads to the second basis for knowledge that the Jews did 
not convert: hostile textual references from both sides. Begin­
ning with parts of the New Testament we fin d the early church 
fathers depicting the Jews as stubborn and eventually as wicked. 
It is also known that at some point a curse against Christians 
(Nazarenes) was inserted into the Jewish Eighteen Benedic-
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tions-presumably as a method to prevent Jewish Christians 
from acting as presenters in the synagogue (Katz 1984; Horbury 
1 982) .  The date of this insertion is in doubt. But whenever the 
curse carne into use, the assumption is that reciproca! con­
demnations reflect bitterness rooted in the failed mission to the 
Jews. 

And that's all .  That is the evidential base I now attempt to 
reappraise. To do so, I would like to introduce pertinent por­
tions of recent work in the sociology of religion. I begin by ex­
amining some historical parallels and go on to introduce some 
theoretical propositions. 

PERTINENT Soc iOLOGY 

During the 1960s, sociologists radically revised the conven­
tional wisdom about the assimilati o n of ethnic groups in Amer­
ican society. Among the leaders were Nathan Glazer and 
Daniel P. Moynihan ( 1 963) , who demonstrated that eastern 
and southern European ethnics had failed to assimilate into 
American society-that the melting pot was romantic non­
sense. What was their proof? Look aro un d, they said. Look at all 
the Little Italys and Little Polands. Solidly ethnic communities 
abound in American cities and hence confound the melting 
pot thesis. 

Nevertheless, the revised view was invalid. When good data 
became available, it was discovered that the vast majority of 
these ethnic groups already had assimilated-most had mar­
ried outside the ethnic group, for example (Alba 1976, 1 985) . 
The new myth was a product of the method. As Richard Alba 
pointed aut, if one used Glazer and Moynihan's method, one 
would always fin d proof that Italians, far example , do no t assim­
ilate so long as some have not yet done so-unti! Little Italy 
stands empty. The lesson here is that i t is possible far Little Italy 
to seern to thrive while at the same time massive assimilation 
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goes on. The implication is, of course, that active synagogues 
need no t be evidence that large numbers of Jews of the dias­
pora did not convert. The synagogues of the third and fourth 
centuries could be the equivalent of Little Italy in the twentieth 
century. Granted, of course, Little Italy may one day stand 
empty while some of the synagogues of the diaspora never di d. 
But this does not alter the cautionary lesson. 

Let us now examine a second historical parallel. Emancipa­
tion of the Jews in most European nations during the nine­
teenth century resulted in a religious crisis for those Jews 
who seized the opportunities of full citizenship. As Stephen 
Steinberg ( 1 965) demonstrated so clearly, emancipated Jews 
discovered that Judaism was no t simply a religion ,  but an eth­
nièity-the ghetto was not simply a Gentile imposition but a 
tribal precinct. To leave the ghetto, one had to abandon a tribal 
ethnicity. That is, to move freely in the greater society, Jews 
needed to shed the highly distinctive appearance of ghetto res­
idents-side curls, shawls, and yarmulkes, for example . They 
also needed to relax dietary restrictions that prevented them 
from freely associating with Gentiles or entering their social 
circles. The emancipateci Jews discovered, in fact, that one 
could not keep the Law outside the ghetto. Elsewhere there 
were no kosher butchers. How could one avoid violating the 
Sabbath by riding to the synagogue when one lived too far away 
to walk? 

Emancipation caused hundreds of thousands of European 
Jews to become socially marginai-no longer accepted as Jews 
(often having been excommunicated from Judaism and 
shunned by family) , an d no t truly assimilateci Gentiles either. 
The concept of marginality has long-standing utility in sociology 
(Stonequist 1937; Stark and Bainbridge 1987) . People are mar­
ginalized when their membership in two groups poses a contra­
diction or cross pressure such that their status in each group is 
lowered by their membership in the other. The concept takes 
on power as it is embedded in a proposition: People will attempt 
to escape or resolve a marginai position. Some Jews in the nine-
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teenth century tried to resolve their marginality by assimilation, 
including conversion to Christianity. Others attempted to re­
solve their marginality by becoming a new kind of Jew. 

Reform Judaism was designed to provide a nontribal, non­
ethnic religion rooted in the Old Testament (and the Enlight­
enment) , one that focused o n theology an d ethics rather than 
on custom an d practice (Blau 1 964; Steinberg 1 965) . Samuel 
Holdheim, the first rabbi of the Reform congregation in Berlin, 
wrote in 1 845 that divine law is given only for a particular time 
and piace: 

A law, even though divine, is potent only so long as the condi­

tions and circumstances of life, to meet which it was enacted, 

continue; when these change, however, the law also must be ab­

rogated, even though it have God for its author. For God himself 

has shown indubitably that with the change of the circumstances 

an d conditions of life for which He once gave those laws, the laws 

themselves cease to be operative, that they shall be observed no 

longer because they can be observed no longer. (Quoted in Blau 

1964: 1 37) 

The Pittsburgh Platform adopted by the Reform movement 
in its early days in the United States is forthright in its attempt 
to strip ethnicity from theology. Referring to Orthodox Juda­
ism, the platform proclaimed: 

Today we accept as binding only its moral laws and maintain only 

such ceremonials as elevate and sanctify our lives, but reject ali 

such as are no t adapted to the views and habits of modero civili­

zation.  

We hold that ali such Mosaic and Rabbinical laws as regulate 

diet, priestly purity and dress originated in ages and under the 

influence of ideas altogether foreign to our present mental and 

spiritual state. 

We recognizejudaism as a progressive religion, ever striving to 

be in accord with the postulates of reason . (Quoted in Steinberg 

1 965: 1 25) 
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Indeed, in this same document i t was stated frankly, "We con­
sider ourselves no longer a natio n but a religious community. " 
Later in this chapter I will attempt to show the great similarity 
between the circumstances of nineteenth-century emancipated 
Jews and those of HellenizedJews in the Greco-Roman world. I 
shall show the ways in which Christianity offered many of the 
same things to Hellenized Jews that nineteenth-century Jews 
found in the Reform movement. 

Against this background, Jet me now introduce severa] socio­
logica] propositions, in addition to the one on marginality. 
Recall from chapter l that New religious movements mainly draw 
their converts from the ranks of the religiously inactive and discon­
tented, and those affiliated with the most accommodated (worldly) reli­
gious communities. 

One aspect of this proposition is obvious. If people are firmly 
anchored into one religious institution, they don 't up and join 
another. However, it has also been widely assumed that people 
who have lost ali apparent religious ties and interests (like 
Americans who answer "None" when asked their religious pref­
erence) also don't up andjoin a new religious movement-that 
joiners are active seekers after a new faith. But that is not the 
case . New religious movements do best in places where there is 
the greatest amount of apparent secularization-for example, 
in places with low rates of church membership such as the west 
coasts of the United States and Canada, and northern Europe. 
Moreover, in these places the converts to new religious move­
ments derive overwhelmingly from unaffiliated and irreligious 
backgrounds-the same people who would once have given 
their affiliation as "None " (Stark and Bainbridge 1 985) . 

lndeed, the very great secularity of North American and Eu­
ropean Jews in recent times is reflected in the extraordinary 
rates at which their children have been joining new religious 
movements (Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . For example, more 
than a third of Americans who joined Hare Krishna are from 
nonpracticing Jewish families (Shinn 1983) . Would people 
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raised i n  Hellenized Jewish families have been prone to join 
something too? 

The second important proposition is that People are more will­
ing to adopt a new religion to the extent that it retains cultura[ continu­
ity with conventional religion(s) with which they already are Jamiliar. 

As Nock so aptly put it: 

The receptivity of most people for that which is wholly new (if 

anything is) is small. . . .  The originality of a prophet lies com­

monly in his ability to fuse into a white heat combustible materia! 

which is there, to express and appear to meet the half-formed 

prayers of some at least of his contemporaries. The teaching of 

Gotama the Buddha grows out of the eager and baffied asceti­

cism and speculation of his time, and it is not easy even now to 

define exactly what was new in him except his attitude. The mes­

sage ofjohn the Baptist and ofjesus gave form and substance to 

the dreams of a kingdom which had haunted many of their com­

patriots for generations. ( 1 933:9-10) 

The principle of cultura} continuity captures the human ten­
dency to maximize-to get the most for the least cast. In the 
case of adopting a new religious outlook, cost can be measured 
in terms of how much of what o ne already knows an d more or 
less accepts one must discard in arder to make the shift. To the 
extent that potential converts can retain much of their originai 
cultura! heritage and merely add to it, cast is minimized (Stark 
and Bainbridge 1987) . For example, when persons familiar with 
the culture of Christianity confront the option of becoming 
Mormons, they are not asked to discard the Old and New Testa­
ments but to add a third testament to the set. Mormonism does 
no t present itself as an alternative to Christianity, but as its fulfill­
ment. Joseph Smith did not claim to bring revelations from a 
new source, but to bring more recent tidings from the same 
source. This principle also applies to Muhammad an d to Jesus. 

The third proposition is that Social movements grow much Jaster 
when they spread through preexisting social networks. 
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This is simply an application of the attachment proposition 
about conversion developed in chapter l .  For the fact is that 
typically people do no t seek a faith; they encounter one through 
their ties to other people who already accept this faith. In the 
end, accepting a new religion is part of conforming to the ex­
pectations and examples of one 's family and friends. This limits 
avenues by which movements can recruit. 

Religious movements can grow because their members con­
tinue to form new relationships with outsiders. This is a fre­
quent pattern observed in recruitment to religious movements 
in modero times, especially in large cities. Many new religions 
bave become skilled in making attachments with newcomers 
and others deficient in interpersonal attachments (Lofland 
and Stark 1 965; Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . Movements can 
also recruit by spreading through preexisting social networks, 
as converts bring in their families and friends. This pattern 
has the potential for much faster growth thim the one-by-one 
conversion of social isolates (Stark an d Roberts 1982) . The best 
example of this is provided by the Mormons. Although they 
often get an isolated recruit on the basis of attachments built by 
missionaries, the primary source of Mormon converts is along 
network lines. The average convert was preceded into the 
church by many friends and relatives. l t is network growth that 
so distinguishes the Mormon rate of growth-meanwhile, 
other contemporary religious movements will count their 
growth in thousands, no t millions, for lack of a network pattern 
of growth. 

The statistics on Christian growth developed in chapter l 
would seem to require that Christianity arose through preex­
isting networks. For that to bave occurred requires converts to 
bave come from communities united by attachments. These 
networks need not bave been rooted in highly stable communi­
ties. But the network assumption is not compatible with an 
image of proselytizers seeking out most converts along the 
streets and highways, or calling them forth from the crowds in 
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the marketplaces. I n  addition, network growth requires that 
missionaries from a new faith already have, or easily can form, 
strong attachments to such networks. 

THE SITUATION OF HELLENIZED jEWS 

IN THE DIASPORA 

Now i t is time to apply all of the above to the questi an of how, 
given their circumstances, Hellenizedjews in tbe diaspora were 
likely to bave responded to Cbristianity as it appeared among 
them. I sball sbow tbat because tbere was extensive similarity 
between tbe situation of tbe Hellenized Jews of New Testamed't 
times and tbat of nineteenth-century emancipatedjews, we can 
expect sometbing analogous to tbe Reform movement to bave 
attracted tbe Hellenized jews. 

It is important to keep in mind bow greaùy the Hellenized 
Jews of tbe diaspora outnumbered tbe Jews living in Palestine. 
Jobnson ( 1976) suggests that there were a million in Palestine 
and four million outside, wbile Meeks ( 1 983) places tbe popu­
lation of tbe diaspora at five to six million. It is also worth not­
ing tbat the Hellenizedjews were primarily urban-as were the 
early Cbristians outside Palestine (Meeks 1 983) . Finally, tbe 
Hellenized Jews were no t an impoverisbed minority; tbey bad 
been drawn out from Palestine over tbe centuries because of 
economie opportunities. By tbe first century, the large Jewisb 
sections in major centers sucb as Alexandria were known for 
tbeir wealtb. As tbey built up wealtby and populous urban 
communities within tbe major centers of tbe empire,  Jews bad 
adjusted to life in tbe diaspora in ways tbat made them very 
marginai vis-à-vis the judaism ofjerusalem. As early as tbe third 
century B.C.E.  their Hebrew bad decayed to the point that tbe 
Torab bad to be translated into Greek (Greenspoon 1989) . In 
the process of translation not only Greek words, but Hellenic 
viewpoints, crept into tbe Septuagint. Tbus Exod. 22:28 was 
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rendered "You shall not revile the gods, " which Roetzel ( 1985) 
interprets as a gesture toward accommodation with pagans. In 
any event, the Jews outside Palestine read, wrote, spoke, 
thought, an d worshiped in Greek. Of the inscriptions found in 
the Jewish catacombs in Rome, fewer than 2 percent were in 
Hebrew or Aramaic, while 74 percent were in Greek and the 
remainder in Latin (Finegan 1992:325-326) . Many Jews in the 
diaspora had taken Greek names, and they had incorporated 
much of the Greek enlightenment into their cultural views,just 
as emancipated Jews responded to the eighteenth-century En­
lightenment. Moreover, many Hellenized Jews had embraced 
some elements of pagan religious thought. In short, large num­
bers were no longer Jews in the ethnic sense and remained only 
partly so in the religious sense (Goldstein 198 1 ;  Frend 1984: 
Green 1 985) . 

But neither were they Greeks, for Judaism could no t easily be 
separated from an ethnicity intrinsic to the Law. The Law set 
Jews apart as fully in the first century as in the nineteenth and 
prevented them from full participation in civic life (Hengel 
1 975) . In both eras the Jews were in the unstable and un­
comfortable condition of social marginality. As Tcherikover 
put i t, Hellenizedjews found i t degrading to live among Greeks 
and embrace Greek culture and yet to remain "enclosed in a 
spiritual Ghetto an d be reckoned among the 'barbarians. ' " 
He pointed to the urgent need for "a compromise, a synthe­
sis, which would permit ajew to remain ajew" and stili be able 
to claim full entry into "the elect society of the Greeks" 
( 1 958:81 ) .  

Perhaps the "God-Fearers" can help reveal the difficulty that 
the Hellenized Jews had with the ethnic impositions of Juda­
ism. Judaism had long attracted Gentile "fellow travelers, " who 
found much intellectual satisfaction in the moral teachings 
and monotheism of the Jews, but w ho would no t take the final 
step of fulfilling the Law. These people are referred to as God­
Fearers. For Hellenized Jews who had social and intellectual 
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problems with the Law, the God-Fearers could easily have been 
a very tempting model of an alternative, fully Greek Juda­
ism-a Judaism that Rabbi Holdheim might have judged ap­
propriate to the changed circumstances and conditions of life. 
But the God-Fearers were not a movement. The Christians 
were . 

When the Apostolic Council decided not to require converts 
to observe the Law, they created a re ligi o n free of ethnicity. Tra­
dition has i t that the first fruit of this break with the Law was the 
rapid success of the mission to the Gentiles. But who would 
have been the first to hear of the break? Who would have had 
the greatest initial benefits from it? What group, in fact, best 
fulfills the sociological propositions outlined above? 

CuLTURA L CoNTINUITY 

Christianity offered twice as much cultura! continuity to the 
Hellenizedjews as to Gentiles. lfwe examine the marginality of 
the Hellenized Jews, torn between two cultures, we may note 
how Christianity offered to retain much of the religious content 
of both cultures an d to resolve the contradictions between them. 
lndeed, Theissen described Pauline Christianity as "accommo­
dated Judaism" ( 1982 : 1 24) . 

Little need be said of the extent to which Christianity main­
tained cultura! continuity with Judaism. lndeed, much of the 
New Testament is devoted to displaying how Christianity ex­
tends and fulfills the Old. An d for much of this century scholars 
have stressed the ways in which Christianity presented a remark­
ably familiar face to the non:Jewish, Greco-Roman culture as 
well (Harnack 1 908; Nock 1 933; Kee 1983; Wilkèn 1984; 
MacMullen 198 1 ,  1984; Frend 1984) . But if we look at these 
"two cultura! faces" of early Christianity, it seems clear that its 
greatest appeal would have been for those to whom each face 
mattered: the Jews of the diaspora. 
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AGCOMMODATED jUDAISM 

No t only were the Hellenized Jews socially marginai, they were 
also relatively worldly, accommodated, an d secular. The exam­
ple of Philo is compelling. Much has been made of Philo's "an­
ticipations" of many Christian doctrines, and it has been sug­
gested that he may have influenced as well as foreshadowed 
many of Paul 's teachings. This could have had the effect of 
preparing sophisticated opinion for the Christian message. 
But these matters are secondary to my argument. Whatever 
else Philo may represent, he offers dramatic proof of the ex­
tensive accommodation of Judaism in the diaspora (Collins 
1 983) . 

Early in the first century we find an esteemed leader of the 
Alexandrian Jewish community whose interpretations of the 
Torah amazingly resemble those of the early Reform rabbis: di­
vine authority is subordinated to reason and to symbolic and 
allegorical interpretation; faith is accommodated to time and 
piace. Like the Reform rabbis, Philo was stuck between two 
worlds. How could he be fully Hellenized but remain in some 
sense Jewish? To this end, he tried to offer "reasonable " expla­
nations of the laws-God forbids eating of the flesh of birds of 
prey an d of carnivorous mammals in order to elevate the virtue 
of peace. What he could not explain in this way, he recast as 
allegory. As Collins pointed out, "The allegorical interpretation 
of scripture by Philo an d others is an evident method for reduc­
ing the dissonance between the Jewish scriptures and philo­
sophical religion "  ( 1 983:9) . Frend has made the same point, 
arguing that Philo attempted to interpret the Law "exdusively 
through the mirror of Greek philosophy" ( 1 984:35) . As a result, 
the self-evident religious an d historical meaning of much of the 
Torah was "lost among the spiritual and moral sentiments 
whereby Philo sought to demonstrate the harmony and ration­
ality of the universe " (Frend 1 984:35 ) .  
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A m�or aspect of accommodation i s  a turn toward worldli­
ness and away from otherworldliness, with the result that the 
supernatural becomes ever more remote and inactive. Here too 
Philo's writings are a model of the accommodation process. 
Granted, he had a real penchant for mysticism and could write 
of bis soul's being "on fire."  But bis commitment was to Pla­
tonic philosophy, and this was a lens through which the super­
natural could be barely glimpsed through layers of abstraction, 
Reason,  an d Perfection. In Philo, the thundering and jealous 
Yahweh of the Old Testament is replaced by a remote, abstract 
Absolute Being. It has been said of many modern Christian 
theologians that their primary aim is to find ways to express dis­
belief as belief. It seems to me that the same could be said of 
Philo, and of his peers. 

I suggest there are two primary reasons to believe that Philo 
expressed fashionable opinion and thus revealed the extensive 
accommodation of HellenizedJudaism. First, he made bis views 
well known while retaining public esteem. Second, later in the 
century when the question of Christians and the Law arose, it 
was not Gentile converts to Christianity "who first detached 
themselves from the law, but jewish Christians" (Conzelmann 
1973:83) . These Jewish Christians were no t part of the church 
in Palestine but were Hellenized converts. One must suppose 
that their nonobservance predated their conversion, or, at the 
very least, that they had observed the Law only superficially. 
Again, the parallels with Reform jews, and with the present-day 
affinity of Jews from nonpracticing homes for novel religious 
movements, seem compelling. 

NETWORKS 

I now examine the implications of network growth for the mis­
sion to the Jews. Let us put ourselves in the position of the evan­
gelists: h ere we are in Jerusalem in the year 50. The Apostolic 
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Council has just me t an d decided that we should leave Palestine 
and go out and spread the glad tidings. Where should we go? 
Whom should we seek out when we get there? Put another way, 
who will welcome us? Who will listen? I suggest that the answer 
would have been obvious: we should go to the major communi­
ties of Hellenized Jews (Roberts 1979) . 

In all the major centers of the empire were substantial settle­
ments of diasporan Jews who were accustomed to receiving teachers 
from ]erusalem. Moreover, the missionari es were likely to have 
family and friendship connections within at least some of the 
diasporan communities. Indeed, if Paul is a typical example, 
the missionaries were themselves Hellenized jews. 

In addition, the Hellenized Jews were the group best pre­
pared to receive Christianity. We have already seen how Christi­
anity appealed to both their Jewish and their Hellenic sides. It 
built a distinctly Hellenized component on jewish foundations. 
But, unlike the Platonic conceptions of Philo, Christianity pre­
sented an exceedingly vigorous otherworldly faith, capable of 
generating strong commitment. 

We also ought to note that diasporan Jews would be less dubi­
ous about a messiah come to Palestine-a part of the empire 
that many Gentiles would regard as a backwater. N or would the 
Jews have been so easily put off by the facts of the Crucifixion. 
Indeed, the cross was a symbol used to signify the Messiah in 
Hebrew manuscripts prior to the Crucifixion (Finegan 
1992:348) . In contrast, many Gentiles apparently had trouble 
with the notion of deity executed as a common criminal. The 
socially marginai Jews of the diaspora knew that Roman justice 
was often opportunistic, and they could also understand the 
machinations of the high priests in jerusalem. 

Finally, it seems reasonable to suppose that the escalating 
conflict between Rome and various Jewish nationalist move­
ments added to the burden of marginality experienced by 
Hellenized jews. In the wake of the destruction of the Tempie, 
with Jewish nationalists plotting new revolts, multitudes of 
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Hellenized Jews w h o  n o  longer felt strong ethnic ties to Pales­
tine must have been very tempted to step aside (Grant 1 972; 
Downey 1 962 ) .  

These are the reasons that ought to have caused the first mis­
sionaries to concentrate on the Hellenized Jews. And virtually 
ali New Testament historians agree that they did so, and were 

successfu� but only in the beginning. These facts are agreed 
upon: (l ) many of the converts mentioned in the New Testa­
ment can be identified as Hellenizedjews; (2)  much of the New 
Testament assumes an audience familiar with the Septuagint 
(Frend 1 984) ; (3) Christian missionaries frequently did their 
public teaching in the synagogues of the diaspora-and may 
have continued to do so far into the second century (Grant 
1972) ; ( 4) archaeological evidence shows that the early Chris­
tian churches outside Palestine were concentrated in the Jewish 
sections of cities-as Eric Meyers put it, "on opposite sides of 
the street, so to speak" ( 1988:76; see also Pearson 1986; White 
1985, 1986) . 

The criticai issue thus comes into view. What justifies the as­

sumption that the powerful social forces that initially achieved 
such a favorable response in diasporan communities suddenly 
became inoperative? Frend asserts that between 1 45 and 1 70 
there was a major shift in which Christianity abandoned itsjew­
ish connections ( 1984:257) . But he does not say how he knows, 
nor does he explain why such a shift should have occurred or 
did occur. There is nothing in the sociological propositions ex­
amined above to justify a sudden shift in recruitment patterns, 
nor is there an empirical example to cite .  Granted, sociological 
"models" are fallible, but we ought not to dismiss them without 
due cause. Here, an adequate cause to prefer the received over 
the sociological wisdom would be persuasive historical evidence 
that Jewish conversion did peter out by the second century 
and that Jewish Christianity was absorbed in a sea of Gentile 
converts. 

I find no compelling case in the sources that the mission to 

63 



C H A P T E R  3 

the Jews ended in this way. To the contrary, the pertinent texts 
seem surprisingly ( to me) supportive of my revisionist views 
(which are compatible with Georg Strecker's [ 1971 ] interpreta­
tions as well) . First of ali, historians acknowledge that neither 
the 'jewish War" nor the Bar-Kokhba revolt had really serious 
direct impact on most Jewish communities in the diaspora. 
That is, these conflicts brought destruction and depopulation 
in Palestine, but their "significance for the diaspora communi­
ties was minimal"  (Meeks an d Wilken 1978:5) . If this is so, then 
why must we assume that one or the other of these conflicts 
severed connections between the Christian andjewish commu­
nities? Indeed, would the destruction of the Tempie and of the 
center of "ethnic "Judaism no t h ave ad d ed to the growing weak­
ness of traditional Orthodoxy in the diaspora an d thus have in­
creased the potential appeal of Christianity? We must not mis­
take what could well have been a "remnant" Orthodoxjudaism 
of the fifth and sixth centuries for the dominant Judaism of 
the Hellenized communities of the second through fourth 
centuries. 

Moreover, I think examination of the Marcion affair reveals 
that a very Jewish Christianity stili was overwhelmingly domi­
nant in the mid-second century. The Marcion movement was 
very much what one would have expected Christianity to be­
come if, from very early on, the church in the West had been 
the Gentile-dominated movement, increasingly in conflict with 
the Jews of the diaspora, that i t is alleged to have been. 

Even today, after nearly two millennia of rationalization, the 
fit between the Old and the New Testaments often seems awk­
ward. In the second century, with the canon stili in flux, many 
must have perceived very serious "difficulties and internai con­
tradictions, "  as Gerhard May has put it ( 1987-1988: 1 48) . Paul 
Johnson described the situation rather more bluntly, asserting 
that compared with the New, the Old Testament seems to be 
talking of "a quite different God,"  and that the clarity and in­
tegrity ofpost-Pauline Christian writings suffered from trying to 
reconcile the two traditions ( 1976:46) . 
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In the face of these problems, what would be the most parsi­
monious and obvious solution for a religious movement con­
sisting overwhelmingly of "Gentile" Christians? I think it would 
be the precise soluùon Marcion adopted: to strip the New Tes­
tament of ali those parts concerned with justifying Christianity 
to the Jews, and then to drop the Old Testament from the 
canon entirely. Ifwe are Christians, why should we worry about 
non-Christians or about pre-Christian doctrines? If Jewish texts 
do notjibe with the Pauline tradition, why not simply complete 
the break withjudaism? Whether Marcion himself carne from a 
Jewish background, as is sometimes claimed, is irrelevant to the 
theological elegance of his solution. Indeed, the speed with 
which Marcion built a substantial movement suggests that his 
soluùon pleased many. But the crucial point is this: the tradi­
tional Christian faction seems to have easily ousted Marcion 
and successfully condemned Antitheses as heresy. 

I do not believe that the traditionalists won out because of 
superior theology. Rather, the whole affair suggests to me that 
in the middle of the second century the church stili was domi­
nated by people with Jewish roots an d strong current ties to the 
Jewish world. Notice that this was after the Bar-Kokhba revolt 
an d at the very time Frend ( 1984) suggests that Jewish influ­
ences in the church rapidly waned. To me, the Marcion affair 
suggests that the mission to the Jews remained a very high prior­
ity far later than has been recognized. 

Since "everyone " has known that Christian:Jewish connec­
ùons were insignificant by the mid-second century, it is under­
standable that no one has drawn the obvious ( to me) con­
clusions about the persistence well into the fifth century of 
'Judaizing" tendencies within Christianity. The facts are clear. 
In this period large numbers of Christians showed such an 

affinity for Jewish culture that it could be characterized as "a 
widespread Chrisùan infatuaùon with Judaism " (Meeks an d 
Wilken 1978:31 ) .  This is usually explained on the basis of lin­
gering attracùons ofjudaism and renewed conversion to juda­
ism (Simon 1964; Wilken 1971 , 1983) . Perhaps so. But this is 
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also exactly what o ne would expect to fin d in Christian commu­
nities containing many members of relatively recent Jewish 
ancestry, who retained ties of family and association with non­
Christian J ews, an d w ho therefore still retained a distinctly J ewish 
aspect to their Christianity. lndeed, it is quite uncertain just 
when i t became unacceptable for Christians to observe the Law. 

Put another way, what was at issue may not bave been the 
Judaizing of Christianity, but that in many places a substantial 
Jewish Christianity persisted. And if this was the case, there is no 
reason to suppose that jewish Christians had lost the ability to 
attract new converts from their networks of Hellenized families 
and friends. Hence , rather than seeing these affinities as signs 
of renewed conversion to Judaism, I suggest that a more plausi­
hl e reading is to see them as signs that Jewish conversion to 
Christianity continued. 

For the moment, assume thatjewish conversion to Christian­
ity was stili a major factor in the fourth and early fifth centu­
ries-major in the sense that a substantial rate of defection 
from Judaism to Christianity continued, even though this 
would by then bave become a minor source of converts to the 
now-huge Christian population. Such an assumption allows us 
to make better sense of the anti:Jewish polemics of Christian 
figures such as John Chrysostom. I think we can safely accept 
Chrysostom's claims about widespread Christian involvement 
in jewish circles, since his audience would bave known the true 
state of affairs. But rather than dismiss Chrysostom as merely 
a raving bigot or as an unscrupulous manipulator of Jewish 
scapegoats, why not see him as an early leader in the move­
ment to separate a church and synagogue that were stili greatly 
intertwined? 

Postulate a world in which there are a great many Christians 
with jewish friends and relatives and who, therefore, turn up at 
Jewish festivals and even in the synagogues from time to time. 
Moreover, this has gone on for centuries. Now suppose you are 
a newly appointed bishop who has been told that i t is time to get 
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serious about making a Christian world. How can you convince 
people that they ought to avoid even the appearance of dab­
bling injudaism? By confronting them with the need to choose, 
not between Gentile and Jewish Christianity, but between 
Christianity and traditional , Orthodox Judaism-a Judaism 
whose adherents could be attacked as "Christ-killers" who con­
sorted with demons (as Jewish Christianity could no t) . In this 
fashion Chrysostom could stress that it was time for Jewish­
Christians to become assimilated, unhyphenated Christians. 
Seen this way, the increasingly emphatic attacks on judaism in 
this later period reflect efforts to consolidate a diverse and 
splintered faith into a clearly defined catholic structure. I find 
this a more plausible interpretation than the thesis that the at­
tacks were reactions against a new wave of conversion to Juda­
ism. Why should the "ethnic" burden of Orthodoxy suddenly 
have ceased to matter to potential converts? And that takes us 
back to the "God-Fearers. " 

It seems to me that MacLennan and Kraabel ( 1986) are cor­
rect to dismiss the role of the "God-Fearers" as go-betweens tak­
ing Christianity to the Jews of the diaspora. There were plenty 
of Jewish Christians, including Paul, filling that role. I think 
they are also correct that the extent of Jewish conversion to 
Christianity during the first two centuries was "higher than is 
usually assumed."  But I fin d difficulties with their conclusion 
that the God-Fearers may have been primarily mythical. Their 
evidence is, in my judgment, too late. A lack of mention of Gen­
tile donors in synagogue inscriptions from the third and fourth 
centuries can be material only ifwe assume that the God-Fearers 
did not take the Christian option when i t appeared, but contin­
ued to be marginai hangers-on of the synagogue. That is not 
consistent with good sociology. And it is inconsistent with the 
New Testament. Acts does not suggest that one would find the 
God-Fearers stili lingering in the back of the synagogues, but 
that by early in the second century, at the latest, they would 
have long since moved into the churches. 
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What we ought to look for in the synagogues are signs of lin­
gering connections with Christianity. MacLennan and Kraabel 
teli us that the archaeological evidence fails to show much Gen­
tile presence around the synagogues in the Jewish settlements 
in the diaspora. But they also telis us that this is where the 
churches were! If they are correct that the people in these 
churches were not Gentiles, who could they bave been other 
than Jewish Christians? And in fact, the weight of pertinent re­
cent evidence seems to support this conclusion. 

RECENT PHYSICAL EVIDENCE 

There is recent physical evidence (or what insiders sometimes 
cali realia) suggesting that the Christian and Jewish communi­
ties remained closely linked-intertwined, even-until far later 
than is consistent with claims about the early and absolute 
break between church and synagogue. The realia are both ar­
chaeological and documentary. 

Eric Meyers ( 1 983, 1988) reported that a wealth of ar­
chaeological findings in Italy ( especialiy in Rome an d Venosa) 
show that jewish and Christian burials reflect an interdepen­
dent and closely related community of Jews and Christians in 
which clear marks of demarcation were blurred until the third 
and fourth centuries C.E. " ( 1988:73-74) . Shifting to data from 
Palestine ,  Meyers noted excavations in Capernaum (on the 
shores of the Sea of Galilee) that reveal "a Jewish synagogue 
an d a Jewish-Christian house church on opposi te sides of the 
street . . . .  Foliowing the strata and the structures, both commu­
nities apparently lived in harmony until the seventh century 
c.E. " ( 1 988:76) . Finaliy, Meyers suggested that only when a tri­
umphant Christianity began, late in the fourth century, to pour 
money into Palestine for church building an d shrines was there 
any serious rupture with Jews. 

Roger Bagnali reported a surviving papyrus (P.Oxy. 44) from 
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the year 400 wherein a man "explicitly described as ajew" leased 
a ground-floor room and a basement storage room in a house 
from two Christian sisters described as apotactic monastics: 

The rent is in line with other lease payments for parts of the city 

known from the period, and the whole transaction is distin­

guished by its routineness. All the same, the sight of two Chris­

tian nuns letting out two rooms in their house to a jewish man 

has much to say about no t only the flexibility of the monastic life 

but also the ordinariness of [Christian:Jewish] relationships. 

( 1993:277-278) 

These data may strike social scientists as thin, but they seem 
far less ambiguous and far more reliable than the evidence with 
which students of antiquity must usually work. 

CONCLUSION 

In the nineteenth century, many newly emancipated Jews in 
western Europe responded to their marginai situation by turn­
ing to Reform Judaism-preserving some semblance of their 
religious heritage while jettisoning its heavy burdens of ethnic­
ity. Had it not been for the preceding centuries of Christian 
hostility, they might very well have taken up Christianity in­
stead, far it too would have been more compatible with the 
modern enlightenment and would have released them from 
the confines of the Law, the two concerns most urgently ex­
pressed in Reform writings. In the early centuries of the Chris­
tian era such a barrier had no t yet been erected between Jews 
and Christians. In those days too, Jews were caught an the cleft 
of marginality, to . which Christianity offered an appropriate 
resolution. 

Keep in mind, too, that there were far more than enough 
Jews in the diaspora to have provided the numbers needed to 
fulfill plausible growth curves well into the Christian era. In 
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chapter l ,  I calculated a total of slightly more than a million 
Christians by the year 250. Only approximately one out of every 
.fivejews in the diaspora need have converted to meet that total 
in the absence of any Gentile conversions-and I hardly mean 
to suggest that there were none of these before 250. Moreover, 
the diasporan Jews were in the right places to provide the 
needed supply of converts--in the cities, and especially in the 
cities of Asia Minor and North Africa. For it is here that we find 
not only the first churches, but, during the first four centuries, 
the most vigorous Christian communities. 

I have tried to show what should have happened, why the mis­
sion to the Jews of the diaspora should have been a consider­
able long-run success. Although I reconfirm my respect for the 
gap between "should" and "did , "  I cautiously suggest that a very 
substantial conversion of the Jews actually did take piace. In­
deed, Ephraim Isaac recently reported that according to Ethio­
pian tradition, when Christianity first appeared there, "half of 
the population was Jewish an d . . .  most of them converted to 
Christianity" ( 1993:60) . 

AYfERWORD 

Long after the initial version of this chapter had been pub­
Iished and as this book neared completion, I finally read the 
classic two-volume work by Johannes Weiss ( [ 1914] 1959) . Mid­
way in the second volume I discovered that Weiss also rejected 
the traditional view positing the failure of the mission to the 
Jews. Noting that portions of the New Testament suggest that 
"the mission to the Jews has been abandoned as completely 
hopeless, "  Weiss then devoted many pages of textual analysis to 
rejecting this claim (2:666-703) . He asserted that the church 
"did not abandon its mission to the Jews," an d suggested that 
serious dialogue and interaction continued well into the third 
century and probably later. He noted, for example, that Origen 
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mentioned having taken part in a theological debate with Jews 
before "umpires" sometime during the first half of the third 
century (2 :670) . 

This discovery encouraged me to feel that I was on the right 
track, and discouraged me from imagining that I could ever fi­
nally master this enormous literature. 
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As these surgical instruments found in Pompeii reveal , the Romans 
understood human anatomy. But because they did not know germs 

even existed, they could not treat communicable diseases. 
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Epidemics, Networks, 

and Conversion 

IN 1 65 ,  during the reign of Marcus Aurelius, a devastating ep­
idemie swept through the Roman Empire. Some medicai histo­
rians suspect that it was the first appearance of smallpox in the 
West (Zinsser [ 1934] 1 960) . But whatever the actual disease, it 
was lethal. During the fifteen-year duration of the epidemie, 
from a quarter to a third of the empire's population died from 
it, including Marcus Aurelius himself, in 1 80 in Vienna (Boak 
1947; Russell 1958; Gilliam 1961 ; McNeill 1976) . Then in 25 1 a 
new and equally devastating epidemie again swept the empire, 
hitting the rural areas as hard as the cities (Boak 1955a, 1955b; 
Russell 1958; McNeill 1 976) . This time it may have been mea­
sles. Both smallpox and measles can produce massive mortality 
rates when they strike a previously unexposed population (Neel 
et al . 1970) . 

Although, as we shall see, these demographic disasters were 
reported by contemporary writers, the role they likely played in 
the decline of Rome was ignored by historians until modern 
times (Zinsser [ 1 934] 1 960; Boak 1 947) . Now, however, histo­
rians recognize that acute depopulation was responsible for 
policies once attributed to moral degeneration. For exam­
ple, massive resettlement of "barbarians" as landholders within 
the empire and their induction into the legions did not reflect 
Roman decadence but were rational policies implemented by 
a state with an abundance of vacant estates and lacking man­
power (Boak 1 955a) . In his now-classic an d pioneering work 

An earlier version of this chapter appeared as "Epidemics, Networks, and 

the Rise of Christianity," in Semeia 56 ( 1 992) : 1 59-1 75 (L. Michael White,  

guest editor) . 
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on the impact of epidemics on history, Hans Zinsser pointed 
out that 

again and again,  the forward march of Roman power and world 

organization was interrupted by the only force against which po­

litica! genius and military valor were utterly helpless---epidemic 

disease . . .  an d when i t carne, as though carried by storm clouds, 

ali other things gave way, and men crouched in terror, abandon­

ing ali their quarrels, undertakings, and ambitions, until the 

tempest had blown over. ( [ 1934] 1960:99) 

But while historians of Rome have been busy making good the 
oversights of earlier generaùons, the same cannot be said of his­
torians of the early Christian era. The words "epidemie,"  
"plague, "  and "disease" do not even appear in the index of the 
most respected recent works o n the rise of Chrisùanity (Frend 
1984; MacMullen 1984) . This is no small omission. Indeed, 
Cyprian , Dionysius, Eusebius, and other church fathers 
thought the epidemics made major contribuùons to the Chris­
tian cause. I think so too. In this chapter I suggest that had clas­
sica! society no t been disrupted an d demoralized by these catas­
trophes, Christianity might never have become so dominant a 
faith. To this end, I shall develop three theses. 

The first of these can be found in the wriùngs of Cyprian, 
bishop of Carthage. The epidemics swamped the explanatory 
and comforting capacities of paganism and ofHellenic philoso­
phies. In contrast, Christianity offered a much more saùsfactory 
account of why these terrible times had fallen upon humanity, 
and it projected a hopeful, even enthusiastic, portrait of the 
future. 

The second is to be found in an Easter letter by Dionysius, 
bishop of Alexandria. Chrisùan values of love an d charity had,  
from the beginning, been translated into norms of social ser­
vice and community solidarity. When disasters struck, the Chris­
ùans were better able to cape, and this resulted in substantially 
higher rates of survival. This meant that in the aftermath of each 
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epidemie, Christians made up a larger percentage of the pop­
ulation even without new converts. Moreover, their notice­
ably better survival rate would have seemed a "miracle" to 
Christians and pagans alike, and this ought to have influenced 
conversion. 

Let me acknowledge that, as I consulted sources on the his­
torical impact of epidemics, I discovered these two points dis­
cussed briefly in William H. McN eill 's superb Plagues and Peoples 
( 1 976: 1 08-109) . I could not recall having read them before. I 
must bave done so, but at a time when I was more interested in 
the fall of Rome than in the rise of Christianity. In any event, 
both points bave a substantial social scientific pedigree as ele­
ments in the analysis of "revitalization movements" -the rise of 
new religions as a response to social crises (Wallace 1956, 1 966; 
Thornton 1 98 1 ;  Champagne l' 1; Stark and Bainbridge 1 985, 
1987) . 

My third thesis is an application of contro l theories of confor­
mity (Hirschi 1 969; Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1987) . When 
an epidemie destroys a substantial pro porti o n of a population, 
i t leaves large numbers of people without the interpersonal at­
tachments that had previously bound them to the conventional 
moral order. As mortality mounted during each of these epi­
demics, large numbers of people, especially pagans, would ha ve 
lost the bonds that once might have restrained them from becom­
ing Christians. Meanwhile, the superior rates of survival of 
Christian social networks would bave provided pagans with a 
much greater probability of replacing their lost attachments 
with new ones to Christians. In this way, very substantial num­
bers of pagans would bave been shifted from mainly pagan to 
mainly Christian social networks. In any era, such a shifting of 
social networks will result in religious conversions, as was out­
lined in chapter l .  

I n  what follows I will expand each of these arguments and 
offer evidence that it applies. But first, I must sketch the extent 
of these two epidemics an d their demographic impact. 
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THE EPIDEMICS 

The great epidemie of the second century, which is sometimes 
referred to as the "Plague of Galen," first struck the army of 
Verus during its campaigns in the East in 1 65 and from there 
spread across the empire. The mortality was so high in many 
cities that Marcus Aurelius spoke of caravans of carts and wag­
ons hauling the dead from cities. Hans Zinsser noted that 

so many people died that cities and villages in Italy and in the 

provinces were abandoned and fell into ruin . Distress and disor­

ganization was so severe that a campaign against the Marcom­

mani was postponed. When, in 1 69, the war was fìnally resumed, 

Haeser records that many of the Germanic warriors-men and 

women-were found dead on the fìeld without wounds, having 

died from the epidemie. ( [ 1 934] 1960: 1 00) 

We cannot know the actual mortality rate with any certainty, 
although there is no doubt that it was high. Seeck's 1910  esti­
mate that over half the empire 's population perished now 
seems too high (see Littman and Littman 1973) . Conversely, 
Gilliam's conclusion that only l percent died is incompatible 
even with his own assertion that "a great and destructive epi­
demie took piace under Marcus Aurelius" ( 1 961 :249) . 

The Littmans ( 1973) propose a rate of 7 to 1 0  percent, but 
they arrive at it by selecting smallpox epidemics in Minneapolis 
during 1924-1925 and in western Prussia in 1874 as the rele­
vant comparisons, and ignoring the far higher fatalities for 
smallpox epidemics in less modern societies with populations 
lacking substantial prior exposure. I am most persuaded by 
McNeill 's ( 1 976) estimate that from a quarter to a third of the 
population perished during this epidemie. Such high mortality 
is consistent with modern knowledge of epidemiology. It is also 
consistent with analyses of subsequent manpower shortages 
(Boak 1955a) . 

Almost a century later a second terrible epidemie struck the 
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Roman world. At its height, five thousand people a day were 
reported to have died in the city of Rome alone (McNeill 1976) . 
And for this epidemie we have many contemporary reports, es­
pecially from Christian sources. Thus Cyprian, bishop of 
Carthage, wrote in 251 that "many of us are dying" from "this 
plague an d pestilence" ( Mortality, 1958 ed. ) .  Severa! years later 
Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria, wrote in an Easter message 
that "out of the blue carne this disease , a thing . . .  more fright­
ful than any disaster whatever" (Eusebius, The History of the 
Church, 1965 ed. ) .  

These disasters were not limited to the cities. McNeill ( 1 976) 
suggests that the death toll may have been even higher in rural 
areas. Boak ( 1 955b) has calculated that the small town of Ka­
ranis, in Egypt, may h ave lost more than a third of its population 
during the first epidemie. Calculations based on Dionysius 's ac­
count suggest that two-thirds of Alexandria's population may 
have perished (Boak 1947) . Such death rates have been docu­
mented in many other times and places when a serious infec­
tious disease has struck a population not recently exposed to i t. 
For example, in 1 707 smallpox killed more than 30 percent of 
the population of Iceland (Hopkins 1 983) . In any event, my 
concern here is not epidemiologica!. It is, rather, with the 
human experience of such crisis and calamity. 

CRISIS AND F AITH 

Frequently in human history, crises produced by natura! or so­
eia! disasters have been translated into crises of faith. Typically 
this occurs because the disaster places demands upon the pre­
vailing religion that it appears unable to meet. This inability 
can occur at two levels. First, the religion may fail to provide a 
satisfactory explanation of why the disaster occurred. Second, 
the religion may seem to be unavailing against the disaster, 
which becomes truly criticai when all nonreligious means also 
prove inadequate-when the supernatural remains the only 
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plausible source of help. In response t o these "failures" of their 
traditional faiths, societies frequently have evolved or adopted 
new faiths. The classic instance is the seri es of messianic move­
ments that periodically swept through the Indians of North 
America in response to their failures to withstand encroach­
ments by European settlers (Mooney 1896) . The prevalence of 
new religious movements in societies undergoing rapid mod­
ernization also illustrates the point. Bryan Wilson ( 1 975) has 
surveyed many such episodes from around the world. 

In a now-famous essay, Anthony F. C. Wallace ( 1 956) argued 
that all religions arise in response to crises. That seems a need­
lessly extreme view, but there is abundant evidence that faith 
seldom is "blind, " in the sense that religions frequently are dis­
carded and new ones accepted in troubled times, and surely 
periods of raging epidemics meet the requirements outlined by 
Wallace. 

In this chapter I will contrast Christianity's ability to explain 
the epidemics with that of its competitors in the Greco-Roman 
world. I also will examine the many ways in which Christianity 
not only seemed to be, but actually was, efficacious. This too is 
typical. Indeed, this is why the term "revitalization movement" 
is applied to new religions that arise during times of crisis-the 
name indicates the positive contributions such movements 
often make by "revitalizing" the capacity of a culture to deal 
with its problems. 

How do religions "revitalize?" Primarily by effectively mobi­
lizing people to attempt collective actions. Thus the new reli­
gious movements among the North American Indians during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries initially revitalized 
these societies by greatly reducing drunkenness and despair, 
and then provided an effective framework for joining frag­
mented bands into an organized politica) unit capable of con­
certed action. That these proved unable to withstand white en­
croachments in the long run must not obscure the obvious 
early benefits an d how these "proved" the new faith 's validity. In 
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this way new ideas or theologies often generate new social ar­
rangements that are better suited to the new circumstances. 

Social scientists typically are trained to be suspicious of "the­
ological" or "ideological" explanations and often suppose that 
these are epiphenomena easily reduced to the "real" causes, 
which are material in nature. This is true even of some social 
scientists who specialize in studies of early Christianity. How­
ever, I shall demonstrate in this chapter, and many times 
throughout the book, that ideas often are criticai factors in de­
termining not only individuai behavior but, indeed, the path of 
history. To be more specific, for people in the Greco-Roman 
world, to be a Christian or a pagan was not simply a matter of 
"denominational preference. " Rather, the contents of Christian 
an d pagan beliefs were different in ways that greatly determined 
not only their explanatory capacities but also their relative ca­
pacities to mobilize human resources. 

To assess these differences between pagans and Christians, 
l et us imagine ourselves in their places, faced with o ne of these 
terrible epidemics. 

Here we are in a city stinking of death. Ali around us, our 
family and friends are dropping. We can never be sure if or 
when we will fall sick too. In the midst of such appalling cir­
cumstances, humans are driven to ask YVhy ? Why is this hap­
pening? Why them and not me? Will we ali die? Why does the 
world exist, anyway? What is going to happen next? What can 
we do? 

If we are pagans, we probably already know that our priests 
profess ignorance. They do not know why the gods have sent 
such misery--or if, in fact, the gods are involved or even care 
(Harnack 1 908, vol. 2) . Worse yet, many of our priests have fled 
the city, as have the highest dvii authorities and the wealthiest 
families, which adds to the disorder and suffering. 

Suppose that instead of being pagans we are philosophers. 
Even ifwe reject the gods and profess one or another school of 
Greek philosophy, we stili have no answers. Natural law is no 
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help in saying why suffering abounds, at least no t if we seek to 
find meaning in the reasons. To say that survival is a matter of 
luck makes the life of the individuai seem trivial. Cicero ex­
pressed the incapacity of classical as well as modern humanism 
to provide meaning (or perhaps I should say "meaningful­
ness") , when he explained that "i t depends on fortune or (as we 
should say) 'conditions' whether we are to experience prosper­
ity or adversity. Certain events are, indeed, due to natural 
causes beyond human contro!" (quoted in Cochrane [ 1 940] 
1957: 1 00) . 

Moreover, for a science that knows nothing of bacteria (let 
alone viruses) the phrase "natural causes" in connection with 
these great epidemics is simply how philosophers say, "Who 
knows? " I am not here disputing that survival was in fact sub­
stantially random or that the epidemics had natura! causes. But 
I do claim that people will prefer explanations which assert that 
such events reflect underlying historical intentions, that the 
larger contours of life are coherent and explicable. Not only 
were the philosophers of the time unable to provide such 
meanings, but from the point of view of classical science and 
philosophy these events were indeed beyond human control ,  
for no useful medicai courses of action could be suggested. In­
deed, the philosophers of the period could think of nothing 
more insightful than to anthropomorphize society and blame 
senility. As Cochrane put i t, ''while a deadly plague was ravaging 
the empire . . .  the sophists prattled vaguely about the exhaus­
tion of virtue in a world growing old" ( [ 1 940] 1 957: 1 55) . 

But ifwe are Christians, our faith does claim to have answers. 
McNeill summed them up this way: 

Another advantage Christians enjoyed over pagans was that the 

teaching of their faith made life meaningful even amid sudden 

and surprising death . . . .  [E]ven a shattered remnant of survi­

vors who had somehow made it through war or pestilence or 

both could find warm, immediate and healing consolation in the 

vision of a heavenly existence for those missing relatives and 
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friends. , . .  Christianity was, therefore, a system of thought and 

feeling thoroughly adapted to a time of troubles in which hard­

ship, disease, an d violent death commonly prevailed. ( 1976: l 08) 

Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, seems almost to have welcomed 
the great epidemie of his time. Writing in 25 1 he claimed that 
only non-Christians had anything to fear from the plague. 
Moreover, he noted that although 

the just are dying with the unjust, i t is no t for you to think that 

the destruction is a common one for both the evi! an d the good. 

The just are called to refreshment, the unjust are carried off to 

torture; protection is more quickly given to the faithful; punish­

ment to the faithless . . . .  How suitable, how necessary it is that 

this plague and pestilence, which seems horrible and deadly, 

searches out the justice of each an d every one an d examines the 

minds of the human race; whether the well care for the sick, 

whether relatives dutifully love their kinsmen as they should, 

whether masters show compassion for their ailing slaves, whether 

physicians do not desert the afflicted . . . .  Although this mortality 

has contributed nothing else, it has especially accomplished this 

for Christians an d servants of God, that we have begun gladly to 

seek martyTdom while we are learning not to fear death. These 

are trying exercises for us, not deaths; they give to the mind the 

glory of fortitude; by contempt of death they prepare for the 

crown . . . .  [O]ur brethren who have been freed from the world 

by the summons of the Lord should not be mourned, since we 

know that they are not lost but sent before; that in departing they 

lead the way; that as travellers, as voyagers are wont to be, they 

should be longed for, not lamented . . .  and that no occasion 

should be given to pagans to censure us deservedly an d justly, on 

the ground that we grieve for those who we say are living. (Mor­

tality 1 5-20, 1958 ed. )  

His fellow bishop Dionysius addressed his Alexandrian mem­
bers in similar ton es. "Other people would no t think this a time 
for festival, "  h e wrote, but "far from being a time of distress, i t 
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is a time of unimaginable joy" (Festival Letters, quoted by 
Eusebius, Ecclesiastica[ History 7.22, 1 965 ed. ) .  Acknowledging 
the huge death rate, Dionysius noted that though this terrified 
the pagans, Christians greeted the epidemie as merely "school­
ing an d testing. " Thus, at a time when all other faiths were 
called to question, Christianity offered explanation and com­
fort. Even more important, Christian doctrine provided a pre­
scription Jor action. That is, the Christian way appeared to work. 

SURVIVAL RATES AND THE GoLDEN RULE 

At the height of the second great epidemie, around 260, in the 
Easter letter already quoted above, Dionysius wrote a lengthy 
tribute to the heroie nursing efforts of local Christians, many of 
whom lost their lives while caring for others. 

Most of our brother Christians showed unbounded love and loy­

alty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another. 

Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to 

their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with 

them departed this life serenely happy; for they were infected by 

others with the disease, drawing on themselves the sickness of 

their neighbors and cheerfully accepting their pains. Many, in 

nursing and curing others, transferred their death to themselves 

and died in their stead . . . .  The best of our brothers lost their 

lives in this manner, a number of presbyters, deacons, and lay­

men winning high commendation so that death in this form, the 

result of great piety and strong faith, seems in every way the 

equal of martyrdom. 

Dionysius emphasized the heavy mortality of the epidemie by 
asserting how much happier survivers would be had they 
merely, like the Egyptians in the time of Moses, lost the first­
born from each house . For "there is not a house in whieh there 
is no t one dead-how I wish i t had been only one. " But while 
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the epidemie had not passed over the Christians, he suggests 
that pagans fared much worse: "Its full impact fell on the 
heathen. " 

Dionysius also offered an explanation of this mortality differ­
ential. Having noted at length how the Christian community 
nursed the sick and dying and even spared nothing in prepar­
ing the dead far proper burial, he wrote: 

The heathen behaved in the very opposi te way. At the first onset 

of the disease, they pushed the sufferers away and fled from their 

dearest, throwing them into the roads before they were de ad an d 

treated unburied corpses as dirt, hoping thereby to avert the 

spread and contagion of the fatai disease; but do what they 

might, they found it difficult to escape. 

But should we believe him? If we are to assess Dionysius's 
claims, it must be demonstrated that the Christians actually did 
minister to the sick while the pagans mostly did no t. l t also must 
be shown that these different patterns of responses would result 
in substantial differences in mortality. 

CHRISTIAN AND PAGAN RESPONSES 

It seems highly unlikely that a bishop would write a pastoral let­
ter full of false claims about things that his parishioners would 
know from direct observation. So if he claims that many leading 
members of the di acese have perished while nursing the sick, i t 
is reasonable to believe that this happened. Moreover, there is 
compelling evidence from pagan sources that this was charac­
teristic Christian behavior. Thus, a century later, the emperor 
Julian launched a campaign to institute pagan charities in an 
effort to match the Christians. Julian complained in a letter to 
the high priest of Galatia in 362 that the pagans needed to 
equal the virtues of Christians, for recent Christian growth was 
caused by their "moral character, even if pretended," an d by 
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their "benevolence toward strangers and care for the graves of 
the dead."  In a letter to another priest, Julian wrote ,  "I think 
that when the poor happened to be neglected and overlooked 
by the priests, the impious Galileans observed this and devoted 
themselves to benevolence . "  And he also wrote, ''The impious 
Galileans support not only their poor, but ours as well, every­
one can see that our people lack ai d from us" ( quoted in 
Johnson 1 976:75; Ayerst and Fisher 1971 : 1 79-18 1 ) .  

Clearly, Julian loathed "the Galileans. " H e even suspected 
that their benevolence had ulterior motives. But he recognized 
that his charities and that of organized paganism paled in com­
parison with Christian efforts that had created "a miniature wel­
fare state in an empire which for the most part lacked social 
services" (Johnson 1 976:75) . By Julian 's day in the fourth cen­
tury i t was too late to overtake this colossal result, the seeds for 
which had been planted in such teachings as "I am my brother's 
keeper, " "Do unto others as you would have them do onto you, " 
and "It is more blessed to give than to receive" (Grant 1977) . 

Julian 's testimony also supported the claim that pagan com­
munities did no t match Christian levels of benevolence during 
the epidemics, since they did not do so even in normal times 
when the risks entailed by benevolence were much lower. But 
there is other evidence. 

Some of the most detailed reporting on epidemics in the 
classical world is to be found in Thucydides' History of the Pel­
oponnesian War (2 .47-55) .  Thucydides was himself a survivor of 
a deadly plague that struck Athens in 431 B . C . E ,  having con­
tracted the disease �n the first days of the epidemie. Modern 
medicai writers praise Thucydides' careful and detailed ac­
count of symptoms (Marks and Beatty 1 976) . At least as much 
can be said for his account of public responses. 

Thucydides began by noting the ineffectiveness of both sci­
ence and religion: 

The doctors were qui te incapable of treating the disease because 

of their ignorance of the right methods . . . .  Equally useless were 

prayers made in the temples, consultation of the oracles, an d so 
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forth; indeed, in the end people were so overcome by their suf­

ferings that they paid no further atte n ti o n t o sue h things. ( 49, 
1954 ed.) 

Then he reported that once the contagious nature of the dis­
ease was recognized,  people "were afraid to visi t o ne another. " 
As a result, 

they died with no one to look after them; indeed there were 

many houses in which ali the inhabitants perished through lack 

of any attention . . . .  The bodies of the dying were heaped one 

o n top of the other, an d half-dead crea tures could be see-n stag­

gering about in the streets or flocking around the fountains in 

their desire for water. The temples in which they took up their 

quarters were full of the dead bodies of people who had died 

inside them. For the catastrophe was so overwhelming that men, 

not knowing what would happen next to them , became indiffer­

ent to every rule of religion or of law . . . .  No fear of god or law 

of man had a restraining influence. As for the gods, i t seemed to 

be the same thing whether one worshipped them or not, when 

one saw the good and the bad dying indiscriminately. ( 5 1-53, 
1 954 ed.) 

Although separated from i t by nearly seven centuries, this de­
scription of how pagan Athens reacted to a killing epidemie is 
strikingly similar to Dionysius's account  of pagan responses to 
the epidemie in Alexandria. Thucydides acknowledged that 
some, who like himself had recovered from the disease and 
thus were immune, did try to nurse the sick, but their numbers 
seem to have been few. Moreover, Thucydides accepted that it 
was only sensible to flee epidemics and to shun contact with the 
sick. 

It is also worth noting that the famous classical physician 
Galen lived through the first epidemie during the reign of 
Marcus Aurelius. What did h e do? H e go t out of Rome quickly, 
retiring to a country estate in Asia Minor until the danger re­
ceded. In fact, modern medicai historians have noted that 
Galen's description of the disease "is uncharacteristically in-
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complete,"  and suggest that this may have been due to his hasty 
departure (Hopkins 1983) . Granted, this is but one man's re­
sponse, albeit that of a man much admired by later generations 
as the greatest physician of the age. But although at least one 
modern medicai historian has felt the need to write an exculpa­
tory essay on Galen's flight (Walsh 1931 ) ,  it was not seen as un­
usual or discreditable at the time. It was what any prudent per­
san would have done, had they the means-unless, of course , 
they were "Galileans. " 

Here issues of doctrine must be addressed. For something 
distinctive did come into the world with the development of 
Judeo-Christian thought: the linking of a highly social ethical 
code with religion. There was nothing new in the idea that the 
supernatural makes behavioral demands upon humans-the 
gods have always wanted sacrifices and worship. Nor was there 
anything new in the notion that the supernatural wili respond 
to offerings-that the gods can be induced to exchange ser­
vices for sacrifices. What was new was the notion that more than 
self-interested exchange relations were possible between hu­
mans and the supernatural. The Christian teaching that God 
loves those who love him was alien to pagan beliefs. MacMullen 
has noted that from the pagan perspective "what mattered was 
. . .  the servi ce that the deity could provide, sin ce a god (as Aris­
totle had long taught) could feel no love in response to that 
offered" ( 1981 :53) . Equaliy alien to paganism was the notion 
that because God loves humanity, Christians cannot please God 
unless they love one another. Indeed, as God demonstrates his 
love through sacrifice, humans must demonstrate their love 
through sacrifice on behalf of one another. Moreover, such re­
sponsibilities were to be extended beyond the bonds of family 
and tribe, indeed to "ali those who in every piace cali on the 
name of our LordJesus Christ" ( l  Cor. 1 :2) . These were revolu­
tionary ideas. 

Pagan and Christian writers are unanimous not only that 
Christian Scripture stressed love and charity as the centrai du­
ties of faith , but that these were sustained in everyday behavior. 
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I suggest reading the following passage from Matthew (25:35-
40) as if for the very first time, in order to gain insight into the 
power of this new morality when it was new, not centuries later 
in more cynical and worldly times: 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 

me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 

and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison 

and you carne to me . . . .  Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one 

of the least of these my brethren, you did i t to me. 

When the New Testament was new, these were the norms of 
the Christian communities. Tertullian claimed: "It is our care of 
the helpless, our practice of loving k.indness that brands us in 
the eyes of many of our opponents. 'Only look,' they say, ' look 
how they love one another! ' "  (Apology 39, 1989 ed.) . 

Harnack quoted the duties of deacons as ouùined in the Ap­
ostolic Constitutions to show that they were set apart for the sup­
port of the sick, infirm, poor, and disabled: "They are to be 
doers of good works, exercising a generai supervision day and 
night, neither scorning the poor nor respecting the person of 
the rich; they must ascertain who are in distress and not ex­
elude them from a share in church funds, compelling also the 
well-to-do to put money aside for good works" ( 1 908: 1 : 1 61 ) .  

Or let us read what Pontianus reports in his biography of 
Cyprian about how the bishop instructed his Carthaginian 
flock: 

The people being assembled together, he first of ali urges on 

them the benefits of mercy . . . .  Then he proceeds to add that 

there is nothing remarkable in cherishing merely our own peo­

ple with the due attentions of love, but that one might become 

perfect who should do something more than heathen men or publi­

cans, one who, overcoming evil with good, an d practicing a mer­

ciful kindness like that of God, should love his enemies as 

well . . . .  Thus the good was done to ali men, not merely to the 

household of faith. (Quoted in Harnack 1908: 1 : 1 72-1 73) 
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And, as we have seen,  that is precisely what most concerned 
Julian as he worked to reverse the rise of Christianity and re­
store paganism. But for ali that h e urged pagan priests to match 
these Christian practices, there was little or no response be­
cause there were no doctrinal bases or traditional practices for them to 
build upon. lt was not that Romans knew nothing of charity, 
but that i t was not based on service to the gods. Pagan gods did 
not punish ethical violations because they imposed no ethi­
cal demands-humans offended the gods only through ne­
glect or by violation of ritual standards (MacMulien 198 1 :58) . 
Since pagan gods required only propitiation and beyond that 
left human affairs in human hands, a pagan priest could not 
preach that those lacking in the spiri t of charity risked their sal­
vation. Indeed, the pagan gods offered no salvation. They 
might be bribed to perform various services, but the gods did 
not provide an escape from mortality. We must keep that in 
sight as we compare the reactions of Christians and pagans to 
the shadow of sudden death . Gale n lacked belief in life beyond 
death. The Christians were certain that this life was but pre­
lude. For Galen to have remained in Rome to treat the afflicted 
would have required bravery far beyond that needed by Chris­
tians to do likewise. 

DIFFERENTIAL MORTALITY 

But how much could it have mattered? Not even the best of 
Greco-Roman science knew anything to do to treat these epi­
demics other than to avoid ali contact with those who had the 
disease. So even if the Christians did obey the injunction to 
minister to the sick, what could they do to help? At the risk of 
their own lives they could, in fact, save an immense number of 
lives. McNeill pointed out: ''When ali normal services break 
down, quite elementary nursing will greatly reduce mortality. 
Simple provision of food an d water, for instance, will allow per­
sons who are temporarily too weak to cope for themselves to 
recover instead of perishing miserably" ( 1 976: 1 08) . 
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Some hypothetical numbers may help us grasp just how 
much impact Christian nursing could have had on mortality 
rates in these epidemics. Let us begin with a city having 10 ,000 
inhabitants in 160, just before the first epidemie. In chapter l ,  
I calculated that Christians made up about 0.4 percent of the 
empire's population at this time, so let us suppose that 40 of 
this city's inhabitants are Christians, while 9,960 are pagans-a 
ratio of l Christian to 249 pagans. Now, let us assume an epi­
demie generating mortality rates of 30 percent over its course 
in a population left without nursing. Modern medicai experts 
believe that conscientious nursing without any medications could 
cut the mortality rate by two-thirds or even more. So let us as­

sume a Christian mortality rate of 1 0  percent. Imposing these 
mortality rates results in 36 Christian and 6,972 pagan survivors 
in 1 70, after the epidemie. Now the ratio of Christians to pagans 
is l to 1 97, a substantial shift. 

However, there is no reason to suppose that the conversion 
of pagans to Christianity would have slowed during the epi­
demic-indeed, as we shall see, the rate might well have risen at 
this time. In keeping with the projected Christian conversion 
rate of 40 percent a decade, we must add 1 6  converts to the 
Christian total and subtract these 16 from the pagan total. This 
yields a ratio of l Christian per 134 pagans. 

To keep things simple, let us suppose that the population of 
this city was stati c over the n ex t 90 years, until hit by the second 
epidemie, and that the conversion rate of 40 percent a decade 
remained in effect. Le t us also assume that the mortality rates of 
lO and 30 percent apply again. Mter this epidemie was over, in 
260, there would be 997 Christians and 4,062 pagans in this city. 
And this is a ratio of l Christian to 4 pagans. Had the two epi­
demics no t occurred, an d had conversion been the only factor 
determining the relative sizes of the Christian an d pagan popu­
lations, then in 260 there would bave been 1 , 157  Christians and 
8,843 pagans, or a ratio of l Christian to 8 pagans. In fact, of 
course, the population would not bave been static for this pe­
riod. In the days before modern medicine, epidemics were al­
ways especially hard o n the young and o n pregnant women and 
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those suffering from childbirth-related infections (Russell 
1958) . Hence in the aftermath of serious epidemics the birth­
rate declined. With a much lower mortality rate, the Christian 
birthrate would bave been much less influenced, and this too 
would bave increased the ratio of Christians to pagans. 

Thus an immense Christian gain would have occurred with­
out their having made a single convert during the period. But, 
as noted, these same trends ought to bave resulted in many con­
verts. For one thing, if, during the crisis, Christians fulfilled 
their ideai of ministering to everyone, there would be many 
pagan survivors who owed their lives to their Christian neigh­
bors. For another, no one could help but notice that Christians 
not only found the capacity to risk death but were much less 
likely to die. 

As Kee ( 1 983) has so powerfully reminded us, miracle was 
intrinsic to religious credibility in the Greco-Roman world. 
Modern scholars have too long been content to dismiss reports 
of miracles in the New Testament and in other similar sources 
as purely literary, not as things that happened. Yet we remain 
aware that in tabernacles ali over modern America, healings are 
taking piace. One need not propose that God is the active agent 
in these "cures" to recognize their reality both as events and as 
perceptions. Why then should we not accept that "miracles" 
were being done in New Testament times too, and that people 
expected them as proof of religious authenticity? lndeed, 
MacMullen regards i t as self-evident that a great deal of conver­
sion was based on a "visible show of divinity at work" 
( 1981 : 1 26) . He suggests that martyrdom would have been per­
ceived as a miracle, for example. 

Against this background, consider that a much superior 
Christian survival rate hardly could seem other than miracu­
lous. Moreover, superior survival rates would bave produced a 
much larger proportion of Christians who were immune, and 
who could, therefore, pass among the afflicted with seeming 

invulnerability. In fact, those Christians most active in nursing 
the sick were likely to bave contracted the disease very early and 
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to bave survived i t  as they, in turn , were cared for. In this way 
was created a whole force of miracle workers to heal the 
"dying. "  An d w ho was to say that i t was the soup they so patiently 
spooned to the helpless that healed them, rather than the 
prayers the Christians offered on their behalf? 

MORALITY, FLIGHT, ANO ATTACHMENTS 

I bave stressed the importance of social networks in the conver­
si o n process. It is useful therefore to engage in some compara­
tive analysis of epidemics ' impact on the social networks of 
Christians and pagans, and how this would bave changed their 
relative patterns of attachments. In generai , I will demonstrate 
that an epidemie would bave caused chaos in pagan social rela­
tions, leaving large numbers with but few attachments to other 
pagans meanwhile greatly increasing the relative probabilities 
of strong bonds between pagans an d Christians. 

Let us return to our hypothetical city and focus our attention 
on three varieties of interpersonal attachments: ( l )  Christian­
Christian; (2) Christian-pagan; and (3)  pagan-pagan. If we 
apply the differential mortality rates used above ( l O  percent for 
Christians, 30 percent for pagans) , we can calculate the survival 
odds for each variety of attachment. That is, our interest bere is 
not in the survival of individuals but in that of an attachment; 
hence our measure is the odds that both persons survive the 
epidemie . The survival rate for Christian-Christian bonds is 
0.8 1 (or 81 percent) . The survival rate for Christian-pagan 
bonds is 0.63. The survival rate for pagan-pagan bonds is 0.49. 
Thus not only are attachments among pagans almost twice as 
likely to perish as attachments among Christians, pagan bonds 
to Christians are also much more likely to survive than those 
uniting pagans to one another. 

These attachment survival rates take only differential mortal­
ity into account. But attachments are also severed if one person 
leaves. Since we know that substantial numbers of pagans fled 
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epidemics (while Christians stayed) ,  this too must be consid­
ered. Let us suppose that 20 percent of the pagan population 
fled. Now the survival rate of pagan-pagan attachments is 0.25 
and that of Christian-pagan attachments is 0.45, while the 
Christian-Christian rate remains 0.8 1 .  

These rates assume, of course, that Christian victims of an 
epidemie received nursing care, while pagans did not. In fact, 
however, our sources testifY that some pagans were nursed by 
Christians. Given the relative sizes of the Christian and pagan 
populations at the onset of the epidemie, Christians would no t 
bave had the resources to nurse ali or even most sick pagans. 
Presumably, proximity and attachments would bave deter­
mined which pagans would be cared for by Christians. That is, 
pagans w ho lived near Christians an d/ or who had dose Chris­
tian friends (even relatives) would bave been most likely to be 
nursed. Let us assume that Christian nursing was as conducive 
to survival for pagans as it was for Christians. That means that 
pagans nursed by Christians had noticeably higher survival 
rates than other pagans. But i t also means that we should recal­
culate the Christian-pagan attachment survival rate. If we as­

sume that pagans in these relationships had as good a chance of 
living as did the Christians, then the survival rate for these at­
tachments is 0.81-more than three times the survival rate of 
pagan-pagan attachments. 

Another way to look at this is to put oneself in the piace of a 
pagan who, before the epidemie, had five very dose attach­
ments, four with pagans and one with a Christian. We could 
express this as a Christian-to-pagan attachment ratio of l to 4. 
Let us assume that this pagan remains in the city and survives. 
Subtracting mortality and flight results in a Christian-pagan at­
tachment ratio of 0.8 to l .  What has happened is that where 
once there were four pagans to one Christian in this pagan 's  
intimate cirde, now there is, in effect, one of each-a dramatic 
equalization. 

Not only would a much higher proportion of pagan survi­
vors ' attachments be to Christians simply because of the greater 
survival rate of those relationships; further, during and after 
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the epidemie the formation of new relationships would be in­
creasingly biased in favor of Christians. One reason is that the 
nursing function is itself a major opportunity to form new 
bonds. Another is that it is easier to attach to a social network 
that is more rather than less intact. To see this, let us once again 
focus on the pagan who, after the epidemie, has one dose 
Christian and one dose pagan attachment. Suppose that he or 
she wishes to replace lost attachments-perhaps to remarry. 
The Christian friend still has many other attachments to extend 
to this pagan. The pagan friend, however, is very deficient in 
attachments. Far the Christian, there is an 80 percent probabil­
ity that any one of his or her Christian friends an d relatives sur­
vived the epidemie and remained in the city. For the pagan, 
these odds are only 50 percent. 

The consequence of all this is that pagan survivors faced 
greatly increased odds of conversion be cause of their increased 
attachments to Christians. 

CONCLUSION 

Several modero writers have warned against analyzing the rise 
of Christianity as though it were inevitable, as earlier genera­
tions of Christian historians tended to do. That is, since we 
know that indeed the tiny and obscure Jesus Movement man­
aged, over the course of several centuries, to dominate Western 
civilization, our historical perceptions suffer from overconfi­
dence. As a result, scholars more often recount, rather than try 
to account for, the Christianization of the West, and in doing so 
seem to take "the end of paganism for granted," as Peter Brown 
( 1 964: 1 09) has noted. 

In fact, of course, the rise of Christianity was long and peril­
ous. There were many crisis points when different outcomes 
could easily have followed. Moreover, in this chapter I have ar­
gued that had some crises not occurred, the Christians would 
have been deprived of major, possibly crucial opportunities. 

MacMullen has warned us that this "enormous thing called 
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paganism, then, did not one day just topple over dead" 
( 1 98 1 : 1 34) . Paganism, after ali, was an active, vital part of tbe 
rise of Hellenic and Roman empires and tberefore must bave 
bad the capacity to fulfill basic religious impulses-at least for 
centuries. But tbe fact remains tbat paganism did pass into bis­
tory. An d if some truly devastating blows were required to bring 
down tbis "enormous thing," tbe terrifying crises produced by 
two disastrous epidemics may bave been among tbe more dam­
aging. If I am rigbt, then in a sense paganism did indeed "top­
pie over dead" or a t least acquire its fatai illness during tbese 
epidemics, falling victim to its relative inability to confront 
these crises socially or spiritually-an inability suddenly re­
vealed by tbe example of its upstart cballenger. I sball return to 
tbese tbemes in tbe final two cbapters. 
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The Role of Women in 

Christian Growth 

AMIDST contemporary denunciations of Christianity as patri­
archal and sexist, i t is easily forgotten that the early church was 
so especially attractive to women that in 370 the emperor 
Valentinian issued a written arder to Pope Damasus I requiring 
that Christian missionaries cease calling at the homes of pagan 
women. Although some classica} writers claimed that women 
were easy prey for any "foreign superstition,"  most recognized 
that Christianity was unusually appealing because within the 
Christian subculture women enjoyed far higher status than did 
women in the Greco-Roman world at large (Fox 1 987; Chad­
wick 1 967; Harnack 1 908, vol. 2) . 

But if historians have long noted this fact, they have made no 
serious efforts to explain i t. Why were women accorded higher 
status in Christian circles than elsewhere in the classical world? 
In what follows I shall attempt to link the increased power and 
privilege of Christian women to a very major shift in sex ratios. 
I demonstrate that an initial shift in sex ratios resulted from 
Christian doctrines prohibiting infanticide and abortion; I 
then show how the initial shift would have been amplified by a 
subsequent tendency to overrecruit women. Along the way I 
shall summarize evidence from ancient sources as well as from 
modero archaeology and historical demography concerning 
the status of women in the early church. I will also build a case 

for accepting that relatively high rates of intermarriage existed 
between Christian women and pagan men, and will suggest 
how these would have generated many "secondary" conversions 
to Christianity. Finally, I will demonstrate why Christian and 

An earlier version of this chapter was given as the Pau! Hanly Furfey Lec­

ture, 1994. 
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more likely than men to convert, among Christians there soon 

were far more women than men, while among pagans men 
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pagan subcultures must have differed greatly in their fertility 
rates and how a superior birthrate also contributed to the suc­
cess of the early church. 

CHRISTIAN AND PAGAN SEX RA TIOS 

Men greatly outnumbered women in the Greco-Roman world. 
Dio Cassius, writing in about 200, attributed the declining pop­
ulation of the empire to the ex tre me shortage of females ( The 
Roman History, 1987 ed. ) . In his classi c work o n ancient an d me­
dieval populations, ]. C. Russe li ( 1958) estimated that there 
were 13 1  males per 100 females in the city of Rome, and 1 40 
males per 100 females in Italy, Asia Minor, and North Mrica. 
Russell noted in passing that sex ratios this extreme can occur 
only when there is "some tampering with human life"  
( 1958: 1 4) . And tampering there was. Exposure of unwanted fe­
male infants and deformed male infants was legai , morally ac­
cepted, and widely practiced by ali social classes in the Greco­
Roman world (Fox 1987; Gorman 1982; Pomeroy 1975; Russell 
1958) . Lindsay reported that even in large families "more than 
one daughter was practically never reared" ( 1968: 168) . A study 
of inscriptions at Delphi made it possible to reconstruct six 
hundred families. Of these, only six had raised more than one 
daughter (Lindsay 1968) . 

The subject of female infanticide will be pursued at length 
later in the chapter. For now, consider a letter written by one 
Hilarion to his pregnant wife Alis, which has been reported by 
many authors because of the quite extraordinary contrast be­
tween his deep concern for his wife and his hoped-for son, and 
his utter callousness toward a possible daughter: 

Know that I am stili in Alexandria. And do no t worry if they ali 

come back and I remain in Alexandria. I ask an d beg you to take 

good care of our baby son, and as soon as I receive payment I 

shall send i t up to you. If you are delivered of a child [before I 
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come home] , if it is a boy keep it, ifa girl discard it. You have sent 

me word, "Don't forget me. "  How can I forget you. I beg you not 

to worry. (Quoted in Lewis 1 985:54) 

This letter dates from the year l B.C.E. ,  but these patterns per­
sisted among pagans far into the Christian era. Given these 
practices, even in childhood, before the onset of the high fe­
male mortality associated with fertility in premodern times, fe­
males were substantially outnumbered among pagans in the 
Greco-Roman world. Moreover, i t was not just the high mortal­
ity from childbirth that continued to increase the sex ratios 
among adults. As we shall see in detail later in the chapter, 
abortion was a major cause of death among women in this era. 

However, things were different among Christians as their dis­
tinctive subculture began to emerge. There are few hard data 
on the sex composition of Christian communities. Harnack cal­
culated that in his Epistle to the Romans Paul sent personal 
greetings to fifteen women and eighteen men ( 1908: 2 :67) . If, 
as Harnack implies, it seems likely that there were proportion­
ately more men than women among those Christians of suffi­
cient prominence to merit Paul's special attention, then this 
1 5/ 1 8  sex ratio would indicate that the congregation in Rome 
must already have been predominately female. A second basis 
for inference is an inventory of property removed from a Chris­
tian house-church in the North African town of Cirta during a 
persecution in 303. Among the clothes the Christians had col­
lected for distribution to the needy were sixteen men's tunics 
and eighty-two women's tunics, as well as forty-seven pairs of 
female slippers (Frend 1984; Fox 1 987) . Presumably this partly 
reflects the ratio of men to women among the donors. But even 
though better statistics are lacking, the predominance of 
women in the churches' membership was, as Fox reported, 
"recognized to be so by Christians and pagans" ( 1 987:308) . In­
deed, Harnack noted that the ancient sources 

simply swarm with tales of how women of all ranks were con­

verted in Rome and in the provinces; although the details of 

98 



T H E  R O L E  O F  W O M E N  

these stories are untrustworthy, they express correctly enough 

the generai truth that Christianity was laid hold of by women in 

particular, an d also that the percentage of Christian women, es­

pecially among the upper classes, was larger than that of men. 

( 1 908: 2 :73) 

These conclusions about Christian sex ratios merit our confi­
dence when we examine why sex ratios should bave been so dif­
ferent among the Christians. First, by prohibiting ali forms of 
infanticide and abortion, Christians removed major causes of 
the gender imbalance that existed among pagans. Even so, 
changes in mortality alone probably could not bave resulted in 
Christian women's coming to outnumber Christian men. How­
ever, there was a second factor influencing Christian sex ratios: 
women were more likely than men to become Christians. This, 
combined with the reduction in female mortality, would bave 
caused a surplus of women in the Christian subcultures. 

SEX BIAS IN CONVERSION 

In his widely admired monograph on the early church, the Brit­
ish historian Henry Chadwick noted that "Christianity seems to 
bave been especially successful among women. It was often 
through the wives that i t penetrated the upper classes of society 
in the first instance" ( 1 967:56) . Peter Brown noted that 
"women were prominent" among upper-class Christians and 
that "such women could influence their husbands to protect 
the church" ( 1 988: 1 51 ) .  Marcia, concubine of the emperor 
Commodus, managed to convince him to free Callistus, a fu­
ture pope, from a sentence of hard labor in the mines of Sar­
dinia (Brown 1 988) . Although Marcia fai led to se cure the con­
version of Commodus, other upper-class women often did 
bring husbands and admirers to faith. 

It will be helpful bere to distinguish between primary and 
secondary conversions. In primary conversion, the convert takes 
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an active role in his or her own conversion, becoming a com­
mitted adherent based o n positive evaluations of the particular 
faith, albeit that attachments to members play a major role in 
the formation of a positive evaluation. Secondary conversion is 
more passive and involves somewhat reluctant acceptance of a 
faith on the basis of attachments to a primary convert. For ex­
ampie, after person A converted to a new faith, that person's 
spouse agreed to "go along" with the choice, but was not eager 
to do so and very likely would not have done so otherwise. The 
latter is a secondary convert. In the example offered by Chad­
wick, upper-class wives were often primary converts and some 
of their husbands ( often grudgingly) became secondary con­
verts. Indeed, i t frequently occurred that when the master of a 
large household became a Christian, ali members of the house­
hold induding the servants and slaves were expected to do so 
too. 

The ancient sources and modero historians agree that pri­
mary conversion to Christianity was far more prevalent among 
females than among males. Moreover, this appears to be typical 
of new religious movements in recent times. By examining 
manuscript census returns for the latter half of the nineteenth 
century, Bainbridge ( 1 982) found that approximately two­
thirds of the Shakers w ere female. Data o n religious movemen ts 
included in the 1926 census of religious bodies show that 75 
percent of Christian Scientists were women, as were more than 
60 percent of Theosophists, Swedenborgians, and Spiritualists 
(Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . The same is true of the immense 
wave of Protestant conversions taking piace in Latin America. 
In fact, David Martin ( 1990) suggests that a substantial pro­
portion of male Protestants in Latin America are secondary 
converts. 1 

There have been several interesting efforts to explain why 
women in many different times and places seem to be far more 
responsive than men to religion (Thompson 199 1 ;  Miller and 
Hoffman 1995) . However, this is no t an appropriate piace to 
pursue the matter. Here it is sufficient to explore the impact of 
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differential conversion rates on the sex ratios of the Christian 
subcultures in the Greco-Roman world. Given severa! reason­
able assumptions, simple arithmetic suffices to assess the mag­
nitude of the changes differential conversion rates could have 
produced. 

Let us begin with a Christian population with equal numbers 
of men an d women. Le t us assume a growth rate from conversion 
alone of 30 percent per decade. That is, for the moment we will 
ignare any natura! increase and assume that births equal 
deaths. Let us also suppose that the sex ratio among converts is 
two women for every man. As noted above, this is entirely in line 
with recent experience. Given these reasonable assumptions, 
we can easily calculate that it will take only fifty years for this 
Christian population to be 62 percent female. Or if we assume 
a growth rate of 40 percent per decade, the Christian popula­
tion will be 64 percent female in fifty years. 

If we were to factor in reasonable assumptions about natural 
increase and differential mortality, we would decrease this sex 
ratio to some extent. But even so, the Christian subcultures 
would have had a substantial surplus ofwomen in a world accus­
tomed to a vas t surplus of men. Later in this chapter I shall con­
sider how a surplus of women should have resulted in substan­
tial secondary conversions via marriages to pagans. But for now 
I wish to focus on the simple conclusion that there are abun­
dant reasons to accept that Christian women enjoyed a favor­
able sex ratio, and to show how that resulted in Christian 
women's enjoying superior status in comparison with their 
pagan counterparts. 

SEx RATIOS AND THE STATUS oF WoMEN 

One of the more signifìcant and originai contributions to social 

thought in recent years is the Guttentag an d Secord ( 1983) the­
ory linking cross-cultural variations in the status of women to 
cross-cultura! variations in sex ratios. The theory involves a re-
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markably subtle linking of dyadic and social structural power 
an d dependency. For the purposes of this chapter i t is sufficient 
merely to note Guttentag and Secord's conclusion that to the 
extent that males outnumber females, women will be enclosed 
in repressi ve sex roles as men treat them as "scarce goods. " Con­
versely, to the extent that females outnumber males, the Gut­
tentag and Secord theory predicts that women will enjoy rela­
tively greater power and freedom. 

As they applied their theory to various societies in different 
eras, Guttentag and Secord noted that it illuminated the 
marked differences in the relative status an d power of Athenian 
and Spartan women. That is, within the classical world, the 
status of women varied substantially in response to variations in 
sex ratios. 

In Athens, women were in relatively short supply owing to 
female infanticide, practiced by ali classes, and to additional 
deaths caused by abortion. The status of Athenian women was 
very low. Girls received little or no education . Typically, Athe­
nian females were married at puberty and often before. Under 
Athenian law a woman was classified as a child, regardless of 
age, and therefore was the legai property of some man at ali 
stages in her life. Males could divorce by simply ordering a wife 
out of the household. Moreover, if a woman was seduced or 
raped, her husband was legally compelled to divorce her. If a 
woman wanted a divorce, she had to have her father or some 
other man bring her case before a judge. Finally, Athenian 
women could own property, but control of the property was al­
ways vested in the male to whom she "belonged" (Guttentag 
an d Secord 1983; Finley l 982; Pomeroy 1975) . 

Spartans also practiced infanticide, but without gender 
bias-only healthy, well-formed babies were allowed to live . 
Since males are more subject to birth defects and are more apt 
to be sickly infants, the result was a slight excess offemales from 
infancy, a trend that accelerated with age because of male mor­
tality from military life an d warfare. Keep in mind that mortality 
rates in military encampments far surpassed civilian rates until 
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well into the twentieth century. At age seven all Spartan boys 
left home for military boarding schools, and all were required 
to serve in the army until age thirty; they then passed into the 
active reserve, where they remained until age sixty. A subju­
gated peasantry known as helots supplied all of the males in the 
domestic labor force. Although men could marry at age twenty, 
they could no t live with their wives until they left the active army 
at age thirty. 

Spartan women enjoyed status and power unknown in the 
rest of the classical world. They not only controlled their own 
property, they controlled that of their male relatives when the 
latter were away with the army. It is estimated that women were 
the sole owners of at least 40 percent of all land an d property in 
Sparta (Pomeroy 1975) . The laws concerning divorce were the 
same for men and women. Women received as much education 
as men, and Spartan women received a substantial amount of 
physical education and gymnastic training. Spartan women sel­
dom married before age twenty, and, unlike their Athenian sis­
ters who wore heavy, concealing gowns and were seldom seen 
by males outside their household, Spartan women wore short 
dresses and went where they pleased (Guttentag and Secord 
1983; Finley 1 982; Pomeroy 1975) . 

RELATIVE STATUS OF CHRISTIAN WoMEN 

If Guttentag and Secord's theory is correct, then we would have 
to predict that the status of Christian women in the Greco­
Roman world would more closely approximate that of Spartan 
women than that of women in Athens. 

Although I began this chapter with the assertion that Chris­
tian women did indeed enjoy considerably greater status and 
power than did pagan women, this needs to be demonstrated 
at greater length. The discussion will focus on two primary as­
pects of female status: within the family an d within the religious 
community. 
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Wives, Widows, and Brides 

First of ali ,  a major aspect of women 's i m prove d status in the 
Christian subculture is that Christians did not condone femaie 
infanticide. Granted, this was the result of the prohibition of alt 
infanticide. But the more favorabie Christian view of women is 
aiso demonstrated in their condemnation of divorce, incest, 
maritai infidelity, and poiygamy. As Fox put it, "f.deiity, without 
divorce, was expected of every Christian " ( 1 987:354) . More­
over, although ruies prohibiting divorce and remarriage 
evoived siowiy, the earliest church counciis ruied that "twice­
married Christians" couid no t ho Id church office (Fox 1 987) . 
Like pagans, early Christians prized femaie chastity, but uniike 
pagans they rejected the double standard that gave pagan men 
so much sexual license (San diso n 1967) . Christian men were 
urged to remain virgins unti! marriage (Fox 1987) , and extra­
maritai sex was condemned as aduitery. Chadwick noted that 
Christianity "regarded unchastity in a husband as no Iess seri­
ous a breach of loyaity and trust than unfaithfuiness in a wife" 
( 1 967:59) . Even the great Greek physician Gaien was prompted 
to remark on Christian "restraint in cohabitation" (quoted in 
Benko 1984: 142) . 

Shouid they be widowed, Christian women aiso enjoyed very 
substantiai advantages. Pagan widows faced great sociai pres­
sure to remarry; Augustus even had widows fined if they failed 
to remarry within two years (Fox 1 987) . Of course, when a 
pagan widow di d remarry, she Iost ali of her inheritance-it be­
carne the property of her new husband. In contrast, among 
Christians, widowhood was highiy respected and remarriage 
was, if anything, miidiy discouraged. Thus no t oniy were well-to­
do Christian widows enabied to keep their husband's estate, the 
church stood ready to sustain poor widows, allowing them a 
choice as to whether or not to remarry. Eusebius provides a Iet­
ter from Corneiius, bishop of Rome, written in 25 1 to Bishop 
Fabius of Antioch, in which he reported that "more than fifteen 
hundred widows and distressed persons" were in the care of the 
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iocai congregation , which may have included about 30,000 
members a t this time ( The Histvry of the Church, 1 965 ed. , an d se e 
editor's note to p. 282 ) .  

I n  all these ways the Christian woman enjoyed far greater 
maritai security and equaiity than did her pagan neighbor. But 
there was another major maritai aspect to the benefìts women 
gained from being Christians. They were married at a substan­
tially oider age an d h ad more eh o ice about whom they married. 
Sin ce, as we shall see, pagan women frequently were forced into 
prepubertal, consummated marriages, this was no small matter. 

In a now-dassic artide, the historicai demographer Keith 
Hopkins ( 1965a) surveyed a century of research on the age of 
marriage of Roman women---girls, actually, most of them. The 
evidence is both iiterary and quantitative. In addition to the 
standard classicai histories, the literary evidence consists ofwrit­
ings by iawyers and physicians. The quantitative data are based 
on inscriptions, most of them funerary, from which the age at 
marriage c an be calcuiated (cf. Harkness 1 896) . 

As to the histories, siience offers strong testimony that 
Roman girls married young, very often before puberty. lt is pos­
sibie to calcuiate that many famous Roman women married at 
a tender age: Octavia and Agrippina married at 1 1  and 1 2, 
Quintilian's wife bore him a son when she was 1 3, Tacitus wed 
a giri of 13 ,  and so on. But in reviewing the writing about all of 
these aristocratic Romans, Hopkins ( 1965a) found oniy o ne 
case in which the ancient writer mentioned the bride 's age­
and this biographer was himseif a Christian ascetic ! Ciearly, 
having been a child bride was not thought by ancient biogra­
phers to be worth mentioning. Beyond siience, however, the 
Greek historian Piutarch reported that Romans "gave their girls 
in marriage when they were tweive years oid, or even younger" 
( quoted in Hopkins 1965a:314) . Dio Cassius, aiso a Greek writ­
ing Roman history, agreed: "Giris are considered . . . to have 
reached marriageabie age o n compietion of their tweifth year" 
( The Roman Histvry, 1987 ed. ) .  

Roman iaw set 1 2  as the minimum age at which giris couid 
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marry. But the law carried no penalties, and legai commentar­
ies from the time include such advice as: "A giri who has mar­
ried before 1 2  will be a legitimate wife, when she becomes 12 . "  
Another held that when girls under age 1 2  married, for legai 
purposes they should be considered engaged until they 
reached 12 .  Hopkins concluded: "We have no means of know­
ing whether lawyers represented advanced, typical or conserva­
tive opinions in these matters. What we do know is that in the 
fragments of their opinions that survive there is no sneer or 
censure against marriages before 12 ,  and there are no teeth in 
the laws [against it] " ( 1965a:314) . 

The quantitative data are based on several studies of Roman 
inscriptions, combined by Hopkins ( l  965a) , from which age at 
marriage could be calculated. Hopkins was also able to separate 
these Roman women on the basis of religion. The results are 
presented in table 5. 1 .  Pagans were three times as likely as 
Christians to have married before age 1 3  ( l O  percent were wed 
by age 1 1 ) .  Nearly half (44 percent) of the pagans had married 
by age 14, compared with 2_Q percent of the Christians. In con­
trast, nearly half ( 48 percent) of the Christian females had no t 
wed before age 18,  compared with a third (37 percent) of the 
pagans. 

These differences are highly significant statistically. But they 
seem of even greater social significance when we discover that 
not only were a substantial proportion of pagan Roman girls 
married before the onset of puberty, to a man far older than 
themselves, but these marriages typically were consummated at 
once. 

When the French historian Durry (l 955) first reported his 
findings that Roman marriages involving child brides normally 
were consummated even if the bride had not yet achieved pu­
berty, he acknowledged that this ran counter to deeply held 
ideas about the classical world. But there is ampie literary evi­
dence that consummation of these marriages was taken for 
granted. Hopkins ( 1965a) noted that one Roman law did deal 
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TABLE 5. 1 
Religion an d Age at Marriage of Roman Females 

Pagans Christians 

Under 1 3  20% 7% 

1 3-14 24% 1 3% 

1 5-1 7  19% 32% 

18  or over 37% 48% 

n =  145 180 

Significance < .0001 

Note: Calculated from Hopkins 1 965a. 

with the marriage of girls under age 12 and intercourse, but it 
was concerned only with the question of her adultery. Severa! 
Roman physicians suggested that i t might be wise to defer inter­
course until menarche, but did not stress the matter ( Hopkins 
1965a) . 

Unfortunately, the literary sources offer little information 
about how prepubertal girls felt about these practices. Plutarch 
regarded i t as a cruel custom an d reported "the hatred an d fear 
of girls forced contrary to nature."  I suggest that, even in the 
absence of better evidence and even allowing for substantial 
cultura! differences, it seems likely that many Roman girls re­
sponded as Plutarch claimed. Thus here too Christian girls en­
joyed a substantial advantage. 

Gender and Religious Roles 

It is well known that the early church attracted an unusual num­
ber of high-status women (Fox 1 987; Grant 1977; 1970; Har­
nack 1908, vol. 2) . But the matter of interest h ere concerns the 
roles occupied by women within early Christian congregations. 
Let me emphasize that by "early Christianity" I mean the period 
covering approximately the first five centuries. Mter that, as 
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Christianity became the dominant faith of the empire and 
as sex ratios responded to the decline in the differential con­
version of women, the roles open to women became far more 
limited. 

As to the status ofwomen in the early church, there has been 
far too much reliance o n l Cor. 14:34-36, where Paul appears to 
prohibit women even from speaking in church. Laurence Ian­
naccone ( 1982) has made a compelling case that these verses 
were the opposite of Paul's position and were in fact a quota­
tion of claims being made at Corinth that Paul then refuted. 
Certainly the statement is at variance with everything else Paul 
wrote about the proper role for women in the church. More­
over, Paul severa) times acknowledged women in leadership po­
sitions in various congregations. 

In Rom. 1 6: 1-2 Pau) introduces and commends to the 
Roman congregation "our sister Phoebe" who is a "deaconess of 
the church at Cenchrea" who had been of great help to him. 
Deacons were of considerable importance in the early church. 
They assisted at liturgica) functions and administered the be­
nevolent and charitable activities of the church. Clearly, Paul 
regarded it as entirely proper for a woman to hold that posi­
tion. N or was this an isolated case. Clement of Alexandria wrote 
of "women deacons,"  an d in 45 1 the Council of Chalcedon spe­
cified that henceforth a deaconess must be at least forty and 
unmarried (Ferguson 1990) . From the pagan side, in his fa­
mous letter to the emperor Trajan, Pliny the Younger reported 
that he had tortured two young Christian women "who were 
called deaconesses" ( 1 943 ed. ) .  

Not only did Pau) commend Phoebe the deaconess to the 
Romans, he also sent his greetings to prominent women in the 
Roman congregation, including Prisca, whom he acknowledges 
for having "risked her neck" on his behalf. He asks that the re­
cipients of his letter "greet Mary, who has worked so hard 
among you,"  an d sends his greetings to severa) other women 
(Rom. 1 6: 1-15) . Moreover, in l Tim.  3: 1 1  Paul again mentions 
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women in the role of deacons, noting that to qualifY for such an 

appointment women must be "serious, no slanderers, but tem­
perate an d faithful in ali things. " 

That women often served as deacons in the early church was 
long obscured because the translators of the King James Ver­
sion chose to refer to Phoebe as merely a "servant" of the 
church, not as a deacon, and to transform Paul 's words in l 
Timothy into a comment directed toward the wives of deacons. 2 
But this reflects the sexist norms of the seventeenth century, 
not the realities of early Christian communities. Indeed, early 
in the third century the great Christian intellectual Origen 
wrote the following comment on Paul's letter to the Romans: 

This text teaches with the authority of the Aposùe that . . .  there 

are, as we have already said, women deacons in the Church, and 

that women, who have given assistance to so many people and 

who by their good works deserve to be praised by the Aposùe, 

ought to be accepted in the diaconate . (Quoted in Gryson 

1976: 134) 

Ali important modero translations of the Bible now restore 
the originai language used by Paul in these two letters, but 
somehow the illusions fostered by the Kingjames falsifications 
remain the common wisdom. Nevertheless, there is virtual con­
sensus among historians of the early church as well as biblica! 
scholars that women held positions of honor and authority 
within early Christianity (Frend 1984; Gryson 1976; Cadoux 
1925) . Peter Brown noted that Christians differed no t only 
from pagans in this respect, but from Jews: "The Christian 
clergy . . .  took a step that separated them from the rabbis of 
Palestine . . . [T] hey welcomed women as patrons an d even of­
fered women roles in which they could act as collaborators" 
( 1988: 1 44-1 45) . And none of his colleagues would have re­
garded the following claim by the distinguished Wayne Meeks 
as controversia!: ''Women . . .  are Paul's fellow workers as evan­
gelists and teachers. Both in terms of their position in the larger 
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society and in terms of their participation in the Christian com­
munities, then, a number ofwomen broke through the norma! 
expectations of female roles" ( 1 983:71 ) .  

Close examination of Roman persecutions also suggests that 
women held positions of power an d status within the Christian 
churches. The actual number of Christians martyred by the Ro­
mans was quite small, and the majority of men who were exe­
cuted were officials, including bishops (see chapter 8) . That a 
very significant proportion of martyrs were women led Bonnie 
Bowman Thurston ( 1 989) to suggest that they must also have 
been regarded by the Romans as holding some sort of official 
standing. This is consistent with the fact that the women tor­
tured and then probably executed by Pliny were deaconesses. 

Thus, just as the Guttentag and Secord theory predicts, the 
very favorable sex ratio enjoyed by Christian women was soon 
translated into substantially more status and power, both within 
the family and within the religious subculture, than was enjoyed 
by pagan women. Let me note that women in Rome and in 
Roman cities enjoyed greater freedom and power than women 
in the empire 's Greek cities (MacMullen 1984) . However, it was 
in the Greek cities of Asia Minor and North Mrica that Christi­
anity made its greatest early headway, and it is these communi­
ties that are the focus of this analysis. Granted, even in this part 
of the empire, pagan women sometimes held important posi­
tions within various mystery cults and shrines. However, these 
religious groups and centers were themselves relatively periph­
eral to power within pagan society, for authority was vested pri­
marily in secular roles. In contrast, the church was the primary 
social structure of the Christian subculture. Daily life revolved 
around the church, and power resided in church offices. To the 
extent that women held significant roles within the church, 
they enjoyed greater power and status than did pagan women. 
Indeed, participation in Mithraism, which has often been re­
garded as early Christianity's major competitor, was limited to 
males (Ferguson 1990) . 
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Now I would like to pursue an additional and equally remark­
able consequence of the very different sex ratios prevailing 
among pagans and Christians. In the pagan world that sur­
rounded the early Christians, an excess number of men caused 
wives to be in short supply. But within the Christian subculture 
it was husbands who were in short supply. Herein lay an excel­
lent opportunity for gaining secondary converts. 

Exogamous Marriage and Secondary Conversion 

Both Peter and Paul sanctioned marriage between Christians 
and pagans. Peter advised women with unconverted husbands 
to be submissive so that the men might be won to faith "when 
they see your reverent and chaste behavior" ( l  Pet. 3: 1-2) . Paul 
gives similar advice, noting that "an unbelieving husband is 
consecrated through his wife "  ( l  Cor. 7: 1 3-1 4) . Both passages 
are commonly interpreted as directed toward persons whose 
conversion postdated their marriage . In such circumstances, as 
Wayne Meeks explained, the Christian "divorce rule takes pre­
cedence over the preference for group endogamy" ( 1983: l O l ) .  
But I suggest that these passages may reflect a far greater toler­
ance for exogamous marriage than has been recognized. My 
reasons are several. 

We know that there was a very substantial oversupply of mar­
riageable Christian women and that this was acknowledged to 
be a problem. Fox reported the concern among church leaders 
"to match an excess of Christian women to a deficiency of Chris­
tian men" ( 1 987:309) . Indeed, in about the year 200 Callistus, 
bishop of Rome, upset many of his fellow cleri es when h e ruled 
that Christian women could live in ·�ust concubinage" without 
entering into marriage (Brown 1988; Fox 1987; Latourette 
1 937) . Although Hippolytus and other contemporaries de­
nounced the pope 's action as giving license to adultery, Har­
nack defended Callistus on the basis of the circumstances he 
faced: 'These circumstances arose from the fact of Christian 
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girls in the church outnumbering youths, the indulgence of 
Callistus itself proving unmistakably the female element in the 
church, so far as the better classes were concerned, was in the 
majority" ( 1 908: 2:83-84) . In particular, Callistus was trying to 
deal with the problem facing upper-class women whose only 
maritai options within the Christian community were to men of 
far inferior rank. Should they have entered into legai marriages 
with such men, highborn women would have lost many legai 
privileges and control of their wealth. If highborn Christian 
women found it so difficult to find grooms that the bishop of 
Rome permitted "just concubinage,"  how was h e to condemn 
middle- and lower-class Christian women who wed pagans, es­
pecially if they di d so within the church guidelines concerning 
the religious training of the children? The case of Pomponia 
Graecina, the aristocratic early convert mentioned in chapter 2, 
is pertinent here. It is uncertain whether her husband Plautius 
ever became a Christian , although he carefully shielded her 
from gossip, but there seems to be no doubt that her children 
were raised as Christians. According to Marta Sordi, "in the sec­
ond ce n tury [her family] w ere practicing Christians (a me m ber 
of the family is buried in the catacomb of St. Callistus) "  
( 1986:27) . As we see later in the chapter, superior fertility 
played a significant role in the rise of Christianity. But had the 
oversupply of Christian women resulted in an oversupply of 
unwed, childless women, their potential fertility would have 
been denied to Christian growth. Summing up his long study of 
the sources, Harnack noted that many mixed marriages were 
reported and that in virtually ali cases "the husband was a 
pagan, while the wife was a Christian" ( 1908: 2 :79) . 

Finally, the frequency with which early church fathers con­
demned marriage to pagans could demonstrate that Christians 
"refused their sons and daughters in marriage to nonmembers" 
(MacMullen 1 984: 1 03) . But it could also reflect the reverse, 
since people tend not to keep harping on matters that are not 
significant. Tertullian offers an interesting example. Writing in 
about the year 200 he violently condemned Christian women 
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who married pagans, describing the latter as "slaves of the 
Devii" (quoted in Fox 1 987:308) . He also WTOte two angry trea­
tises condemning Christian women's  use of makeup, hair dye, 
fancy clothes, an d jewelry ( 1 959 ed. ) .  I certainly would no t con­
clude from the latter that most Christian women in Tertullian 's 
time dressed plainly and rejected cosmetics. Were that the case, 
Tertullian would bave been an irrelevant fool-which he so ob­
viously was no t. I incline to a similar interpretation of his attack 
on Christian women for marrying pagans-Tertullian 's anger 
reflects the frequency of such marriages. In fact, Tertullian felt 
i t necessary to acknowledge that o ne of his colleagues claimed 
that "while marriage to a pagan was certainly an offence, it was 
an extremely trivial offence" (quoted in Harnack 1908: 2:82) . 
Michael Walsh seems to agree that intermarriage was common. 
Commenting upon a proposal by Ignatius of Antioch that 
Christians should marry only with the permission of their local 
bishop, Walsh wrote: 

Ignatius' proposal may bave been an attempt to encourage mar­

riage between Christians, for inevitably marriages between Chris­

tians and pagans were common, especially in the early years. The 

Church did not at first discourage this practice, which had its 

advantages: it might bring others into the fold. ( 1 986:216) 

This view is further supported by the lack of concern in early 
Christian sources about losing members via marriage to pa­
gans. Peter and Paul hoped that Christians would bring their 
spouses into the church, but neither seemed to have the slight­
est worry that Christians would revert to, or convert to, pagan­
ism. Moreover, pagan sources agree. The composure of the 
Christian martyrs amazed and unsettled many pagans. Pliny 
noted the "stubbornness and unbending obstinacy" ( "Letter," 
1943 ed. )  of the Christians brought before him-under threat 
of death they would not recant. The emperor Marcus Aurelius 
also remarked on the obstinacy of Christian martyrs ( The 
Communings, 1916  ed. ) .  And Galen wrote of Christians that 
"their contempt of death (and of its sequel) is patent to us every 
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day" (quoted in Benko 1984: 1 41 ) .  Galen's reference was to the 
willingness of Christians to nurse the sick during the great 
plague that struck the empire at this time, killing millions, in­
cluding Marcus Aurelius (see chapter 4) . The high levels of 
commitment that the early church generated among its mem­
bers should bave made it safe for them to enter exogamous 
marriages. 

That Christians seldom lost out via exogamous marriages is 
also in keeping with modern observations of high-tension reli­
gious movements. Female Jehovah 's Witnesses frequently 
marry outside the group (Heaton 1990) . Seldom does this re­
sult in their defection , and it often results in the conversion of 
the spouse. Indeed, this phenomenon is so generai that An­
drew Greeley ( 1970) has proposed the rule that whenever a 
mixed marriage occurs, the less religious person will usually 
join the religion of the more religious member. 

But how much intermarriage was there and how much did i t 
matter in terms of producing secondary converts? What we do 
know is that secondary conversion was quite frequent among 
the Roman upper classes (Fox 1 987; Chadwick 1 967) . This was 
partly because many married upper-class women became Chris­
tians and then managed to convert their spouses-this was es­
pecially common by the fourth century. But i t also occurred be­
cause many upper-class Christian women did marry pagans, 
some of whom they subsequently were able to convert (Har­
nack 1908, vol. 2) . Indeed, Peter Brown wrote of Christian 
women as a "gateway" into pagan families where "they were the 
wives, servants, and nurses of unbelievers" ( 1 988: 1 54) . 

In truth, there is no abundance of direct evidence that inter­
marriages between Christian women an d pagan men were wide­
spread. But, in my judgment, a compelling case can be made by 
resort to reason. It is reasonable to assume that-given the 
great surplus of marriageable Christian women, existing in the 
midst of a world in which women were in short supply, and 
given that Christians seem not to bave feared that intermar-
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riage would result in their daughters' abandoning their faith­
such marriages ought to h ave been common. An d from what we 
know about conversion mechanisms, these intermarriages 
ought to bave resulted in a lot of secondary conversions. 

As discussed in detail in chapter l, conversion is a network 
phenomenon based on interpersonal attachments. People join 
movements to align their religious status with that of their 
friends and relatives who already belong. Hence, in order to 
offer plausible accounts of Christianity's rise, we need to dis­
cover mechanisms by which Christians formed attachments 
with pagans. Put another way, we need to discover how Chris­
tians managed to remain an open network, able to keep building 
bonds with outsiders, rather than becoming a closed commu­
nity of believers. A high rate of exogamous marriage is one such 
mechanism. And I think it was crucial to the rise of Christianity. 

Indeed, exogamous marriage had another major conse­
quence. It prevented the surplus of Christian women from re­
sulting in an abundance of childless, single women. To the 
contrary, it seems likely that Christian fertility substantially ex­
ceeded that of pagans and that this too helped Christianize the 
Greco-Roman world. 

THE FERTILITY F ACTOR 

In 59 B . C.E.  Julius Caesar secured legislation that awarded land 
to fathers of three or more children, though he failed to act on 
Cicero's  suggestion that celibacy be outlawed. Thirty years 
later, and again in the year 9, the emperor Augustus promul­
gated laws giving politica} preference to men who fathered 
three or more children and imposing political and financial 
sanctions upon childless couples, upon unmarried women over 
the age of twenty, and upon unmarried men over the age of 
twenty-five. These policies were continued by most emperors 
who followed Augustus, an d many additional programs were in-
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stituted to promote fertility. Trajan, for example , provided sub­
stantial child subsidies (Rawson 1986) . 

But nothing worked. As Tacitus tells us, "childlessness pre­
vailed" (Annals 3.25, 1989 ed. ) . As the distinguished Arthur E. R. 
Boak remarked, " [policies with] the aim of encouraging fam­
ilies to rear at least three children were pathetically impotent" 
( 1955a: l 8) . As a result, the population of the Roman Empire 
began to decline noticeably during the last years of the Repub­
lic, and serious population shortages had developed by the sec­
ond century, before the onset of the first great plague (Boak 
1955a) . 

Thus although plagues played a substantial role in the de­
cline of the Roman population,  of far greater importance was 
the low fertility rate of the free population in the Greco-Roman 
world (both rural and urban) and the extremely low fertility of 
the large slave population (Boak l 955a) . By the start of the 
Christian era, Greco-Roman fertility had fallen below replace­
ment levels, leading to centuries of natura! decrease (Parkin 
1992; Devine 1985; Boak 1955a) . As a result, the devastating ef­
fects of the major plagues were never remedied, for even in 
good times the population was not replacing itself. By the third 
century, there is soli d evidence of a decline in both the number 
and the size of Roman towns in the West, even in Britain 
(Collingwood and Myres 1937) . 

That the empire could continue as long as it did depended 
on a constant influx of "barbarian" settlers. As early as the sec­
ond century, Marcus Aurelius had to draft slaves and gladiators 
an d hire Germans and Scythians in order to fili the ranks of the 
army (Boak 1 955a) . Mter defeating the Marcomanni, Aurelius 
settled large numbers of them within the empire in return for 
their accepting obligations to supply soldiers. Boak commented 
that Aurelius "had no trouble finding vacant land on which to 
piace them" ( l  955a: 1 8) .  

Meanwhile, in keeping with the biblica! injunction to "be 
fruitful an d multiply, " Christians maintained a substantial rate 
of natura! increase. Their fertility rates were considerably higher 
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than those of pagans, and their mortality rates were consider­
ably lower. 

To conclude this chapter I shall first establish the basis for 
the very low fertility rates of the Greco-Roman world. Next, I 
will examine factors that sustained high fertility among Jews 
and subsequently among Christians. Although it is impossible 
to know actual fertility rates in this period, these cultura} con­
trasts are sufficient to strongly suggest that superior Christian 
fertility played a significant role in the rise of Christianity. 

SouRCES OF Low FERTILITY 

A primary cause of low fertility in the Greco-Roman world was a 
male culture that held marriage in low esteem. In 131  B.C.E. the 
Roman censor Quintus Caecilius Metellus Macedonicus pro­
posed that the senate make marriage compulsory because so 
many men, especially in the upper classes, preferred to stay sin­
gle. Acknowledging that "we cannot have a really harmonious 
life with our wives, " the censor pointed out that sin ce "we cannot 
have any sort of life without them," the long term welfare of the 
state must be served. More than a century later Augustus quoted 
this passage to the senate to justifY his own legislation on behalf 
of marriage, an d i t was no t greeted with any greater enthusiasm 
the second time around (Rawson 1986: 1 1 ) .  For the fact was that 
men in the Greco-Roman world found it difficult to relate to 
women. As Beryl Rawson has reported, "one theme that recurs 
in Latin literature is that wives are difficult and therefore men 
do not care much for marriage" ( 1986: 1 1 ) .  

Although virginity was demanded of brides, and chastity of 
wives, men tended to be quite promiscuous and female prosti­
tutes abounded in Greco-Roman cities--from the twopenny 
diobolariae who worked the streets to high-priced, well-bred 
courtesans (Pomeroy 1975) . Greco-Rom an cities also sustained 
substantial numbers of male prostitutes, as bisexuality and ho­
mosexuality were common (Sandison 1 967) . 
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lnfanticide 

However, even when Greco-Roman men did marry, they usually 
produced very small families-not even legai sanctions and in­
ducements could achieve the goal of an average of three chil­
dren per family. One reason for this was infanticide-far more 
babies were horn than were allowed to live. Seneca regarded 
the drowning of children at birth as both reasonable and com­
monplace. Tacitus charged that the Jewish teaching that i t is "a 
deadly sin to kill an unwanted child" was but another of their 
"sinister an d revolting" practices ( The Histories 5.5,  1984 ed. ) .  It 
was common to expose an unwanted infant out-of-doors where 
it could, in principle, be taken up by someone who wished to 
rear it, but where it typically fell victim to the elements or to 
animals and birds. Not only was the exposure of infants a very 
common practice, i t was justified by law an d advocated by phi­
losophers. 

Both Plato and Aristotle recommended infanticide as legiti­
mate state policy. 3 The Twelve Tables-the earliest known 
Roman legai code, written about 450 B.C.E.-permitted a father 
to expose any female infant and any deformed or weak male 
infant (Gorman 1982:25) . During recent excavations of a villa 
in the port city of Ashkelon, Lawrence E. Stager and his col­
leagues made 

a gruesome discovery in the sewer that ran under the bath­

house . . . .  The sewer had been clogged with refuse sometime in 

the sixth century A.D. When we excavated and dry-sieved the des­

iccated sewage, we found [the] bones . . .  of nearly 100 little ba­

bies apparently murdered and thrown into the sewer. ( 1 991 :47) 

Examination of the bones revealed them to be newborns, 
probably day-olds (Smith an d Kahila 199 1 ) .  As yet, physical an­
thropologists have not been able to determine the gender of 
these infants who apparently had just been dropped down the 
drain shortly after birth . But the assumption is that they were 
ali, or nearly all ,  girls (Stager 1 99 1 ) .  Girls or boys, these bones 
reveal a major cause of population decline. 
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Abortion 

In addition to infanticide, fertility was greatly reduced in the 
Greco-Roman world by the very frequent recourse to abortion.  
The literature details an amazingly large number of abortion 
techniques-the more effective ofwhich were exceedingly dan­
gerous. Thus abortion not only prevented many births, i t killed 
many women before they could make their contribution to fer­
tility, and it resulted in a substantial incidence of infertility in 
women who survived aborti o ns. A consideration of the primary 
methods used will enable us to more fully grasp the impact of 
abortion on Greco-Roman fertility and mortality. 

A frequent approach involved ingesting slightly less than 
fatai doses of poison in an effort to cause a miscarriage. But, of 
course, poisons are somewhat unpredictable and tolerance lev­
els vary greatly; hence in many cases both the mother and the 
fetus were killed. Another method introduced poisons of vari­
ous sorts into the uterus to kill the fetus. Unfortunately, in 
many cases the woman failed to expel the dead fetus and died 
unless she was treated almost immediately by mechanical meth­
ods of removal. But these methods, which were often used as 
the initial mode of abortion as well, were also extremely danger­
ous, requiring great surgical skill as well as good luck in an age 
that was ignorant of bacteria. 

The commonly used mechanical methods ali involved long 
needles, hooks, and knives. Tertullian, writing in about 203, de­
scribed an abortion kit used by Hippocrates: 

a flexible frame for opening the uterus first of ali ,  and keeping 

it open; it is further furnished with an annular biade, by means 

of which the limbs within the womb are dissected with anxious 

but unfaltering care; its last appendage being a blunted or cov­

ered hook, wherewith the entire fetus is extracted by a violent 

delivery. There is also a copper needle or spike by which the ac­

tual death is managed. (A Treatise on the Soul 25, 1989 ed. ) 

The famous Roman medicai writer Aulas Cornelius Celsus of­
fered extensive instructions on using similar equipment in his 
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De medicina, written in the first century. Celsus warned surgeons 
that an abortion "requires extreme caution and neatness, and 
entails very great risk. " He advised that "after the death of the 
foetus" the surgeon should slowly force his "greased hand" up 
the vagina and into the uterus (keep in mind that soap had yet 
to be invented) .  If the fetus was in a headfirst position, the sur­
geon should then insert a smooth hook and fix it "into an eye 
or ear or the mouth, even at times into the forehead, then this 
is pulled upon an d extracts the foetus. " If the fetus was posi­
tioned crosswise or backwards, then Celsus advised that a biade 
be used to cut up the fetus so it could be taken out in pieces. 
Afterwards, Celsus instructed surgeons to tie the woman's 
thighs together and to cover her pubic area with "greasy wool, 
dipped in vinegar and rose oil " (De medicina 7.29, 1 935-1 938 
ed. ) . 

Given the methods involved, i t is no t surprising that abortion 
was a major cause of death among women in the Greco-Roman 
world (Gorman 1982) . Since abortion was so dangerous to 
women in this era, it might be asked why it was so widely prac­
ticed. The sources mention a variety of reasons, but conceal­
ment of illicit sexual activity receives the greatest emphasis­
unmarried women and women who became pregnant while 
their husbands were absent often sought abortions (Gorman 
1 982) . Economie reasons are also cited frequently. Poor 
women sought abortions to avoid a child they could ili afford, 
and rich women sought them in order to avoid splitting up the 
family estate among many heirs. 

However, the very high rates of abortion in the Greco-Roman 
world can only be fully understood if we recognize that in per­
haps the majority of instances it was men, rather than women, 
who made the decision to abort. Roman law accorded the male 
head of family the literal power of life an d death over his house­
hold, including the right to arder a female in the household to 
abort. The Roman Twelve Tables mentioned earlier did suggest 
censure for husbands w ho ordered their wives to abort without 
good reason, but no fines or penalties were specified. More-
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over, tbe weigbt of Greek pbilosopby fully supported tbese 
Roman views. In bis Republic Plato made abortions mandatory 
for ali women wbo conceived after age forty, on tbe grounds of 
limiting tbe population (5.9,  1941 ed. ) ,  and Aristotle followed 
suit in bis Politics: "Tbere must be a limit fixed to tbe procrea­
tion of offspring, and if any people bave a cbild as a result of 
intercourse in contravention of tbese regulations, abortion 
must be practiced" ( 7. 1 4. 1 0, 1986 ed. ) . It is bardly surprising 
that a world wbicb gave busbands tbe rigbt to order tbe expo­
sure of tbeir infant daugbters would give tbem tbe rigbt to 
order tbeir wives and mistresses to abort. Tbus tbe emperor 
Domitian, baving impregnated bis niece Julia, ordered her to 
bave an abortion-from which sbe died (Gorman 1982) . 

Birth Control 

The Romans bad an adequate understanding of the biology of 
reproduction an d developed a substantial inventory of preven­
tive measures. Medicai bistorians now are convinced that vari­
ous plants sucb as Queen Anne's lace, cbewed by women in an­
tiquity, were somewhat effective in reducing fertility (Riddle, 
Estes, and Russell 1 994) . In addition,  a number of contracep­
tive devices and medicines were inserted into the vagina to kill 
sperm or block tbe patb of semen to tbe uterus. Various oint­
ments, boney, and pads of soft wool were used for the latter 
purpose (Noonan 1 965 ; Clark 1993) . Unborn lamb stomacbs 
and goat bladders served as condoms; tbese, bowever, were too 
expensive for anyone but the very ricb (Pomeroy 1 975) . Even 
more popular (and effective) were sexual variations that keep 
sperm out of tbe vagina. One frequently used method was with­
drawal. Another substituted mutuai masturbation for inter­
course. Surviving Roman and Greek art frequently depicts anal 
intercourse, and a number of classica! writers mention women 
"playing tbe boy, " a reference to an al sex (Sandison 1 967:744) . 
Pomeroy attributes tbe preference of Greco-Roman males for 
women with large buttocks "to the practice of anal intercourse" 
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( 1975:49) . Having reported a wealth of literary references, 
Lindsay claims that heterosexual anal intercourse was "very 
common" an d "was used as the simplest, most conve­
nient, and most effective form of contraception" ( 1 968:250-
251 ) .  Oral sex seems to h ave been much less common than anal 
sex (understandably so, given the lack of cleanliness) , but it is 
depicted in a number of erotic Greek paintings, especially on 
vases ( Sandison 1967) . Finally, given their attitudes about mar­
riage and their distant relationships with their wives, many 
Greco-Roman men seem to have depended on the most reli­
able of all means of birth contro l, avoiding sex with their wives. 

Too Few Women 

In the final analysis, a population's capacity to reproduce is a 
function of the proportion of that population consisting of 
women in their childbearing years, and the Greco-Roman 
world had an acute shortage of women. Moreover, many pagan 
women stili in their childbearing years had been rendered in­
fertile by damage to their reproductive systems from abortions 
or from contraceptive devices and medicines. In this manner 
was the decline of the Roman Empire 's population ensured. 

CHRISTIAN FERTILITY 

The differential fertility of Christians and pagans is not some­
thing I have deduced from the known natura! decrease of the 
Greco-Roman population and from Christian rejection of the 
attitudes and practices that caused pagans to have low fertility. 
This differential fertility was taken as fact by the ancients. Thus, 
at the end of the second century, Minucius Felix wrote a debate 
between a pagan and a Christian in which Octavius, the Chris­
tian spokesman, noted "that day by day the number of us is 
increased, " which h e attributed to " [ our] fair mode of l ife" ( Oc­
tavius 31 , 1989 ed. ) . It could hardly have been otherwise, be-

122 



T H E  R O L E  O F  W O M E N  

cause Christians pursued a lifestyle that could only result in 
comparatively higher fertility-a point fully appreciated by Ter­
tullian, who noted: "To the servant of God, forsooth, offspring 
is necessary! For our own salvation we are secure enough, so 
that we have leisure for children! Burdens must be sought by us 
for ourselves which are avoided by the majority of the Gentiles, 
who are compelled by laws [to have children] , who are deci­
mated by abortions" ( To His Wife 1 .5, 1989 ed. ) . 

If a major factor in lower fertility among pagans was a male­
oriented culture that held marriage in low esteem, a major fac­
tor in higher fertility of Christians was a culture that sanctified 
the maritai bond. As noted, Christians condemned promiscuity 
in men as well as in women an d stressed the obligations of hus­
bands toward wives as well as those of wives toward husbands. 
Writing to the church in Corinth, after having allowed that cel­
ibacy was probably to be preferred, Paul quickly went o n to de­
fine proper maritai relations among Christians: 

But because of the temptation to immorality, eacb man sbould 

bave bis own wife and eacb woman ber own busband. Tbe bus­

band sbould give to bis wife ber conjugal rigbts, and likewise tbe 

wife to ber busband. For tbe wife does not rule over ber own 

body, but tbe busband does; likewise tbe busband does not rule 

over bis own body, but tbe wife does. Do not refuse one anotber 

except perbaps by agreement for a season, tbat you may devote 

yourselves to prayer; but tben come togetber again, !est Satan 

tempt you througb lack of self-control. I say tbis by way of conces­

sion, not of command. I wisb tbat ali were as I myself am. But 

eacb bas bis own special gift from God, one of one kind and one 

of anotber. ( l  Cor. 7:2-7) 

The symmetry of the relationship Paul described was at total 
variance, not only with pagan culture, but withjewish culture as 
well-just as allowing women to hold positions of religious im­
portance was at variance with Jewish practice.  And if Pau} ex­
pressed a more conventionally patriarchal view of the marriage 
relationship in Eph. 5:22-''Wives, be subject to your husbands 
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as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ 
is head of the church" -he devoted the next ten verses to ad­
monishing men to love their wives. 

Apart from the question of female roles, in most other re­
spects the views of family and fertility sustained by Christians 
revealed the Jewish origins of the movement. These views can 
best be described as very family-oriented an d pro-natal. lndeed, 
as time passed, Christians began to stress that the primary pur­
pose of sex was procreation an d therefore that i t was a maritai 
duty to have children. In addition to these pronounced differ­
ences in attitudes, there were dramatic behavioral differences 
that distinguished Christians from pagans in their treatment of 
pregnant women and infants. 

Abortion and Infanticide 

From the start, Christian doctrine absolutely prohibited abor­
tion and infanticide, classifying both as murder. These Chris­
tian prohibitions reflected the Jewish origins of the movement. 
Among Jews, according to Josephus: "The law, moreover, en­
joins us to bring up our offspring, and forbids women to cause 
abortion of what is begotten, or to destroy i t afterward; and if 
any woman appears to have done so, she will be a murderer of 
her child" ( 1 960 ed. ) . In similar fashion, the Alexandrian jew­
ish writing known as the Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides advised: "A 
woman should not destroy the unborn babe in her belly, nor 
after its birth throw it before dogs and vultures as prey" (quoted 
in Gorman 1 982:37) . 

These views are repeated in the earliest Christian writing on 
the subject. Thus, in the second chapter of the Didache, a 
manual of church teachings probably written in the first cen­
tury (Robinson 1976) , we find the injunction "Thou shalt not 
murder a child by abortion n or kill them when horn. "  Justin 

Martyr, in his First Apolog;y, written toward the middle of the sec­
ond century, noted, "We have been taught that it is wicked to 
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expose even newly-born children . . .  [for] we would then be 
murderers" (27-29, 1 948 ed. ) .  In the second century, Athena­
goras wrote in chapter 35 of his Piea to the emperor Marcus 
Aurelius, 

We say that women who use drugs to bring on an abortion com­

mi t murder, and will have to give an account to God for the abor­

tion . . .  [for we] regard the very foetus in the womb as a created 

being, and therefore an object of God's care . . .  and [we do not] 

expose an infant, because those who expose them are charge­

able with child-murder. ( 1 989 ed. )  

By the end of the second century, Christians no t only were pro­
claiming their rejection of abortion and infanticide, but had 
begun direct attacks on pagans, and especially pagan religions, 
for sustaining such "crimes. " In his Octavius, Minucius Felix 
charged: 

And I see that you at one time expose your begotten children to 

wild beasts and to birds; at another, that you crush when stran­

gled with a miserable kind of death. There are some women 

[among you] who, by drinking medicai preparations, extinguish 

the source of the future man in their very bowels, an d thus com­

mi t a parricide before they bring forth. And these things as­

suredly come down from your gods. For Saturn did not expose 

his children, but devoured them. With reason were infants sacri­

ficed to him in some parts of Africa. (33, 1989 ed. )  

Birth Contro[ 

Initially, Christian teaching about the use of contraceptive de­
vices and substances may have been somewhat ambiguous 
(Noonan 1965) . However, since it is not clear the extent to 
which the contraceptive methods used by the ancients actually 
worked (and many, such as amulets worn around the ankle, 
clearly did no t) , i t may no t have mattered whether they were 
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permitted or condemned. Of far greater importance to Chris­
tian fertility were religious objections to the most effective 
means of birth control-objections mostly taken over from Ju­
daism. That is, Jews and Christians were opposed to sexual 
practices that diverted sperm from the vagina. As the biblical 
story of Onan makes clear, withdrawal and mutuai masturba­
tion were sins in that the seed was spilled upon the ground. 
Thus Clement of Alexandria wrote, "Because of its divine insti­
tution for the propagation of man, the seed is no t to be vainly 
ejaculated, nor is it to be damaged, nor is it to be wasted" 
(quoted in Noonan 1 965:93) . Both Jews and Christians con­
demned anal intercourse. In Rom.  1 :26 Paul wrote: "For this 
cause God gave them up unto vile affections: for even their 
women did change the natural use into that which is against 
nature. "  As for oral sex, Barnabas wrote: 'Thou shalt no t . . .  
bee ome such as those men of whom we hear as working iniq­
uity with their mouth for uncleanness, neither shalt thou de ave 
unto impure women w ho work iniquity with their mouths" ( The 
Epistle I O, 1988 ed. ) .  In ali these ways did Christians reject the 
cultural patterns that were causing the Greco-Roman pagan 
population to decline. 

An Abundance ofFerti/e Women 

A final factor in favor of high Christian fertility was an abun­
dance of women who were far less likely to be infertile. Since 
only women can have babies, the sex composition of a popula­
tion is (other things being equal) a crucial factor in its level of 
fertility. That the Christian community may well have been 60 
percent female offered the Christian subculture a tremendous 
potential level of fertility. Of course, given the moral restric­
tions of the group, Christian women also needed to be married 
in order to have children. But, as I tried to establish earlier, 
there is no reason to suppose that they did not have high mar­
riage rates, given the abundance of eligible males in the sur-
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rounding populace. Moreover, there is every reason to suppose 
that the overwhelming majority of children from these "mixed 
marriages" were raised within the church. 

Christian Fertility 

A number of sophisticated scholars have tried to estimate the 
fertility rate of the Roman Empire (Parkin 1 992; Durand 
1 960; Russell 1 958) , but the fact remains that we will never have 
firm knowledge. What can be established is that mortality was 
high; thus a high fertility rate was necessary to prevent a pop­
ulation decline. It also seems very likely that fertility was sub­
stantially lower than needed for replacement, and, as noted 
above, there is substantial evidence that the Greco-Roman pop­
ulation did become smaller during the Christian era. Beyond 
these generalities, it is doubtful that we shall obtain more pre­
cise information. 

As for the fertility of the Christian population, the literature 
is empty. It was for this reason that I devoted much attention to 
establishing that the primary causes of a population decline in 
the Greco-Roman world did not apply to the Christian subcul­
ture. It thus seems entirely proper to assume that Christian pop­
ulation patterns would have resembled the patterns that nor­
mally apply in societies having an equivalent level of economie 
and cultura} development. So long as they do not come up 
against limits imposed by available subsistence, such popula­
tions are normally quite expansive. Lack of subsistence was not 
a factor in this time and piace, as the frequent settlement of 
barbarians to make up population shortages makes clear. We 
can therefore assume that during the rise of Christianity the 
Christian population grew no t only via conversion, but via fertil­
ity. The questi o n is, how much of their growth was due to fertil­
ity alone? 

Unfortunately, we simply do not have good enough data to 
attempt a quantitative answer to this question-not even a suffi-
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cient basis for hypothetical figures. Ali that can be claimed is 
that a nontrivial portion of Christian growth probably was due 
to superior fertility. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have attempted to establish four things. First, 
Christian subcultures in the ancient world rapidly developed a 
very substantial surplus of females, while in the pagan world 
around them males greatly outnumbered females. This shift 
was the result of Christian prohibitions against infanticide and 
abortion an d of substantial sex bias in conversi an. Second, fully 
in accord with Guttentag and Secord's theory linking the status 
of women to sex ratios, Christian women enjoyed substantially 
higher status within the Christian subcultures than pagan 
women did in the world at large. This was especially marked 
vis-à-vis gender relations within the family, but women also 
filled leadership positions within the church. Third, given a sur­
plus of Christian women an d a surplus of pagan men, a substan­
tial amount of exogamous marriage took piace, thus providing 
the early church with a steady flow of secondary converts. Fi­
nally, I have argued that the abundance of Christian women 
resulted in higher birthrates-that superior fertility contrib­
uted to the rise of Christianity. 
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Christianizing the Urban 

Empire: A Quantitative 

Approach 

IN HIS brilliant study of the early church, Wayne Meeks ( 1 983) 
uses the title of his book to emphasize that Christianity was first 
and foremost an urban movement. Or, as he put it early in 
the first chapter, '\vithin a decade of the crucifixion of Jesus, 
the village culture of Palestine had been left far behind, an d the 
Greco-Roman city became the dominant environment of the 
Christian movement" ( 1 983: 1 1 ) .  In the remainder of the book 
Meeks offers many insights about the spread of Christianity; his 
primary emphasis, however, is not on cities, but on urbanites. 
His aim is to help us recognize who embraced the new move­
ment and why. 

My concern in this chapter is no t so much with w ho or why as 
with where. What characteristics of cities were conducive to 
Christianization? To this end I will apply some standard tools 
used by urban sociologists and conduct a quantitative analysis 
using a data se t consisting of the twenty-two largest cities of the 
Greco-Roman world circa l 00. I will develop an d test some hy­
potheses about why Christianity arose more rapidly in some 
places than in others. However, rather than present the hypoth­
eses first an d then move to the statistica! analysis, I shall develop 
and test each seriatim. The reason for this format is that each 
variable must be discussed at some length as it enters the analy­
sis, and each variable reflects a hypothesis. 

A prelirninary version of this chapter appeared as "Christianizing the 

Urban Empire," in Sociological Analysis 52 ( 1 991 ) :  77-88. 
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SELECTING CITIES BY SIZE 

Despite libraries stuffed with books on many Greco-Roman cit­
ies, the sad fact is that, as Lewis Mumford has pointed out, "the 
city itself remains a shadow" ( 1 974:vii) . Indeed, it has required 
Herculean efforts even to estimate such an elementary and es­
sential fact as the population of these cities. Fortunately, Ter­
tius Chandler made it his life's work to try to discover the popu­
lations of ancient cities. Assisted by Gerald Fox (with Kingsley 
Davis performing the vi tal role of midwife) , h e was finally ab le 
to publish his extraordinary work (Chandler an d Fox 1974) . In 
Three Thousand Years of Urban Growth, Chandler an d Fox offer a 
plausible and well-documented basis for estimating the popula­
tions of the world 's largest cities in l 00. Among these are twenty 
Greco-Roman cities. However, because Chandler and Fox 
chose to list only those cities having a population of 40,000 or 
more, they provided no population estimates for Athens or Sa­
lamis, although these are usually included in lists of important 
Greco-Roman cities. I added these two cities, bringing the total 
to twenty-two. I was unable to muster any Chandler-like scholar­
ship to determine their populations at this time. But, after a 
good deal of poking aro un d, I settled o n 35,000 for Salamis an d 
30,000 for Athens. 1 lf these prove faulty, be assured that remov­
ing them from the analysis has no effect on the results I report 
below. 

Here are the twenty-two cities and their estimateci popula-
tions: 

Rome 650,000 

Alexandria 400,000 

Ephesus 200,000 

Antioch 1 50,000 

Apamea 1 25,000 

Pergamum 1 20,000 

Sardis 100,000 

Corinth 100,000 
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Gadir ( Cadiz) 1 00,000 
Memphis 90,000 
Carthage 90,000 
Ed essa 80,000 
Syracuse 80,000 
Smyrna 75,000 
Caesarea Maritima 45,000 
Damascus 45,000 
Cordova 45,000 
Mediolanum (Milan) 40,000 
Augustodunum (Autun) 40,000 
London 40,000 

Salamis 35,000 
Athens 30,000 

CHRISTIANIZATION 

How can we measure the receptivity of cities to Christianity, 
that is, their relative degree of Christianization at various times? 
My method is neither originai nor (l wouid hope) particuiarly 
controversia!. I ha ve simply followed Adoif Harnack ( 1 908, 
vol. 2) in using the notion of the expansion of Christianity-for 
in order to rise, a movement must spread. In his masterwork, 
Harnack identified those communities in the empire that pos­
sessed Iocai Christian churches by the year 180. Later schoiars 
have added much to Harnack's originai reconstruction , draw­
ing on the many important archaeoiogicai finds of recent de­
cades. However, owing to the Iack of quantitative inclination 
among scholars in this area, i t is only in the numerous historicai 
atlases that this Iiterature has been pulled together. Through 
study of many an atlas, I found four that seemed to reflect soiid 
schoiarship on this particuiar topic, and these are shown in 
tabie 6. 1 ,  along with Harnack's originai findings (Biaiklock 
1972; Aharoni and Avi-Yonah 1977; Frank 1988; Chadwick and 
Evans 1987; Harnack 1908) . 
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TABLE 6. 1 
Coding Christianization 

Source P Source 2b Source 3< Source 4d Source 5 e  Goder 

Caesarea Maritima 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Damascus 2 2 2 2/ 1 o 2 

Antioch 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Alexandria 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Pergamum 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 
Salamis 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Sardis 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Smyrna 2 2 2 2/ 1 o 2 

Athens 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Corinth 2 2 2 2/ 1 o 2 

Ephesus 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Rome 2 2 2 2/ 1 2 2 

Apamea l l/0 l o 2 l 

Cordova l l /O l o l l 
Edessa l 1/0 l 2/ 1 l l 

Syracuse l l /O l 2/ 1 l l 

Carthage l 1 /0 2/ 1 l l 
Memphis 2 1/0 2/ 1 l l 

Mediolanum (Milan) o l/0 o o o o 

Augustodunum o 1/0 o o o o 

(Autun) 

Gadir ( Cadiz) o l /0 o o o o 

London o 1/0 o o o 

• Aharoni and Avi-Yonah 1977 (map of cities with churches by end of first century and map 

of cities with churches by end of the second century) . 

b Chadwick an d Evans 1 987 (map of cities known to have had churches by the end of the 

first century) . 

c Frank 1 988 (map of cities known to have had a church by the end of the first century and 

by 180 C.E . ) .  
d Harnack 1908 (map o f  cities known to have had a church by 1 80 c.E. ) .  
• Blaiklock 1 972 (map shaded to show cities known to have had a church by end o f  first 

century an d by end of second century) . 

r In the codes used when the chapter appeared as an essay in Sociological Analysis, Memphis 

was scored 2 rather than l and Cordova was scored O rather than l. Upon further research I 

decided to make these corrections. However, they did not alter the statistica! results in any 

important way. 
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I have quantified the expansion of Christianity in terms of 
three thresholds. The cities most receptive to Christianity are 
those known to have had a church by 1 00. They receive a score 
of two. The next most receptive are those cities known to have 
had a church by 200. They receive a score of one. The least re­
ceptive cities are those still lacking a church by 200. Their score 
is zero. The result is a three-value, ordinai measure of Christian­
ization. 

Cities scored two are: Caesarea Maritima, Damascus, Anti­
och, Alexandria, Pergamum, Salamis, Sardis, Smyrna, Athens, 
Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome. 

Cities scored one are: Apamea, Carthage, Cordova, Edessa, 
Memphis, and Syracuse. 

Cities scored zero are: Augustodunum (Autun) ,  Gadir 
(Cadiz) , London, and Mediolanum (Milan) . 

Let us pause here for our first hypothesis. Is there any reason 
to suppose that city size would have influenced Christianization? 
Harnack thought so: "The larger the town or city, the larger 
(even relatively, it is probable) was the number of Christians" 
( 1908: 2:327) . Moreover, there is a soli d theoretical basis far 
such a hypothesis in the sociological literature . In his well­
known subcultural theory of urbanism, Claude S. Fischer of­
fered this proposition: "The more urban the piace , the higher 
the rates of unconventionality" ( 1975: 1328) . Fischer's thesis is 
that the larger the population, in absolute numbers, the casier 
it is to assemble a "criticai mass" needed to form a deviant sub­
culture. Here he specifically includes deviant religious move­
ments. During the period in question Christianity obviously 
qualifies as a deviant religious movement in that it clearly was at 
variance with prevailing religious norms. Therefore, Fischer's  
theory of urbanism predicts that Christians would have assem­
bled the criticai mass needed to form a church sooner, the 
larger the city. 

As can be seen in table 6.2 below, there is a positive correla­
tion in support of Fischer's thesis. Although this correlation 
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falls slightly short of significance at the .05 level, i t is not at all 
clear that significance is an appropriate standard bere, since 
the data are not based on a random sample. Indeed, i t was with 
great reservations that I included significance levels in the 
table. 

LocATION 

One thing we know with certainty about these cities is where they 
were. An d that means we can measure travel distances from o ne 
to another. Therefore, I bave determined the distance of each 
of these twenty-two cities from Jerusalem. 

We know where Christianity began. If we want to discover 
how i t spread, we ought to take into account how far i t had to go 
to get to various cities. The issue bere is not simply that mission­
aries had to go farther to get from Jerusalem to Mediolanum 
than to Sardis. lndeed, anyone could cross the empire from 
one end to the other in a summer, and travel was common. 
Meeks ( 1 983: 1 7) reports a merchant's grave inscription found 
in Phrygia that attests to bis having traveled to Rome seventy­
two times, a distance of well over a thousand miles, an d Ronald 
Hock ( 1 980) estimates that Paul covered nearly ten thousand 
miles on bis missions. As Meeks put it, "the people of the 
Roman Empire traveled more extensively and more easily than 
anyone before them did or would again until the nineteenth 
century" ( 1 983: 1 7 ) .  

My interest i s  i n  the primary consequences of all this travel 
and trade: communication, cultura! contact, and networks of 
interpersonal relationships based on kinship, friendship, or 
commerce. As I will discuss below, these were vital factors in 
preparing the way for the Christian missionaries-in determin­
ing what kind of reception awaited them. I propose to use dis­
tance from Jerusalem as a gradient of these factors. 

Given this interest, simple distance as the crow flies is inade-
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quate. Instead, in making the actual measurements I have at­
tempted to trace known travel routes. Moreover, the bulk of 
trade an d of long-distance travel was by boat ....... Paul traveled as 
much or more by sea as by land. Therefore, I have assumed sea 
travel whenever it was feasible and measured distances along 
the commonly used routes. First, I sketched the route from Je­
rusalem to a given city on a map. Then, I used a map meter to 
measure the distance-this makes it easy to follow curves and 
turn corners. Each measurement was made several times. And 
the final measurement was then converted to miles on the basis 
of the map's legend. The routes themselves may be subject to 
modest errors, but I would no t expect errors in excess of plus or 
mi nus l O percent. In arder to see the potential impact of errors 
of that magnitude, I created an additional mileage measure by 
flipping a coin and adding or subtracting 1 0  percent depend­
ing on whether the coin carne up heads or tails. The distorted 
measure in fact correlated .99 with the originai , and each yields 
identica! results with other variables. 

In addition to seeking to use travel distances to estimate the 
degree to which the way was prepared for Christians by the 
prior ties to Jerusalem and to Jewish culture, we can also use 
distance as a way to measure the degree of Romanization an d 
the tightness of Roman contrai. Using the same tactics de­
scribed above, I therefore measured the travel distance to each 
city from Rome. Finally, I created a ratio of the two sets of dis­
tances to summarize the relative weights of Roman and Jewish 
influence. The actual distances in miles follow. (The distance 
given between Athens and Rome is calculated on the assump­
tion that the traveler's boat did not take the portage at 
Corinth. )  

From 
Jerusalem From Rome 

Alexandria 350 1 ,400 

Antioch 250 1 ,650 

Apamea 280 1 ,600 

Athens 780 1 ,000 
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Augustodunum 1 ,920 525 
(Autun ) 

Caesarea Maritima 60 1 ,575 
Carthage 1 ,575 425 
Cordova 2,440 1 ,225 
Corinth 830 800 
Damascus 1 30 1 ,600 

Ed essa 550 1 ,775 

Ephesus 640 1 , 1 85 

Gadir ( Cadiz) 2,520 1 ,200 

London 2,565 1 , 1 90 

Mediolanum 1 ,900 260 
(Milan) 

Memphis 360 1 ,500 

Pergamum 840 1 ,200 

Rome 1 ,480 o 

Salamis 270 1 ,450 

Sardis 700 1 ,300 

Smyrna 820 1 , 1 50 

Syracuse 1 , 1 00 375 

In chapter 3, I stressed the importance of cultura! continuity 
in the success of new religious movements. Specifically, people 
are rrwre willing to adopt a new religion to the extent that it retains 
cultura! continuity with conventional religion(s) with which they are 
already Jamiliar. In the instance at band, the way was paved for 
Christianity to the extent that people were already familiar with 
Jewish culture-the "God-Fearers" being an apt example. Here 
were people familiar with Jewish theology, who accepted the 
idea of monotheism, but w ho were unwilling to become ethnic 
Jews in order to fully participate in thejewish religion. Presum­
ably, the principle of cultural continuity as a facilitating factor 
in the spread of Christianity can, to some extent, be estimated 
by distance from Jerusalem. And table 6.2 shows an immense 
negative correlation between distance from Jerusalem and 
Christianization ( -. 74) , which is highly statistically significant. 
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TH:E DIASPORA 

In chapter 3, I argued that, in fact, the mission to the Jews was 
quite successful and that a steady and significant flow of Hellen­
izedJewish converts to Christianity probably continued into the 
late fourth or early fifth century. To recapitulate, my case rests 
on severa! sociological propositions. The first is cultura! conti­
nuity. Not only was Christianity highly continuous with the Jew­
ish heritage of diasporanjews, i t was also highly congruent with 
their Hellenic cultura! elements. The second proposition is 
that social movements recruit primarily on the basis of interpersonal 
attachments that exist, or farm, between the convert and members of the 
group. An d w ho were the friends an d relatives of the early Chris­
tian missionaries setting out from Jerusalem to spread their 
faith? The Jews of the diaspora, of course. In fact, many of the 
missionaries were, like Paul himself, diasporan jews. 

Even if I am wrong about how late Jewish conversion contin­
ued, everyone is agreed that Jews were the primary sources of 
converts until well into the second century. As Harnack 
put it: 

The synagogues of the Diaspora . . .  formed the most important 

presupposition for the rise and growth of Christian communities 

throughout the empire. The network of the synagogues fur­

nished the Christian propaganda with centres and courses for its 

development, and in this way the mission of the new religion, 

which was undertaken in the name of the God of Abraham an d 

Moses, found a sphere already prepared for itself. ( 1908: 1 : 1 )  

So, i n  addition to using distance to measure Jewish cultura! 
influences, we ought to seek a measure of Jewish presence in 
cities. There simply is no good way to calculate the probable 
size of the Jewish population in these cities. The best substitute 
I could obtain is information on which of these cities are known 
to have had a synagogue in about 100. The data come from 
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TABLE 6.2 
Pearson Product Moment Correlations 

Christianization 

Population 

100 C.E. 
Miles from 

Jerusalem 

Synagogues 

Miles from 

Rome 

Romanized 

Pap. 
JOO c.E. 

.32 

• Significance leve l :  < .01 . 

b Significance level: < .05. 

From 
Jerusalem 

-.74• 
-.06 

From 
Synagogues Rome 

.69• .42b 
.41 b .2 1  

-.46b -.54• 

.28 

Romaniud Gnostics 

-.71• .59• 
-.29 .48• 

.68• -.49h 

-.44b .41 b 
-.84• .37 

-.43b 

many of the atlases noted above an d others, an d from MacLen­
nan and Kraabel ( 1986) . The result is a dichotomous variable 
scoring cities with a synagogue as one, and the others as zero. 
The following citi es received a sco re of o ne: Caesarea Maritima, 
Damascus, Antioch, Alexandria, Sardis, Athens, Rome, Cor­
inth , and Ephesus. Table 6.2 shows that there is a powerful, pos­
itive correlation between synagogues and Christianization 
( .69) . Clearly, then, Christianity took root sooner where there 
were Jewish communities. 

Now w ha t about Roman culture an d power? In the beginning 
Christianity did best in Greek cities and soon incurred consid­
erable official Roman antagonism. It seems realistic to treat 
Roman power as a function of distance-the farther from 
Rome, the less the local impact of Roman policy. Once again we 
may simply trace the trade routes to each city from Rome and 
measure the distances. However, since our interest really cen­
ters on the interaction of Roman and Eastern culture and influ­
ence, we can divide the distance to Jerusalem by the distance to 
Rome. The higher the ratio, the greater the relative weight of 
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TABLE 6.3 
Regression: Dependent Variable Is Christianization 

Independent 
Variables 

Synagogues 

Romanized 

Unstandardized 
Betas 

0.731 
-0.220 

Standardized 
Betas 

0.466 
-0.499 

Multiple R-Square = 0.672 Y-Intercept = 1 .374 

• Significant beyond .001 . 

Standard 
Errar 

0.236 
0.077 

T 

3.0993 
-3.31 73 

Roman influence; hence this varia hl e is identified as Romaniza­
tion (Rome, of course, is excluded from this analysis) . T ab le 6.2 
shows that distance from Rome is negatively correlated (-.42) 
with Christianization, but the really potent effect is from Ro­
manization (-.71 ) .  The more Roman and the less Eastern 
(Greek and Jewish) influence on a city's culture, the later its 
first church-Rome itself being the obvious exception. 

Table 6.3 shows the result of entering Christianization, syna­
gogues, and Romanization into a regression equation. Each 
of the independent variables displays a robust effect, and to­
gether they explain an amazing 67 percent of the variance in 
Christianization. 

GNOSTICS 

Not only were there many new religious movements active in 
the urban empire in this era, there were many Christianities. 
Almost from the start, factions espousing rather different views 
of Christ and of Scripture arose, each seeking to be the Christi­
anity. Since the discovery of the Nag Hammadi manuscripts, 
there has been immense interest in the groups known as the 
Gnostics or the Christian Gnostics (Layton 1987; Williams 
1 985) . A map published by Layton ( 1 987:6-7) makes it possible 

140 



C H R I S T I A N I Z I N G  T H E  U R B A N  E M P I R E  

to create a measure of Gnostic presence similar to the measure 
of Christianization. Cities known to have had active Gnostic 
groups prior to the year 200 were scored two. Those having 
Gnostic groups prior to the year 400 were scored one. Cities not 
known to have had Gnostic groups by 400 were scored zero. 
Those scored two were Alexandria, Antioch, Caesarea Mari­
tima, Carthage, Ephesus, Pergamum, Rome, Sardis, and 
Smyrna. Those scored one were Apamea, Damascus, Edessa, 
and Memphis. The others were scored zero. 

Table 6.2 shows a substantial positive correlation between 
Gnostics and Christianization ( .59) . Moreover, Gnostic pres­
ence is significantly correlated with populatiòn size, in agree­
ment with Fischer's theory. The table also shows a significant 
correlation between Gnostic presence and syrtagogues. These 
findings are worth pursuing at greater length. 

For the past century there has been a serious debate about 
the connections between Gnosticism, ori the one hand, and 
Christianity an d Judaism, o n the other. Late in the nineteenth 
century, Harnack ( 1 894) was content to dassity the Gnostics as 
a Christian heresy, as an acutely Hellenized brand of Christian­
ity. Soon thereafter, however, many scholars (e.g. ,  Fried)an_der 
1898) began to tr��e the origins of the GI1osti_cs toJewish roots, 
an d

. 
to regard Christianity and Grl.().!'ticisl!l as paral�l offshoots of 

�!�t�ei-ituryjudais�: De-spit� �he Christian content <)f_m�st -�f 
t�e manuscripts discovered at Nag Hammadi, the debate con­
tinues, and the view that the two movements were parallel prob­
ably has more support these days than does the �ew that

--th.è 
Gnos

-
tics �ere primarily a competing stream within Christianity. 

Birger Pears
-
on, echoing Friedlander, puts this position

- Ill.osi 

forcefully: "Gnosticism is not, in its origins, a 'Christian' heresy, 
but . . .  i t is, in fact, a 'Jewish ' heresy" ( 1973:35) . 

If we bear that in mi n d, table 6.4 is of more than passing in­
terest. Here regression analysis is used to assess the net effects 
of Christianization an d Jewish presence on the rise of Gnosti­
cism. The results are very conclusive-al least from the statisti-
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TABLE 6.4 
Regression: Dependent Variable Is Gnosticism 

Unstandardized Standardized Standard 
Betas Betas Errw 

Christianization 

Synagogues 

0.678 
-0.022 

0.578 
-0.012 

0.299 
0.470 

Multiple R-Square = 0.344 Y-Intercept = 0.067 

• Significant beyond .05. 

T 

2.262" 
-0.047 

cal point of view. When the effects of Christianization are held 
constant, no directjewish effects remain. Whereasjewish pres­
ence has a very substantial impact on the spread of Christianity 
(see table 6.3) , only Christianity seems to have any impact on 
the rise of Gnosticism. Thi� s�gge�ts a causai order fully in k�c:p­
ing with Harnack's originai position: that Christianity began as 
aJewish heresy an d its initial appeal was to Jews, but that Gnos­
ticism began subsequently as a Christian heresy, appealing 

lllainly to 
_
Christian� (from whom it adopted its very strident!-y 

anti:Jewish content) . 
· ·  Su

-eh statistica! eVidence is not, of course, conclusive proof 
that Gnosticism was a Christian heresy. But it seems worth not­
ing h ere that participants in this debate may well be talking past 
o ne another. As I understand the proponen ts of the J ewish ori­
gins of Gnosticism, their concern has been to trace the origins 
of some of the centrai mystical notions of the Gnostics to prior 
Jewish writers. But as sociologists understand these matters, 
heresy per se has little to do with the pedigree of ideas an d con­
sists primarily of the embodiment of "deviant" ideas in a social 
movement. Put another way, writings can be heretical, but only 
human beings can be heretics. Moreover, the origins of ideas 
and of movements need not, and often are not, the same. 
Consider the many modern groups with spurious claims to un­
broken descent from ancient pagan cults. Judged by their 
doctrines, their claims to be of ancient origin are true. But an 
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examination of their "human history" reveals them to be of con­
temporary origins. Thus Gnostic writers could have been pro­
foundly influenced by the writings of earlier Jewish mystics 
without representing a social movement coexisting with Christi­
anity and deriving from pre-Christian origins among Jews: Al­
though the data in table 6.4 have no implications for the origins 

�f Gnostic ideas, they do encourage the conclusion that Gnosti­
cism, as a social movement, was a Christian heresy. 

CONCLUSI ON 

Whatever the impact of table 6.4 o n historical interpretations of 
Gnosticism, i t is obvious that the other findings reported in this 
chapter are no t going to greatly revise ·social histories of the rise 
of Christianity. Even without quantification, every competent 
historian has known that the Christian movement arose most 
rapidly in the Greco-Roman cities of Asia Minor, sustained by 
the very large communities of the Jewish diaspora. Indeed, the 
findings of greatest substantive interest are probably those 
lending support to Fischer's propositions about city size and 
subcultural deviance. 

In my judgment, the real surprises are statistica}, not substan­
tive. The magnitudes an d stability of the statistica! outcomes are 
amazing and strongly testify that a data set based on these 
twenty-two cities can be of great scholarly value-to the extent 
that we are able to identify and secure interesting variables. 

It strikes me that many additional variables could be created 
by scholars with the proper training. It would be very interest­
ing to build rates for these cities (and perhaps other aggregate 
units) based o n the immense collections of inscriptions. For ex­
ampie, since historians are agreed that Christianity was one of 
many new religions to come out of the East, can we use inscrip­
tions to estimate when and where these "Orientai cults" gained 
followings? In chapter 9 we will examine a variable based on 
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when and whether the lsis cult had a tempie in these cities, but 
many more could be coded. 

Initialiy, I had hoped to create measures of social disorgani­
zation of these citi es, especially factors that disrupt integration 
by reducing the strength of interpersonal attachments. lt is 
axiomatic that conformity to the norms is the resuit of attach­
ments--to the extent that we value our relationships with oth­
ers, we will conform in order to retain their esteem. When 
peopie Iack attachments,  they have much greater freedom to 
deviate from the norms. In modero studies, unconventional 
behavior is strongiy correiated with various measures of popula­
tion turnover and instability. For example, where larger pro­
portions of the U .S. and Canadian popuiations are newcomers 
or have recently moved from one residence to another, rates of 
participation in unconventional religious activities are high 
(Stark and Bainbridge 1985 ) .  

I began by examining data o n  when and how a city was 
founded, or refounded, and the ethnic heterogeneity of its 
population. I was fascinated that both Corinth and Carthage 
had stood empty when Caesar decided to refound them in 
order to transport Iarge numbers of Rome's "undesirabie" pop­
ulation. T o this he added a bunch of retired legionnaires who, 
in turn, drew numbers of women to the city from nearby vii­
Iages. Talk about Dodge City, or some other wild and wooly 
piace. As I proceeded, however, I began to realize that all the 
cities of the empire were incredibly disorganized, even com­
pared with rapidiy growing and industrializing cities of the 
nineteenth century, the ones that caused early sociologists to 
express endiess gioom and doom. What Rome had achieved 
was politica! unity at the expense of cultura! chaos. No one has 
captured this fact more Iucidiy that Ramsay MacMullen in the 
opening sentences of his remarkabie work on paganism: 

It was a proper melting pot. If we imagined the British Empire of 

a hundred years ago all in one piece, all of its parts touching 

each other, so one could travel . . .  from Rangoon to Belfast with-
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out the interposition of any ocean, and if we could thus sense as 

one whole an almost limitless diversity of tongues, cults, tradi­

tions, and levels of education, then the true nature of the Medi­

terranean world in [the Roman era] . . .  would strike our minds. 

( 198l :xi) 

For these reasons I ceased my efforts to compare cities in 
terms of disorganization and shall, instead, devote the next 
chapter to tracing how the acute disorganization of Greco­
Roman cities in generai eased the rise of Christianity. 
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U rban Chaos an d Crisis: 

The Case of Antioch 

CHRISTIANITY was an urban movement, 1 and the New Testa­
ment was set down by urbanites. Indeed, many scholars believe 
that the Gospel of Matthew was composed in Antioch-the 
fourth largest city of the Roman Empire at the time. 

If we want to understand how the rise of Christianity was 
shaped by the sociocultural environment of those who first put 
it into written words, we must comprehend the physical and so­
dal structures of the Greco-Roman city. Moreover, if we want to 
understand the immense popular appeal of the early church, 
we must understand how the message of the New Testament 
and the social relations it sustained solved acute problems 
afflicting Greco-Roman cities. H ere too Antioch is of special in­
terest because it was unusually receptive to the Christian move­
ment, sustaining a relatively large and affluent Christian com­
munity quite early on (Longenecker 1985) . 

For these reasons, in this chapter I shall assemble some basic 
facts about Greco-Roman cities-with special emphasis on Anti­
och-in order to illuminate the physical realities of everyday 
life. What was it like to live there? Frankly, I was amazed to dis­
cover how difficult it is to find any answer�. Even when books 
have titles indicating that they are about cities of the Greco­
Roman era, there is usually next to nothing in them about the 
physical environment of the city. For example, Numa Denis 
Fustel de Coulanges's classic work The Ancient City, published in 
1864 (and suggested to me as an exception to this claim) dis­
cusses nothing but the culture and customs of Greco-Roman 

A preliminary version of this chapter appeared as "Antioch as the Social 

Situation for Matthew' s Gospel ,"  in Social History of the Matthean Community, ed. 

David L. Balch (Minneapolis: Fortress Press) , 1 89-210.  
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times, an d bis title simply means tbat the setting was urban. Tbe 
city per se could as well bave been a figment of imagination,  for 
tbere is not a word about streets, sewers, plumbing, water sup­
plies, buildings, industry, markets, ethnic enclaves, crime, gar­
bage, beggars, or any of tbe realities of urban life. In fact, the 
word "bouse" appears only in severa! passing references, and 
no bouses are described. 

Or consider a modern work with nearly the same title, The 
City in the Ancient Warld, by Mason Hammond ( 1 972) , publisbed 
as part of the Harvard Studies in Urban History. Tbis volume 
bas an excellent index. Under "Roman citizensbip,"  tbe index 
lists twenty-four page references. Entries also appear for Romu­
lus, Trojan war, Borneo, and even Pleistocene period. But not 
one of tbe following words occurs in tbis index: aqueduct, 
batb (s) , batbing, build, building, crime, deatb, disease, envi­
ronment, epidemie, etbnic, feces, food, fuel, garbage, bomes, 
bouse, bousing, manure, pipes, plague, plumbing, privy, sewer, 
smoke, street, urine, wasbing, waste, or water. Tbe omission of 
tbese index listings reflects tbe fact tbat tbis book too is about 
culture, and about political and military bistory, and is not 
about cities at ali. Let me basten to acknowledge tbat Jobn E. 
Stambaugb 's The Ancient Roman City ( 1988) is a fine exception 
to tbis rule. lndeed, i t guided me to many valuable sources from 
wbicb I could document points I initially bad been forced to 
infer on tbe basis of wbat is known to be true of premodern 
cities in generai. Moreover, some time after I bad publisbed tbe 
essay on wbicb this cbapter is based, I carne upon Jerome Car­
copino's Daily Life in Ancient Rome, tbe expanded Englisb trans­
lation of wbicb first appeared in 1940. Tbe work is, of course, a 
classic. But, baving no formai training in either early cburcb or 
Roman bistory (or in any kind of bistory, for tbat matter) , I 
bave bad to discover even the classics in a somewhat haphazard 
fashion. In any event, in Carcopino I discovered a kindred spiri t 
who used bis mastery of tbe ancient sources an d of modern ar­
chaeology to explore even the grimy aspects of daily life. 

Guided by Stambaugh and by Carcopino, and drawing on 
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the wealth of historical demography on premodern cities in 
other eras, I am able to reconstruct essential features of cities 
within which Christianity arose-the extraordinary levels of 
urban disorder, social dislocation, filth, disease, misery, fear, 
and cultura} chaos that existed. In this chapter I shall depict 
these cities, paying special attention to Antioch,  in order to set 
the stage for theses to be developed in the concluding chap­
ters-that these conditions gave Christianity the opportunity to 
exploit fully its immense competitive advantages vis-à-vis pagan­
ism and other religious movements of the day as a solution to 
these problems. 

PHYSICAL SouRcEs OF CHRONIC URBAN MISERY 

The first important fact about Greco-Roman cities is that they 
were small, in terms of both area and population. When Anti­
och was founded in about 300 B.C.E. ,  its walls enclosed slightly 
less than one square mile, laid out along a southwest-to-north­
east axis. Eventually Antioch grew to be about two miles long 
an d about one mile wide (Finley 1977) . Like many Greco­
Roman cities, Antioch was small in area because it was initially 
founded as a fortress (Levick 1967) . Once the walls were up, i t 
was very expensive to expand. 

Within so small an area, it is astonishing that the city's popu­
lation was as large as i t was: at the end of the first century Anti­
och had a total population of about 1 50,000 (Chandler an d Fox 
1974) . This population total applies to inhabitants of the city 
proper-those living within , or perhaps immediately against, 
its walls. It does not apply to those living on the nearby rural 
estates or in the various satellite communities such as Daphne 
(Levick 1 967) . Given this population an d the area of the city, i t 
is easily calculated that the population density of Antioch was 
roughly 75,000 inhabitants per square mile or 1 1 7  per acre. As 
a comparison, in Chicago today there are 2 1  inhabitants per 
acre; San Francisco has 23, and New York City overall has 37. 
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Even Manbattan Island bas only 1 00 inbabitants per acre-and 
keep in mind tbat Manbattanites are very spread out vertically, 
wbile ancient cities crammed tbeir populations into structures 
that seldom rose above five stories. In Rome, it was illegal to 
construct private buildings bigber than 20 meters (65.6 feet) . 
Despite tbese beigbt limits, buildings in Greco-Roman cities 
frequently collapsed. Carcopino reported that Rome "was con­
stantly filled with tbe noise of buildings collapsing or being 
torn down to prevent it; and the tenants of an insula lived in 
constant expectation of its coming down on tbeir beads" 
( 1940:31-32) . Tbe tenements collapsed because tbey were too 
ligbtly built and because the less desirable upper floors boused 
tbe poor, wbo so subdivided them tbat tbe upper floors became 
beavier tban tbe floors below, and beavier tban tbe beams and 
foundations could carry. Given tbe frequent eartbquakes in An­
tiocb, it is unlikely that any of tbe tenements tbere were more 
tban several stories tali; bence Antiocb was probably function­
ally more crowded tban Rome. Keep in mind too tbat modern 
New Yorkers do not sbare tbeir space witb livestock, nor are 
their streets fouled by borse and oxen traffic. 

Tbese density comparisons, striking as tbey are, stili sbarply 
underestimate tbe population crusb because large areas of 
Greco-Roman cities were occupied by public buildings, monu­
ments, and temples. In Pompeii this area amounted to 35 per­
cent of tbe city's area (Jasbemski 1979) , in Ostia 43 percent was 
taken up in tbis way (Meiggs 1 974) , and in Rome the public­
monumental sector occupied balf of tbe city (Stambaugb 
1 988) . If we assume tbat Antiocb was average in tbis regard, we 
must subtract 40 percent of its area in order to calculate den­
sity. Tbe new figure is 195 persons per acre. Tbis is less dense 
tban Stambaugb's ( 1 988) estimate of 302 per acre in Rome, but 
it is very dose to MacMullen's ( 1974) estimate of Rome's den­
sity as 200 inbabitants per acre. Both cities seem to bave been 
somewbat denser tban Corintb-1 calculate tbe latter to bave 
bad about 1 37 persons per acre. As a comparison, tbe density in 
modern Bombay is 1 83 per acre , and it is 122 in Calcutta. 
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But even these figures fail to convey fully the crowded condi­
tions of everyday life in these cities. As Michael White ( 1987) 
has noted, many writers seem to assume that everyone lived in 
huge atrium houses like the ones built by MGM for Ben-Hur 
(cf. Koester 1987:73) ; in fact, though, most people lived in tiny 
cubicles in multistoried tenements. Carcopino has calculated 
that in Rome there was "only one private house for every 26 
blocks of apartmen ts" ( 1 940:23) , an d suggests that this ratio 
was typical of Greco-Roman cities. Within these tenements, the 
crowding was extreme-the tenants rarely had more than one 
room in which "entire families were herded together" (Carco­
pino 1940:44) . Thus, as Stambaugh tells us, privacy was "a hard 
thing to find" ( 1 988: 1 78) . Not only were people terribly 
crowded within these buildings, the streets were so narrow that 
if people leaned aut their window they could chat with some­
one living across the street without having to raise their voices. 
The famous roads leading aut of Rome, such as the Via Appia 
or the Via Latina, were from 4.8 to 6.5 meters (or 15 .7 to 2 1 .3 
feet) wide ! Roman law required that the actual streets of Rome 
be at least 2.9 meters (9.5 feet) wide (Carcopino 1940:45-46) , 
but many parts of the city contained only footpaths. As for Anti­
och, consider that its main thoroughfare, admired throughout 
the Greco-Roman world, was only 30 feet wide (Finley 1 977) . 

To make matters worse, Greco-Roman tenements lacked 
both furnaces and fireplaces. Cooking was done aver wood or 
charcoal braziers, which were also the only source of heat; sin ce 
tenements lacked chimneys, the rooms were always smoky in 
winter. Because windows could be "closed" only by "hanging 
cloths or skins blown by rain" (Carcopino 1 940:36) , the tene­
ments were sufficienùy drafty to prevent frequent asphyxiation. 
But the drafts increased the danger of rapidly spreading fires, 
an d "dread of fire was an obsession among rich an d poor alike" 
(Carcopino 1 940:33) . 

Packer ( 1967) doubted that people could actually spend 
much time in quarters so cramped and squalid. Thus he con­
cluded that the typical residents of Greco-Roman cities spent 
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their lives mainly in public places and that the average "domi­
cile must have served only as a place to sleep and store posses­
sions" (Packer 1 967:87) . 

One thing is certain when human density is high: urgent 
problems of sanitation arise. However, until I discovered Car­
copino's volume, I found very few activities more frustrating 
than attempting to discover details about such matters as sew­
ers, plumbing, garbage disposal, or even the water supply in 
Greco-Roman cities. One can spend an afternoon checking the 
indexes of scores of histories of Greece an d Rome without find­
ing any of these words listed. The aqueducts are , of course, 
often mentioned, as are the public baths and the public latrines 
often constructed next to the baths. It is all well and good to 
admire the Romans for their aqueducts and their public baths, 
but we must not fail to see the obvious fact that the human and 
animai density of ancient cities would place an incredible bur­
den even on modern sewerage, garbage disposal , and water sys­
tems. Keep in mind too that there was no soap. Hence it is self­
evident that, given the technological capacities of the time, the 
Greco-Roman city and its inhabitants must have been extremely 
filthy. 

Consider the water supply. Aqueducts brought water to many 
Greco-Roman citi es, but once there i t was poorly kept an d qui te 
maldistributed. In most cities the water was piped to fountains 
and public buildings such as the baths. Some was also piped to 
the homes of the very rich. But for the rest of the residents,  
water had to be carried home in jugs. This necessarily greatly 
limited the use of water. There could have been very little for 
scrubbing floors or washing clothes. N or could there have been 
much for bathing, and I very much doubt that the public baths 
truly served the public in the inclusive sense. Worse yet, the 
water often was very contaminated. In his exceptional study of 
Greek and Roman technology, K. D. White ( 1984) pointed out 
that whether their water carne via aqueducts or from springs or 
wells, all of the larger Greco-Roman cities had to store water in 
cisterns. He also noted that "untreated water [ , ]  . . .  when left 
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stagnant, encourages the growth of algae an d other organisms, 
rendering the water malodorous, unpalatable, and after a time, 
undrinkable" ( 1984: 1 68) . No wonder Pliny advised that "ali 
water is the better for being boiled" (quoted in White 
1984: 1 68) . 

Upon closer examination, the notion that Greco-Roman cit­
ies enjoyed efficient sewers and sanitation also turns out to be 
largely an illusion. Granted, an underground sewer carried 
water from the baths of Rome through the public latrines next 
door and o n out of the city. But w ha t about the rest of the city? 
lndeed, just as i t is obviously silly to suppose that the wretched 
masses of Rome soaked nightly in the Roman baths, hobnob­
bing with senators and equestrians (the capacity of the baths 
reveals this to be a physical as well as social absurdity) , it is 
equally silly to think that everyone jogged off to the public la­
trines each time that nature called. Rome, like ali cities until 
modern times, was dependent on chamber pots and pit la­
trines. lndeed, Stambaugh ( 1 988) suggests that most tene­
ments depended entirely on pots. As for sewers, they were, for 
the most part, open ditches into which slops and chamber pots 
were dumped. Moreover, these pots were frequently emptied 
out the window at night from several stories up (de Camp 
1 966) . As Carcopino described it: 

There were other poor devils who found their stairs too steep 

and the road to these dung pits too long, and to save themselves 

further trouble would empty the contents of their chamber pots 

from their heights into the streets. So much the worse for the 

passer-by who happened to intercept the unwelcome gift! 

Fouled and sometimes even injured, as in Juvenal's satire, he 

had no redress save to lodge a complaint against the unknown 

assailant; many passages in the Digest indicate that Roman jurists 

did no t disdain to take cognisance of this offense. ( 1 940:42) 

Given limited water and means of sanitation, an d the incred-
ible density of . humans and animals, most people in Greco­
Roman cities must bave lived in filth beyond our imagining. 
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Tenement cubicles were smoky, dark, often damp, and aiways 
dirty. The smell of sweat, urine, feces, and decay permeated ev­
erything; "dust, rubbish, and fiith accumuiated; and finaliy 
bugs ran riot" (Carcopino 1 940:44) . Outside, on tbe street, it 
was Iittie better. Mud, open sewers, manure, and crowds. In 
fact, buman corpses-adult as well as infant-were sometimes 
just pushed into tbe street and abandoned (Stambaugh 1988) . 
And even if tbe weaithiest bouseboids couid provide ampie 
space and cleaniiness, they could not prevent many aspects of 
tbe fiitb and decay surrounding them from penetrating their 
homes. The stench of these citi es must have been overpowering 
for many miies--especially in warm weather-and even the 
richest Romans must have suffered. No wonder they were so 
fon d of in cense. Moreover, Greco-Roman citi es must bave been 
smothered in flies, mosquitoes, and other insects that flourish 
where there is mucb stagnant water and exposed filth. And, like 
bad odors, insects are very democratic. 

Tbe constant companion of filtb,  insects, and crowding is 
disease. This is especially so wben societies Iack antibiotics or, 
indeed, bave no knowiedge of germs. Here too o ne pages use­
Iessiy tbrough nearly ali of tbe books o n Roman an d Greek so­
ciety or on the rise of Christianity, for words sucb as "epi­
demie, "  "piague,"  and even "disease" almost never appear. This 
seems incredibie ,  for not only was the Greco-Roman world pe­
riodically struck by deadly epidemics, but illness and physi­
cal aflliction were probably the dominant features of daiiy Iife 
in tbis era (Patrick 1 967) . For exampie, a recent anaiysis of de­
cayed human fecai remains from a cesspit in Jerusaiem found 
an abundance of tapeworm and wbipworm eggs, wbicb indi­
cate "tbe ingestion of fecally contaminated foods or . . .  unsani­
tary living arrangements in wbicb people carne into contact 
with buman excrement" (Cabill et al. 199 1 :69) . Altbougb 
being infected witb either or both of these intestina! parasites 
is not fatai, both can cause anemia and thus make victims 
more vulnerable to other illness. Moreover, wbere such para-
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sitic infection was nearly universal, most people also undoubt­
edly suffered from "other fecal-borne bacteria and protozoal 
diseases. " 

The Greco-Roman city was a pesthole of infectious disease­
because it was always thus in cities. Indeed, it was not until the 
twentieth century that urban mortality was sufficiently reduced 
that the cities of western Europe and North America could sus­
tain their populations without additional in-migration from 
rural areas (Wrigley 1 969) . If this was true of relatively modern 
cities, think what must bave been the case in places like Rome 
and Antioch. Boak noted that the cities of the Roman Empire 
needed such a substantial amount of in-migration in order to 
offset mortality that, as the rural population declined, Roman 
cities must bave begun to shrink ( 1 955a: 1 4) .  

In chapter 5 the high mortality rates of the empire were 
mentioned. Historical demographers agree that "the average 
lifetime of the ancients was short" (Durand 1 960:365) . An d al­
though there bave been some disagreements among those who 
bave attempted to estimate life expectancies from Roman 
tomb inscriptions (Burn 1 953; Russell 1 958; Durand 1 960; 
Hopkins 1 966) , none challenges that l ife expectancy a t birth 
was less than thirty years-and probably substantially less 
(Boak 1 955a) . 

It is important to realize that where mortality rates are very 
high, the health of those still living is very poor. The majority of 
those living in Greco-Roman cities must bave suffered from 
chronic health conditions that caused them pain and some de­
gree of disability, and of which many would soon die. Stam­
baugh pointed out that, compared with modern cities, sickness 
was highly visible on the streets of Greco-Roman cities: "Swollen 
eyes, skin rashes, and lost limbs are mentioned over and over 
again in the sources as p art of the urban scene " ( 1988: 1 3  7) . As 
Bagnali reported, in a time before photography or finger­
printing, written contracts offered descriptive information 
about the parties and "generally include their distinctive 
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disfigurements, mostly scars" ( 1993: 1 87) . Bagnall then cited a 
papyrus (P.Abinn. 67v) that lists a number of persons owing 
debts, ali of whom were scarred. Bagnall also pointed out that 

ancient letter writers are obsessed with wishes for health, reports 

on the sender's health, and inquiries after the health of the re­

cipient. A modern reader might be tempted to dismiss [this] as 

so much polite formula. . . . But that would be quite wrong. 

There are many very strong statements reproaching correspon­

dents for not writing about their health, like "I am astonished 

that so far you have not written me about your health . "  

( 1 993: 1 85)  

Moreover, as  we have seen, women in Greco-Roman times were 
especially afflicted because of chronic infections resulting from 
childbirth and abortion. Little wonder that healing was such a 
centrai aspect of both paganism and early Christianity 
(MacMullen 198 1 ;  Kee 1983, 1 986) . 

SOCIAL CHAOS AND CHRONIC URBAN MISERY 

Historians have tended to present a portrait of the Greco­
Roman city as one in which most people-rich and poor 
alike-were descended from many generations of residents. 
But nothing could be further from the truth, especially during 
the first severa} centuries of the Christian era. As noted, Greco­
Roman cities required a constant and substantial stream of new­
comers simply to maintain their populations. As a result, at any 
given moment a very considerable proportion of the popula­
tion consisted of recent newcomers-Greco-Roman cities were 
peopled by strangers. 

It is well known that the crime rates of modern cities are 
highly correlated with rates of population turnover. Crime and 
delinquency are higher to the extent that neighborhoods or cit­
ies are filled with newcomers (Crutchfield, Geerken, and Gove 
1 983; Stark et al. 1983) . This is because where there are large 
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numbers of newcomers, people will be deficient in interper­
sonal attacbments, and it is attacbments that bind us to the 
moral order (see cbapter 1 ) .  Tbis proposition would predict 
that Greco-Roman cities would bave been filled witb crime and 
disorder, especially at nigbt. And tbey were. As Carcopino de­
scribed tbe situation: 

Night fell over the city like the shadow of a great danger, dif­

fused, sinister, and menacing. Everyone fled to his home, shut 

himself in, and barricaded the entrance. The shops fell silent, 

safety chains were drawn behind the leaves of the doors . . . .  If 

the rich had to sally forth, they were accompanied by slaves who 

carried torches to light and protect them on their way . . . .  Juve­

nal sighs that to go out to supper without having made your will 

was to expose yourself to reproach of carelessness . . .  [W] e need 

only turn to the leaves of the Digest [ to discover the extent to 

which criminals] abounded in the city. ( 1 940:47) 

Moreover, given tbe immense cultural diversity of tbe em­
pire, tbe waves of newcomers to Greco-Roman cities were of 
very diverse origins and tberefore fractured the local culture 
into numerous etbnic fragments. Again, Antiocb offers an in­
structive example. 

When founded by Seleucus I, tbe city was laid out in two pri­
mary sections--one for Syrians and one for Greeks-and, tak.­
ing a realistic view of ethnic relations, tbe king bad the two sec­
tions walled off from one anotber (Stambaugb and Balcb 
1 986) . According to Downey ( 1 963) , tbe ethnic origins of the 
originai settlement consisted of retired soldiers from Seleucus's 
Macedonian army, Cretans, Cypriotes, Argives, and He­
rakleidae (wbo bad previously been settled on Mount Silipius) ,  
Athenians from Atigonia, Jews from nearby Palestine (some of 
wbom bad served as mercenaries in Seleucus's army) , native 
Syrians, and a number of slaves of diverse origins. As tbe city 
grew, its Jewisb population seems to bave increased markedly 
(Meeks and Wilken 1 978) . And, of course, a substantial num­
ber of Romans were added to this mixture wben the city was 
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seized by the empire in 64 B.C.E .  During the days of Roman 
rule, the city drew an influx of Gauls, Germans, an d other "bar­
barians, " some brought as slaves, others as legionnaires. Smith 
estimates that the "citizens were divided into 1 8  tribes, distrib­
uted locally" ( 1 857: 1 43) . I take him to mean that there were 
eighteen identifiable ethnic quarters within Antioch. 

Ramsay MacMullen describes the Roman world in this pe­
riod as "a proper melting pot" ( 1981 :xi) . But it is not clear how 
much melting actually went on. What does seem clear is that 
the social integration of Greco-Roman cities was severely dis­
rupted by the durability of internai ethnic divisions, which typi­
cally took the form of distinctive ethnic precincts. Ethnic diver­
sity and a constant influx of newcomers will tend to undercut 
social integration, thus exposing residents to a variety of harm­
ful consequences, including high rates of deviance and disor­
der. Indeed, this is a major reason why Greco-Roman citi es were 
so prone to riots. 

NA TURAL AND SOCI AL DISASTERS 

When we examine the magnificent ruins of classical cities, we 
have a tendency to see them as extraordinarily durable an d per­
manent-after all ,  they were built of stone and have endured 
the centuries. But this is mostly an illusion. What we are usually 
looking at are simply the last ruins of a city that was turned to 
ruins repeatedly. An d if the physical structures of Greco-Roman 
cities were transitory, so too were their populations; cities often 
were almost entirely depopulated and then repopulated, and 
their ethnic composition often was radically changed in the 
process. The renowned medicai historian A. Castiglion i ( 194 7) 
noted that "there were terrible epidemics which destroyed en­
tire cities, sometimes accompanied by inundations and earth­
quakes, which were frequent in Italy in the first centuries of our 
era" (quoted in Patrick 1967:245) . 

These catastrophes were not limited to ltaly. The cities of 

1 58 



U R B A N  C H A O S  A N D  C R I S I S  

Asia Minor seem to have been even more afflicted by natural 
disasters, to say nothing of the ravages of conquest and riot. 
The following summary of natural and social disasters that 
struck Antioch is instructive and rather typical. I have not at­
tempted a careful survey of the sources to assemble my list but 
have depended primarily on Downey ( 1 963) . The totals are 
probably incomplete. Moreover, I skipped the many serious 
floods because they did not cause substantial loss of life. Stili, 
the summary shows how extremely vulnerable Greco-Roman 
cities were to attacks, fires, earthquakes, famines, epidemics, 
and devastating riots. Indeed, this litany of disasters is so stag­
gering that it is difficult to grasp its human meaning. 

During the course of about six hundred years of intermittent 
Roman rule, Antioch was taken by unfriendly forces eleven 
times an d was plundered an d sacked o n five of these occasions. 
The city was also put to siege, but did not fall, two other times. 
In addition, Antioch burned entirely or in large part four times, 
three times by accident and once when the Persians carefully 
burned the city to the ground after picking it clean ofvaluables 
and taking the surviving population into captivity. Because the 
temples and many public building were built of stone, it is easy 
to forge t that Greco-Roman cities consisted primarily of wood­
frame buildings, plastered over, that were highly flammable 
and tightly packed together. Severe fires were frequent, and 
there was no pumping equipment with which to fight them. Be­
sides the four huge conflagrations noted above, there were 
many large fires set during several of the six major periods of 
rioting that racked the city. By a major riot I mean one resulting 
in substantial damage and death, as distinct from the city's fre­
quent riots in which only a few were killed. 

Antioch probably suffered from literally hundreds of signifi­
cant earthquakes during these six centuries, but eight were so 
severe that nearly everything was destroyed and huge numbers 
died. Two other quakes may have been nearly as serious. At 
least three killer epidemics struck the city-with mortality rates 
probably running above 25 percent in each. Finally, there were 
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a t least five really serious famines. That com es to forty-one natu­
ral and social catastrophes, or an average of one every fifteen 
years. 

Why in the world did people keep going back and rebuild­
ing? One would suppose that the earthquakes alone might bave 
caused Antioch to be abandoned. The answer is simple. Anti­
och was of immense strategie importance as the key stronghold 
for defending the border with Persia. M. I. Finley explained: 

[The] location [ is] admirably suited to contro! the Syrian Near 

East. The site is at the southwest corner of the fertile Amik plain , 

at a point where the Orontes river (modern Nahr el 'Asi ) cuts 

through the mountains to the sea. Antioch stands at the foca! 

point for communications with Palestine to the south by way of 

the Orontes andjordan rivers and with the Euphrates to the east 

by way of Aleppo. ( 1977:222) 

Indeed, Antioch was a fortress controlling the Orontes-seven 
bridges crossed the river, and the primary si te of public build­
ings, including the palace and the circus, was an island sur­
rounded by two channels of the river. As Barbara Levick ex­
plained, "the Romans thought it dangerous to leave such a site 
unsupervised and settled veterans there as soon as they could" 
( 1967:46) . An d wherever Rome piante d such colonies, there 
was always a rush of civilian settlers in pursuit of economie op­
portunity. Thus Antioch continued to change hands and to be 
rebuilt  and resettled again and again. Indeed, it lived on to be 
retaken from Islam several times by Byzantine forces and then 
by Crusaders. 

Any accurate portrait of Antioch in New Testament times 
must depict a city filled with misery, danger, fear, despair, and 
hatred. A city where the average family lived a squalid life in 
filthy an d cramped quarters, where at least half of the children 
died at birth or during infancy, an d w h ere most of the children 
who lived lost at least one parent before reaching maturity. A 
city filled with hatred and fear rooted in intense ethnic antago­
nisms an d exacerbated by a constant stream of strangers. A city 
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so lacking in stable networks of attachmen ts that petty incide n ts 
could prompt mob violence. A city where crime flourished and 
the streets were dangerous at night. And, perhaps above all, a 
city repeatedly smashed by cataclysmic catastrophes: where a 
resident could expect literally to be homeless from time to 
time, providing that he or she was among the survivors. 

People living in such circumstances must often have de­
spaired. Surely it would not be strange for them to have con­
cluded that the end of days drew near. An d surely too they must 
often have longed for relief, for hope, indeed for salvation. 

CONCLUSION 

In this book's closing chapters I will examine how Christianity 
served as a revitalization movement that arose in response to 
the misery, chaos, fear, and brutality of life in the urban Greco­
Roman world. In anticipation of those discussions, Jet me 
merely suggest here that Christianity revitalized life in Greco­
Roman cities by providing new norms and new kinds of social 
relationships able to cope with many urgent urban problems. 
To cities filled with the homeless and impoverished, Christian­
ity offered charity as well as hope. To cities filled with newcom­
ers and strangers, Christianity offered an immediate basis for 
attachments. To cities filled with orphans and widows, Christi­
anity provided a new and expanded sense of family. To cities 
torn by violent ethnic strife ,  Christianity offered a new basis for 
social solidarity (cf. Pelikan 1987:21 ) .  And to cities faced with 
epidemics, fires, and earthquakes, Christianity offered effective 
nursing services. 

It must be recognized, of course , that earthquakes, fires, 
plagues, riots, and invasions did not first appear at the start of 
the Christian era. People had been enduring catastrophes for 
centuries without the aid of Christian theology or Christian so­
dal structures. Hence I am by no means suggesting that the mis­
ery of the ancient world caused the advent of Christianity. What 

1 61 



C H A P T E R  7 

I am going to argue is that once Christianity did appear, its su­
perior capacity for meeting these chronic problems soon be­
carne evident and played a m.Yor role in its ultimate triumph. 

Sin ce Antioch suffered acutely from ali of these urban prob­
lems, it was in acute need of solutions. No wonder the early 
Christian missionaries were so warmly received in this city. For 
what they brought was not simply an urban movement, but a 
new culture capable of making )ife in Greco-Roman cities more 
tolerable. 
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The Martyrs: 

Sacrifice as Rational Choice 

IN CHAPTER l of The Martyrs of Palestine, Eusebius identifies 
Procopius as the "first of the rnartyrs. " Having been called be­
fore the governor, he was ordered to make libations to the four 
ernperors. H e refused an d was "imrnediately beheaded. " Soon 
thereafter other bishops of the church in Palestine were seized. 
They did not rnerely confront the threat of execution, for the 
governor was determined to break the Christian movement by 
using torture to force its leaders to recant. Eusebius reported: 

Some were scourged with innumerable strokes of the lash, oth­

ers racked in their limbs and galled in their sides with torturing 

instruments, some with intolerable fetters, by which the joints of 

their hands were dislocated. Nevertheless they bore the event. 

( 1 850 ed.) 

In chapter 2,  Eusebius tells the story of Romanus, who was 
seized at Antioch: 

When the judge had informed him that he was to die by flames, 

with a cheerful countenance and a most ardent mind he re­

ceived the sentence and was led away. He was then tied to the 

stake, and when the wood was heaped up about him, and they 

were kindling the pile, only waiting the word from the expected 

emperor, he exclaimed, "where then is the fire?" Saying this he 

was summoned again before the emperor, to be subjected to 

new tortures, and therefore had his tongue cut out, which he 

This chapter draws heavily on the creative new theoretical work of my 

friend an d sometime coauthor Laurence Iannaccone ( 1992, 1994) . The theo­

retical propositions included in this chapter appeared previously in Stark and 

Iannaccone 1 992 in the portion of that essay for which lannaccone was pri­

marily responsible. 
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bore with the greatest of  forùtude, a s  h e proved his acùons to ali, 

showing also that the power of God is always present to the aid of 

those who are obliged to bear any hardship for the sake of reli­

gion, to lighten their labours, and to strengthen their ardor. 

In chapter 8 we learn of the brave Valentina who was seized 
with other worshipers in Gaza and brought before Maximinus. 
As the executioners brutally tortured another Christian woman, 

unable to bear the merciless, cruel, and inhuman scene before 

ber, and with courage exceeding ali [Greek heros] , she ex­

claimed against the judge from the midst of the crowd, "And 

how long, then, will you thus cruelly torture my sister? " He [Max­

iminus] , the more bitterly incensed by this, ordered the woman 

immediately to be seized. She was then dragged into the midst 

. . .  an d attempts were first made to bring her over to sacrifice by 

persuasion. But when she refused she was dragged to the al tar by 

force . . .  [W] ith intrepid step, she kicked the altar, and over­

turned ali on i t, together with the fire. Upon this, the judge, ex­

asperated, like a savage beast, applied tortures beyond ali that he 

had done before. 

T o Eusebius, the bravery an d steadfastness of the martyrs was 
proof of Christian virtue. Indeed, many pagans were deeply im­
pressed. Galen, the distinguished Greek physician to Roman 
emperors, wrote of Christians that "their contempt of death 
(and of its sequel) is patent to us every day" (quoted in Benko 
1984: 1 41 ) .  But that is not the way modern social scientists bave 
reacted. In their eyes, such sacrifices are so unthinkable as to be 
obvious symptoms of psychopathology. Severa! bave attributed 
the ability of early Christians to endure as rooted in masochism 
(Riddle 1 93 1 ;  Menninger 1 938; Reik 1976) . That is, we are ex­
pected to believe that the martyrs defied their accusers because 
they loved pain and probably gained sexual pleasure from it. 

Thus in his monograph The Martyrs: A Study in Social Contro[, 
written under the supervision of Shirley Jackson Case at the 
University of Chicago Divinity Schoo1, Donald W. Riddle 
claimed: 
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One of the elements of the morbid desire for martyrdom was 

the abnormal enjoyment of the pain which it involved . . . .  

Clearly, the voluntary surrender of one's self to the experience 

of martyrdom, when it was known that the most exquisite tor­

tures were involved, is prima facie evidence of the presence of the 

tendency towards masochism. ( 1 931 :64) 

In later passages Riddle discovered unmistakable evidence of 
masochism whenever Christians were able to endure their tar­
tures with composure or dignity, and diagnosed acute cases of 
masochism whenever anyone defied the state by voluntary ac­
ceptance of martyrdom. 

Views such as this are not unusual among social scientists. 
Rather, from the beginning, social scientific studies of religion 
bave been shaped by a single question: VVhat makes them do it ? 
How could any rational person make sacrifices o n behalf of un­
seen supernatural entities? The explicit answer to this question 
nearly always has been that religion is rooted in the irrational. 
Keep in mind that the imputation of irrational religious behav­
ior by social scientists is not limited to extraordinary actions 
such as martyrdom. Rather, they have been content to apply the 
irrationalist argument to such ordinary activities as prayer, ob­
servance of moral codes, an d contributions of time an d wealth. 
For whether it be the imputation of outright psychopathology, 
of groundless fears, or merely of faulty reasoning and misper­
ceptions, the irrationalist assumption has dominated the field. 
The notion that norma!, sophisticated people could be reli­
gious has been limited to a few social scientists willing to allow 
their own brand of very mild, "intrinsic," religiousness to pass 
the test of rationality. 

Thus, unti! recently, the social scientific study of religion was 
nothing of the sort. The field was far more concerned with dis­
crediting religion than with understanding it. This is clear 
when it is realized that only in the area of religious belief and 
behavior have social scientists not based their theories on a ra­
tional choice premise. Indeed, my colleagues and I recently 
showed that antagonism toward ali forms of religion and the 
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conviction that i t  soon must disappear in  an enlightened world 
were articles of faith among the earliest social scientists ,  and 
that today social scientists are far less likely to be religious than 
are scholars in other areas, especially those in the physical and 
n a turai sciences ( Stark, Iannaccone,  an d Finke 1 995) . 

Nevertheless, despite the enormous weight of learned opin­
ion that created and sustained it, the irrationalist approach to 
religion recently has fallen upon evil times-beset by contrary 
evidence and by the unanticipated theoretical power of rational 
choice theories imported from microeconomics and modified 
appropriately. This chapter represents another step in that di­
rection and extends my efforts to establish a scientific, rather 
than a polemical an d politica!, basis for studi es of religion. In i t 
I shall attempt to show that, when analyzed properly, religious 
sacrifices an d stigmas-even when acute cases are considered­
usually turn out to represent rational choices. Indeed, the more 
that people must sacrifice for their faith, the greater the value 
of the rewards they gain in return. Put in conventional eco­
nomie language, in terms of the ratio of costs to benefits, within 
limits the more expensive the religion, the better bargain it is. 

To proceed, I will introduce a series of propositions drawn 
from rational choice theory (Iannaccone 1992, 1994; Stark and 
Iannaccone 1 992, 1994) . When applied to early Christianity, 
these propositions yield the conclusion that sacrifice and 
stigma were the dynamo behind the rise of Christianity-the 
factors that created strong organizations filled with highly com­
mitted members ready to do what needed to be done. For the 
fact is that Christianity was by far the best religious "bargain" 
aro un d. 

R.ELIGION AND RATIONALITY 

Let us begin with a theoretical proposition: Religion supplies com­

pensatQTS for rewards that are scarce or unavailable. 

A reward is scarce if its supply is sufficiently limited that not 
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everyone (and perhaps not anyone) can have as much of it as 
they desire. The scarcest of al l rewards are those that simply are 
not available in the here and now. Since these scarcest of re­
wards are among those most highly valued by most human be­
ings, religions offer alternative means for gaining them: reli­
gious compensators are a sort of substitute for desired rewards. 

Compensators, as noted in chapter 2, provide an explanation 
of how the desired reward (or an equivalent alternative) actu­
ally can be obtained, but propose a method for attaining the 
reward that is rather elaborate and lengthy: often the actual at­
tainment will be in the distant future or even in another reality, 
an d the truth of the explanation will be very difficult, if no t im­
possible, to ascertain in advance. When a child asks for a bike 
and a parent proposes that the child keep his or her room clean 
for a year and get no grade below B during the same period, 
whereupon the bike will appear, a compensator has been is­
sued in lieu of the desired reward. We can distinguish compen­
sators from rewards because the latter is the thing wanted, the 
former a proposal about gaining the reward. 

As reward-seeking beings, humans will always prefer the re­
ward to the compensator, but they will often have no choice 
because some things we want cannot be had in sufficient supply 
by some people and some rewards cannot be had, here and 
now, by anyone. Compensators abound in ali areas of )ife,  but 
our interest here is in religious compensators. Let me note only 
the most obvious instance. Most people desire immortality. No 
one knows how to achieve that here and now-the Fountain of 
Youth remains elusive . But many religions offer instructions 
about how that reward can be achieved over the longer term. 
When o ne' s behavior is guided by sue h a se t of instructions, o ne 
has accepted a compensator. One is also exhibiting religious 
commitment, since the instructions always entail certain re­
quirements vis-à-vis the divine. Indeed, it is usually necessary to 
enter into a long-term exchange relationship with the divine 
and with divinely inspired institutions in arder to follow the in­
structions: effective religious organizations rest upon these un­
derlying exchange relationships. 
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I want i t  to be clear that I imply nothing about the truth or 
falsity of religious compensators. My interest is limited to the 
process of rational choices by which humans value and ex­
change these compensators. 

Religious compensators are imbued with unique advantages 
and disadvantages. On the one hand, they offer the prospect of 
huge rewards, rewards that are otherwise not piausibly obtain­
able from any other source. Oniy by evoking supernaturai pow­
ers can religious compensators promise eternai life, reunion 
with the departed, a perfected soul, or unending bliss. The per­
sistence of death, war, sin, and human misery need not invaii­
date these promises, since their truth and fulfillment are rooted 
in another reality. An individuai may one day arrive at the con­
clusion that, in this Iife, virtue must be its own reward. But no 
one can know that virtue is not rewarded in the world to come, 
where the first shall be last and the Iast shall be first. On the 
other hand, neither can anyone know that virtue is rewarded in 
the worid to come, or indeed whether such a worid exists. 
Hence because these and other reiigious compensators are be­
yond the possibility of evaluation, they are inherently risky. 

Let us now anaiyze how humans behave when confronted 
with risk and choice. The initiai proposition is fundamentai to 
the whoie of social science: Individuals choose their actions ratio­
nally, including those actions which concern compensators. 

Rational choice invoives weighing the anticipated costs and 
benefits of actions and then seeking to act so as to maximize ne t 
benefits. 

The assumption of rationality has numerous expressions in 
the sociai sciences. Economists speak of utility maximization; 
exchange theorists postulate that "people are more likely to 
perform an activity the more vaiuable they perceive the reward 
of that activity to be" (Homans 1964) . Elsewhere I have pro­
posed that "humans seek to maximize rewards and to minimize 
costs" (Stark 1992) . But there is probably no reason to insist on 
one expression over another. 

Many object to the rationai choice proposition on the 
grounds that it is reductionistic. Assuredly, it is. Reductionism 
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is the primary scientific task-to explain as much of the world 
as possible by reference to as little as possible. Moreover, surely 
it is not more reductionistic to attribute religious behavior to 
rational choices than to blame i t on "false consciousness, " "neu­
rosis," or "masochism. "  Furthermore, the rational actor propo­
sition does not assume that the actor necessarily has, or must 
obtain , complete information concerning optional actions. 
Later in this chapter I examine means humans use to seek more 
complete information about the validity of religious compensa­
tors, and how they rate sources as to the most "conclusive" vali­
dations. Because it is quite impossible to gain full knowledge 
about the ultimate fulfillment of many religious compensators, 
actors must select on the basis of incomplete information. But, 
as Gary S. Becker explained: 

Incomplete information . . .  should not, however, be confused 

with irrational or volatile behavior. The economie approach has 

developed a theory of the optimal or rational accumulation of 

costly information that implies, for example, greater investment 

in information when undertaking major than minor deci­

sions . . . .  The assumption that information is often seriously in­

complete because it is costly to acquire is used in the economie 

approach to explain the same kind of behavior that is explained 

by irrational an d . . . "non rational " behavior in other discus­

si o ns. ( 1976:6-7) 

That is, it often would be irrational, given the costs, to seek 
more complete information, and often i t would be equally irra­
tional to fail to act for want of more complete information sin ce 
the costs of being wrong are much less than the costs of better 
information , and the potential gains from acting far outweigh 
the costs of acting. 

But if humans seek to maximize, why is it that they do not all 
act alike? Here the preference axiom is vital: People differ g;reatly 
in their relative evaluations of specific rewards or benefits. Were I to 
stick closely to formulations from economie theory, I would 
have worded this to note that people bave different "preference 
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schedules" and therefore some people will evaluate any given 
reward or benefit more highly than wili some other people. 
There is a considerable literature in the sociology of religion to 
demonstrate that people have decidedly different tastes in 
things religious, 1 some of which can be traced to variations in 
their existential circumstances (Argyle 1958; Glock and Stark 
1965; Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1987; Iannaccone 1988, 
1990) . At the most general level this propositi o n clarifies how i t 
is possible for people to engage in exchanges. 

I include this proposition h ere in large part to counter cri ti es 
who dai m that by postulating the rationality of religious behav­
ior, I exclude ali behavior that is not selfish or hedonistic, and 
that I thereby dismiss the power of religion to animate those 
altruists and ascetics w ho people the community of saints. This 
is simply wrong and trivializes the very behavior it ostensibly 
praises. To say that people differ in terms of their preference 
schedules is simply an uninspired way of saying that Mother 
Teresa may weli be elevated to sainthood one day, not because 
she avoids rewards and pursues costs, but because of what she 
finds rewarding. To cali Mother Teresa an altruist and thus clas­
siry her behavior as nonrational is to deny the finest of human 
capacities, our ability to love. Thus although rational choice 
theories restrict behavior to that which is consistent with a per­
son's definitions of rewards, it has very little to say about the 
actual content of those rewards. This leaves ali the room 
needed for people to be charitable, brave, unselfish, reverent, 
and even silly. 

In combination, the first three propositions claim that indi­
viduals will evaluate religious compensators in essentially the 
same way that they evaluate ali other objects of choice. They will 
evaluate their costs and benefits (including the "opportunity 
costs" that arise when one action can be undertaken only if oth­
ers are forgone) an d will "consume" those compensators which, 
together with their other actions, maximize n et benefi ts. In par­
ticular, they will weigh the tremendous rewards posited by 
many religious compensators both against the cost of meeting 
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the conditions that compensators always entail and against the 
risk that the posited rewards will not be forthcoming. 

However, sin ce people avoid risk just as surely as they seek 
rewards, compensators present people with classic approach/ 
avoidance dilemmas. Individuals must somehow weigh the 
costs of a compensator against the value of the rewards to be 
received, allowing for the risk of getting nothing, or at least 
much less than was promised. However, since no probability of 
risk can be known directly, individuals must seek other sources 
of confidence-that is, humans will seek more complete infor­
mation about the compensators they might select. 

THE CREDIBILITY PROBLEM 

But if the value of religious compensators cannot be known 
with certainty in this world, how can humans estimate the risk of 
investing in them? Five propositions explain how. The first two 
are these:  

The perceived value of a religious compensator is established through 
social interactions and exchanges. 

Individuals perceive a religious compensator as /ess risky, and hence 
more valuab/e, when it is promoted, produced, or consumed collectively. 

Here we discover why religion is above ali a social phenome­
non. Those who attempt to practice a private, purely personal 
religion lack means for assessing its value. For them to piace a 
high value on religious compensators would at least border on 
the irrational. Moreover, the religious activities of truly solitary 
religionists will receive little if any reinforcement and should 
therefore tend to be extinguished (ascetic religious "hermits"  
in fact are situated in a supportive social setting) . But those who 
practice a religion within a group bave a natura} basis for esti­
mating the value of their religious compensators. Such persons 
will tend to accept a value that is an average of the levels of con­
fidence expressed by those with whom they interact (undoubt­
edly weighted by bis or ber confidence in each source) .  As we 
shall see shortly, this helps explain high levels of commit-
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ment-which can be analyzed as high levels o f  investment to 
keep compensators in force-sustained by congregations that 
are very strict about their confessional requirements of mem­
bership. Doubters lower the value assigned to compensators. 

Thus religion is almost always a social phenomenon. Or, as 
an economist would put it, religion is a collectively produced com­
modity. It is obvious enough that many religious activities re­
quire group participation-liturgies and testimony meetings, 
congregational prayers and responsive readings, sermons and 
songs. But i t is no less true that religious faith itself is a social 
product, collectively produced and maintained. Collective pro­
duction is no less centrai to providing safeguards against 
fraud-a chronic problem of client cults where people obtain 
religious commodities from self-employed practitioners on a 
one-to-one basis (Stark and Bainbridge 1985) . 

Now, let us consider another proposition: A religion 's compen­
sators are perceived as less risky, and hence more valuable, when there 
is credible euidence that participation in the religion generates tangible 
benefits that are no t readily explained in. secular terms. 

Testimonials are a common means of promoting secular 
products. Within religion, they rank as the primary technique 
by which religious groups act collectively to generate faith in 
their compensators. Of course , no testimony suffices to prove 
that a religion's otherworldly promises are true. But testifiers 
can and usually do convey their personal certainty that such is 
the case. Moreover, religious testimonials can enumerate the 
tangible benefits that a testifier attributes to his or her religious 
commitment. They can recount experiences of personal regen­
eration that followed conversion or renewal-victory over alco­
holism, drug dependency, or maritai infidelity. In more dra­
matic fashion some testifiers can claim to have benefited from 
miracles-supernatural interventions that averted catastrophe 
or provided inexplicable healing. In this way people offer evi­
dence that a religion "works" and that its promises must there­
fore be true. 

Testimonials are especially persuasive when they come from 
a trusted source, such as a personal acquaintance. Here again 
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we see why successful religions gravitate toward collective pro­
duction. Fellow members are much more trustworthy than 
strangers. Testimonials are also more persuasive when the testi­
fiers have relatively little to gain (or better yet, much to lose) 
from having their claims heard and believed. Friends and fel­
low congregants have fewer incentives to overstate the benefits 
of the religion than do clergy, whose livelihood may depend o n 
keeping the flock faithful. Hence: Religious leaders have greater 
credibility when they receive low levels of materia[ reward in return for 
their religious services. 

Put most bluntly, affiuent clergy are never a match for lay 
preachers and impoverished ascetics in head-to-head credibility 
contests. It is as Walter Map observed, after seeing Waldensian 
representatives come to Rome in 1 1 79:  "They go about two by 
two, barefoot, ciad in woolen garments, owning nothing, hold­
ing ali things in common like the Apostles . . .  [ I ]f  we admit 
them, we shall be driven out" (quoted injohnson 1 976:25 1 ) .  In 
short, the powerful ascetic current that persists in ali religious 
traditions is a natural response to the problem of religious risk. 
Moreover, by the same logic we can conclude: Martyrs are the 
most credible exponents of the value of a religion, and this is especially 
true if there is a voluntary aspect to their martyrdom. 

By voluntarily accepting torture and death rather than de­
fecting, a person sets the highest imaginable value upon a reli­
gion and communicates that value to others. Indeed, as will be 
reported later in this chapter, Christian martyrs typically had 
the opportunity to display their steadfastness to large numbers 
of other Christians, and the value of Christianity they thereby 
communicated often deeply impressed pagan observers as well. 

THE FREE-RIDER PROBLEM 

Free-rider problems are the Achilles' heel of collective activi­
ties. Michael Hechter summarizes the free-rider problem as fol­
lows. 'Truly rational actors will no t join a group to pursue com­
mon ends when, without participating, they can reap the 
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benefit of  other people's activity in  obtaining them. If  every 
member of the relevant group can share in the benefits . . .  
then the rational thing is to free ride . . .  rather than to help 
attain the corporate interest" ( 1987:27) . The consequence is, of 
course, that insufficient collective goods are created because 
too few contribute. Everyone suffers-but those who give most 
generously suffer the most. Let me state this as a proposition: 
Religion involves collective action, and all collective action is poten­
tially subject to exploitation by free riders. 

One need no t look far to fin d examples of anemie congrega­
tions plagued by free-rider problems-a visit to the nearest lib­
erai Protestant church usually will suffice to discover "mem­
bers" who draw upon the group for weddings, funerals, and 
(perhaps) holiday celebrations, but who provide little or noth­
ing in return. Even if they do make substantial financial contri­
butions, they weaken the group's ability to create collective reli­
gious goods because their inactivity devalues the compensators 
and reduces the "average" level of commitment. 

However, far more striking examples are found in sects and 
cults. In such groups, which can survive only with high levels of 
commitment, the costs of free riding are laid bare. Consider, 
for example, the Shakers' problems with transient members. 
These so-called winter Shakers would join Shaker communities 
in the late fall, obtain food and shelter throughout the winter, 
and then leave when employment opportunities had improved 
(Bainbridge 1982) . 

During the time Lo flan d an d I observed them ( see chapter l ) ,  
the Moonies encountered similar difficulties with "exploiters" 
whose motives for joining conflicted with or undermined the 
goals of the movement. Some merely "attempted to extract 
some nonreligious benefit from the [Moonies] , such as inex­
pensive room and board, money, . . . or sex" (Lofland 
1 977: 1 52) . Others actually attempted to use participation in the 
group as a base from which to recruit customers for their own, 
competing, spiritualist churches. 

Free riding was by no means unique to the Shakers and 
Moonies. Most of the nineteenth-century communes studied by 
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Hine ( 1983) and Kanter ( 1 972) were affiicted witb "commit­
ment problems." Tbis perverse dynamic tbreatens ali groups 
engaged in tbe production of collective goods, and it pertains 
to social and psycbic benefits sucb as enthusiasm and solidarity 
no less tban to materia! resources. It would seem tbat religions 
are caugbt o n tbe borns of a dilemma. On tbe one band, a con­
gregational structure tbat relies on tbe collective action of nu­
merous volunteers is needed to make tbe religion credible. On 
tbe otber band, tbat same congregational structure threatens 
to undermine tbe level of commitment and contributions 
needed to make a religious group effective. However, costly de­
mands offer a solution. 

SACRIFICE AND STIGMA 

Tbe costly demands in question are not simply monetary costs 
analogous to tbe purcbase price of secular goods. Tbey are in­
stead wbat at first glance would seem to be gratuitous costs, the 
stigmas and sacrifices common to sects, cults, an d otber "deviant" 
religious groups. Religious stigmas consist of ali aspects of social 
deviance tbat attacb to membersbip in tbe group. A group may 
probibit some activities deemed norma! in the external society 
(drinking, for example) , or it may require otber activities 
deemed abnormal by tbe world (sbaving one 's bead, for exam­
ple) . By meeting tbese demands, members deviate from tbe 
norms of tbe surrounding society. Sacri.ftces consist of invest­
ments (materia! and buman) and forgone opportunities re­
quired of tbose wbo would gaio and retain membersbip in tbe 
group. Clearly, stigma and sacrifice often go band in band, as 
wben tbe stigma of bigbly unusual dress prevents normal ca­
reer development. 

Stated in terms more familiar to sociologists of religion, sacri­
fices and stigmas botb generate an d reflect tbe "tension" be­
tween tbe religious group and the rest of society (Jobnson 
1 963; Stark and Bainbridge 1 985, 1987; Iannaccone 1 988) . 
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They distinguish mainstream "churches" from deviant "sects" 
or "cults. " 

At first glance i t would seem that costly demands must always 
make a religion less attractive. And indeed, the economists' law 
of demand predicts just that, othcr things remaining equa[. But i t 
turns out that other things do not remain equal when religions 
impose these kinds of costs on their members. T o the contrary, 
costly demands strengthen a religious group by mitigating 
"free-rider" problems that otherwise lead to low levels of mem­
ber commitment and participation: Sacrifice and stigma mitigate 
the free-rider problems faced by religious groups. 

They do so for two reasons. First, they create a barrier to 
group entry. No longer is it possible merely to drop in and reap 
the benefits of membership. T o take part a t ali, you must qualify 
by accepting the stigmas and sacrifices demanded from every­
one. Thus high costs tend to screen out free riders-those poten­
tial members whose commitment and participation would 
otherwise be low. The costs act as nonrefundable registration 
fees that, as in secular markets, measure seriousness of interest 
in the product. Only those willing to pay the price qualify. 

Second, high costs tend to increase participation among those 
who do join. Group members find that the temptation to free 
ride is weaker, not because their human nature has somehow 
been transformed, but rather because the opportunities to free 
ride have been reduced and (in equilibrium) the payoff to in­
volvement has been substantially increased. If we may not at­
tend dances or movies, play cards, go to taverns, or join frater­
nal organizations, we will eagerly await the Friday church social. 

The dynamics of stigma and sacrifice have the following di­
rect and formai consequences (Iannaccone 1992) . First: By de­
manding highcr leuels of stigma and sacrifice, religious groups induce 
highcr avcrage leuels of membcr commitment and participation. Sec­
ond: By demanding highcr levels of stigma and sacrifice, religious 
groups are able to generate greatcr materia[, social, and religious bene­
fits for their members. 

At first glance it seems paradoxical that when the cost of 
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membership increases, the net gains of membership increase 
too. But this is necessarily the case with collectively produced 
goods. Some examples may be helpful. The individual 's posi­
tive experience of a worship servi ce increases to the degree that 
the church is full, the members participate enthusiastically 
( everyone joins in the songs an d prayers) , an d others express 
very positive evaluations of what is taking piace. Thus as each 
member pays the costs of membership, each gains from higher 
levels of production of collective goods. 

Furthermore, for a religious group, as with any organization, 
commitment is energy. That is, when commitment levels are high, 
groups can undertake ali manner of collective actions, and 
these are in no way limited to the psychic realm. For example, 
because Mormons are asked to contribute not only 1 0  percent 
of their incomes, but also IO percent of their time to the 
church, they are thereby enabled to lavish social services upon 
one another-many of the rewards for being a Mormon are en­
tirely tangible. 

These propositions Iead to a criticai insight, perhaps the criti­
cai insight: Membership in an expensive religion is, for many 
people, a "good bargain. "2 Conventionai cost-benefit analysis 
alone suffices to explain the continued attraction of religions 
that impose sacrifices and stigmas upon their members. This 
conclusion is, of course, in extreme contrast with the conven:­
tional sociai science view that to pay high religious costs can 
only reflect irrationality, or at Ieast woeful ignorance. However, 
more sophisticated analysis reveals that members of strict reli­
gious organizations bave substantial reason to beiieve that their 
information about compensators is sufficient and thus their be­
havior fuifills the rational eh o ice proposition. This suggests why 
the recent introduction of rational choice theories into the so­
dal scientific study of religion has been recognized as a major 
shift in paradigms (Warner 1993)-the irrationalist position is 
in full retreat. 

Against this theoretical background, I should like to reexam­
ine early Christianity. How much did i t cost to be a Christian? Is 
it plausible that these costs strengthened the commitment of 
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the group? Was Christian commitment translated into this­
worldly rewards to the faithful? In short, was Christianity a 
"good deal?" 

CHRISTIAN SACRIFICES 

Christians were expected to do much for their faith . A substan­
tial list of "do nots" departed from pagan norms and practices, 
many of which have been discussed in chapter 5. But equally 
costly were the things Christian were expected to do, an d, i t was 
hoped, to do gladly-care for the sick, infirm, and dependent, 
for example . Later in this chapter we will see how these sacri­
fices typically carne back as rewards. But there is no need here 
to expand the list of what might be called the many smaller sac­
rifices of Christian membership. Rather, now it is time to con­
front the most difficult possible task for any attempt to apply 
rational choice theory to religion. 

ULTIMATE SACRIFICES 

Perhaps rational people are willing to give money and time to 
social service and observe strict norms governing sex and mar­
riage because of religion. But how could a rational person ac­
cept grotesque torture and death in exchange for risky, intangi­
ble religious rewards? 

First of all ,  many early Christians probably could not have 
done so, and some are known have recanted when the situation 
arose . Eusebius reported that when the first group of bishops 
was seized, "some indeed, from excessive dread, broken down 
and overpowered by their terrors, sunk and gave way immedi­
ately a t the first onset" ( The Martyrs of P ales ti ne l ,  1850 ed. ) .  

Second, persecutions rarely occurred, and only a tiny num­
ber of Christians ever were martyred--only "hundreds, not 
thousands" according to W.H.C. Frend ( 1 965:413) . Indeed, 
commenting on Tacitus's claim that Nero had murdered "an 
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immense multitude" of Christians, Marta Sordi wrote that "a 
few hundred victims would justify the use of this term, given the 
horror of what happened" ( 1986:3 1 ) .  The truth is that the 
Roman government seems to have cared very little about the 
"Christian menace. "  There was surprisingly Iittle effort to per­
secute Christians, and when a wave of persecution did occur, 
usually only bishops and other prominent figures were singled 
out. Thus for rank-and-file Christians the threat of persecution 
was so slight as to have counted for little among the potential 
sacrifices imposed on them. 

But even if their numbers were few, some Christians went un­
hesitatingly to terrible deaths rather than recant. How could 
this have been the rational choice? In most of the reported in­
stances the ability to face martyrdom was an extraordinary 
instance of the collective creation of commitment as a result 
of which prominent members built up an immense stake in 
martyrdom. 

Martyrdom not only occurred in public, often before a large 
audience, but i t was often the culmination of a long period of 
preparation during which those faced with martyrdom were the 
object of intense, face-to-face adulation . Consider the case of 
Ignatius of Antioch. Sometime late in the first century, Ignatius 
became bishop of Antioch. During the reign of the emperor 
Trajan (98-1 1 7)-the precise year is unknown-Ignatius was 
condemned to death as a Christian. But instead of being exe­
cuted in Antioch, h e was sent off to Rome in the custody of ten 
Roman soldiers. Thus began a long, leisurely journey during 
which local Christians carne out to meet him ali along the 
route, which passed through many of the more important sites 
of early Christianity in Asia Minor on its way to the West. At 
each stop Ignatius was allowed to preach to and meet with those 
who gathered, none of whom was in any apparent danger al­
though their Christian identity was obvious. Moreover, his 
guards allowed Ignatius to write letters to many Christian con­
gregations in cities bypassed along the way, such as Ephesus 
and Philadelphia. Ignatius's surviving seven letters have been 

180 



T H E  M A R T Y R S  

much studied for their theological and historical content 
(Schoedel 1 985; Gran t 1 966) . What is important h ere, however, 
is what they tell us about the spiritual and psychological prepa­
ration for martyrdom. 

Here was a man who truly believed that he had an appoint­
ment with immortality in this world as well as the next. Robert 
Grant has remarked upon the "regal-imperial style" of the let­
ters and how they convey that the author was engaged in a tri­
umphal journey ( 1966:90) . Or, as William Schoedel remarked, 

It is no doubt as a conquering hero that Ignatius thinks of him­

self as he looks back on part of his journey and says that the 

churches who received him dealt with him not as a "transient 

travelier, "  noting that "even churches that do not lie on my way 

according to the flesh went before me city by city. " ( 1 99 1 : 1 35) 

What Ignatius feared was not death in the arena, but that well­
meaning Christians might gain him a pardon. Thus he wrote 
ahead to his fellow Christians in Rome adjuring that they in no 
way interfere to prevent his martyrdom: 

The truth is, I am afraid it is your love that will do me wrong. For 

you, of course, it is easy to achieve your object; but for me it is 

difficult to win my way to God, should you be wanting in consid­

eration of me . . . .  Gran t me no more than that you Jet my blood 

be spilled in sacrifice to God . . . .  

I am writing to ali the Churches and state emphaticaliy to ali 

that I die willingly for God, provided you do not interfere. I beg 

you, do not show me unseasonable kindness. Suffer me to be the 

food of wild beasts, which are the means of making my way to 

God. God's wheat l am, and by the teeth ofwild beasts I am to be 

ground that I may prove Christ's pure bread. (Epistle to the Ro­
mans, 1946 ed.) 

Ignatius was reaching for glory, both here and beyond. He ex­
pected to be remembered through the ages and compares him­
self to martyrs gone before him, including Paul, "in whose foot­
steps I wish to be found when I come to meet God."  
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We thus encounter what is known as the cult of the saints, 
most of whom were martyrs (Droge and Tabor 1992; Brown 
198 1 ) .  It soon was clear to ali Christians that extraordinary 
fame and honor attached to martyrdom. Nothing illustrates 
this better than the description of the martyrdom of Polycarp, 
contained in a letter sent by the church in Smyrna to the 
church in Philomelium (collected in Fremantle 1953: 18� 
1 92) . Polycarp was the bishop of Smyrna who was burned alive 
in about 1 56. Mter the execution his bones were retrieved by 
some of his followers-an act witnessed by Roman officials, who 
took no action against them. The letter spoke of "his sacred 
flesh" and described his bones as "being of more value than 
precious stones an d more esteemed than gol d ."  The letter­
writer reported that the Christians in Smyrna would gather at 
the burial piace of Polycarp's bones every year "to celebrate 
with great gladness an d joy the birthday of his martyrdom." The 
letter concluded, "The blessed Polycarp . . .  to whom be glory, 
honour, majesty, and a throne eternai, from generation to gen­
eration. Amen. "  It also included the instruction: "On receiving 
this, send on the letter to the more distant brethren that they 
may glorify the Lord who makes choice of his own servants. " 

In fact, today we actually know the names of nearly ali of the 
Christian martyrs because their contemporaries took pains that 
they should be remembered for their very great holiness. In­
deed, as Peter Brown pointed out, the sufferings of the martyrs 
''were miracles in themselves" ( 1 98 1 : 79) . Brown quoted the De­
cretrum Gelasianum: 

We must include also [for public reading] the deeds of the saints 

in which triumph blazed forth through the many forms of tor­

ture that they underwent and their marvelous confession of 

faith. For what Catholic can doubt that they suffered more than 

is possible for human beings to bear, and did not endure this by 

their own strength, but by the grace and help of God? 

Moreover, martyrdom did not merely earn rewards in the 
world to come, while promising only posthumous honor in this 
world. Instead, martyrs were often very highly rewarded prior to 
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their final ordeal. For example, just as Christians flocked to 
meet an d to venerate Ignatius o n his journey, so too did they 
flock to prisons to adore an d shower food an d services on many 
others the Romans selected for martyrdom. Athanasius's The 

Life of Saint Antony offers a revealing portrait. 
During the last persecution in 31 1 ,  some Christians were ar­

rested in Egypt and taken to Alexandria. As soon as they heard 
about it, a number of ascetic monks, including Antony, left 
their cells an d went to Alexandria in support of the martyrs-to­
be. Once there, Antony "was busy in the courtroom stimulating 
the zeal of the contestants as they were called up, an d receiving 
and escorting them as they went to their martyrdom and re­
maining with them unti! they h ad expired" (Life oJSaint Antony, 

1950 ed. ) .  Eventually, the "zeal" of the monks grew too much 
for the judge, who "gave orders that no monk was to appear in 
court. " Because Antony "had a yearning to suffer martyrdom" 
but felt i t wrong to volunteer, he disobeyed the order and made 
himself quite visible in court the next day. But it was not to be. 
The judge ignored him. So, after the last execution, Antony 
"left and went back to his solitary celi ; and there he was a daily 
martyr to his conscience ."  

Eugene and Anita Weiner present as  clear a picture as  we 
bave of martyrdom as a group phenomenon: 

Every effort was made to erisure that the group would witness the 

events leading up to the martyrdom. It was not uncommon for 

fellow Christians to visit the accused in their cells and to bring 

food and clothing to make the imprisonment more bearable. 

There were even celebrations to dramatize the forthcoming test 

offaith . These supportive efforts both brought comfort and help 

in a most trying situation, and had a latent message for the mar­

tyr-designate, ''what you do and say will be observed and re­

corded. "  In a word, it will be significant and passed down in rit­

ual form and celebration. 

Ali martyrs were on stage. Some suffered remorse and re­

canted but those who could take the pressure were assured of 

eternity, at least in the memories of the survivors. What was dis-
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tinctive about martyrdom was not only promise of reward in the 

hereafter, but the certainty of being memorialized in this world. 

The martyr saw before dying that he or she had earned a piace 

in the memories of the survivors and in the liturgy of the church. 

( 1 990:80-81 )  

For many Christians, especially for those sufficiently prominent 
to have been accused, these were big stakes. It is hardly surpris­
ing that many of them thought it worthwhile to make the su­
preme sacrifice. 

MARTYRDOM AND CHRISTIAN CONFIDENCE 

Their faith in life everlasting made it possible for Christians to 
face death bravely; nevertheless, death presented the early 
church with a severe crisis of credibility. The promise that most 
converts would live to see the Lord's return was stressed by the 
apostles. As Mark 1 3:30 tells us: "Truly, I say to you, this gener­
ation will not pass away before these things take piace. "  Within 
a few years, however, many converts di d begin to pass away with­
out having seen "the Son of man coming in clouds with great 
power and glory'' ( Mark I 3:26) . By "the 60s a whole generation 
had elapsed,"  as John A. T. Robinson ( 1976: 1 80) pointed out. 
Although Robinson acknowledged that the problem of the de­
layed Parousia persisted for a long time, he suggested that "the 
question must have been at its most acute" in the sixties. 

Most who have written on this topic stress that the destruc­
tion ofJerusalem in the year 70 was widely regarded as the be­
ginning of the "Last Days" an d thus served to at least postpone 
the crisis concerning the Second Coming. Even if this is cor­
rect, there existed an acute potential crisis of Christian confi­
dence in the sixties regardless of the promise of an early return 
by Jesus. Elsewhere I have written at some length about the 
problems presented to movements by the "dismal arithmetic of 
first generati o n growth" an d how this often "crushes the confi-
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dence" out of new religious movements (Stark 1987:2 1 ) .  Tbat 
is, most new religious movements begin very small and grow no 
faster than did early Cbristianity. Having surveyed a large num­
ber of sucb movements, I noticed tbat it was typical for tbe 
founding generation to apparently lose bope of saving the 
world, and to turn their movements inward, as tbey neared tbe 
end of their lives. Tbat is, unless sometbing comes along to 
renew bope and commitment, as tbe first generation evaluate 
tbe results of tbirty or forty years of conversion efforts an d see 
tbat tbey bave succeeded in attracting only two or three tbou­
sand members ( if tbat many) , tbey are inclined to lose be art. As 
tbis takes piace, often a new rbetoric is voiced; tbis de-empba­
sizes tbe importance of growtb and explains tbat tbe movement 
bas succeeded in gatbering a saving remnant, wbicb is ali tbat 
was ever intended, actually. 

Islam never faced tbis problem because its rapid growtb dur­
ing the Propbet's lifetime, more often by conquest and treaty 
tban by personal conversion, gave no occasion for disappoint­
ment. And tbe Mormons overcame tbe problem by witbdraw­
ing to tbeir own Mormon society, wbere tbey amassed confi­
dence from being a majority faitb-even if in only one place. 
Neitber solution applies to tbe early cburcb. When Paul, Peter, 
and otber members of tbe founding generation looked aro un d 
in tbe sixties, tbey could bave counted only sometbing less tban 
tbree tbousand Cbristians. Not only bad Jesus not returned, 
tbree decades of missionizing bad yielded only tbese slim re­
sults. Tbe New Testament gives us no basis for believing that 
tbese men were immune to doubt, an d i t would be strange bad 
tbey no t sometimes despaired. If tbey did, bow was tbe problem 
solved? 

l t is ali well and good to suggest tbat religions are often able 
to rationalize failed propbecies and to modify tbeir belief sys­
tems sufficiently to overcome sucb difficulties. 3 But sucb state­
ments are only descriptive-tbey do not tell bow the sbift was 
accomplisbed witbout loss of credibility, bow faitb was rein­
forced sufficiently so tbat revisions in a core doctrine could be 
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accepted. Moreover, how did the Christians avoid doctrinal 
shifts away from hopes of converting the multitudes-shifts that 
similar groups have so often made? How did they gain the 
moral strength to keep going until eventually their arithmetic 
of growth ceased to be dismal? 

If it is true that a twofold crisis of confidence became most 
acute in the sixties, then I think it extremely important to note 
that three rather extraordinary incidents of martyrdom oc­
curred in that same decade. 

First, in about 62,James, the brother ofjesus and the head of 
the church in Jerusalem, was seized along with some of his fol­
lowers by Ananus, the new high priest. Exploiting the interim 
between the death of the Roman governar of Judea and the 
arrivai of his replacement, Ananus broughtjames and the oth­
ers before the Sanhedrin where they were condemned for 
breakingjewish law, then taken out and stoned to death. 

Se con d, after spending severa) years un der arrest in Caesarea 
Maritima and then being transported to Rome to await the aut­
come of his appeal to Caesar, the apostle Paul was executed in 
Rome during 64 or 65. Third, either late in 65 or in 66 (Robin­
son 1976) , Nero launched his persecution of Christians,  caus­
ing some of them to be torn to pieces in the arena by wild dogs 
and having others crucified in his garden, sometimes setting 
the latter on fire "to illuminate the night when daylight failed" 
(Tacitus, Annals 15 .44, 1989 ed. ) .  Among those who died dur­
ing this first official Roman persecution of Christians was the 
apostle Peter. 

No t only did the three most admired an d holy figures of the 
time die for their faith, undaunted either by the delay of the 
Second Advent or by the small number of their followers, it 
would appear that Paul and Peter could have avoided their 
fates, Paul by recanting and Peter by flight. Moreover, the Quo 
Vadis ? story, widely circulated among early Christians ( even if i t 
failed eventually to be included in the official canon) ,  provided 
vivid details about how Peter embraced martyrdom after meet­
ingjesus on the road out of Rome. It is worth recounting here. 
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I n  the Acts of Peter we read that an upper-class Roman wife 
and convert sent word that Peter should flee Rome as he was to 
be seized and executed. For a time Peter resisted pleas that be 
sbould leave: 

"Shall we act like deserters, brethren?" But they said to him, "No, 

it is so that you can go on serving the Lord."  So he assented to the 

brethren an d withdrew himself, saying, "Let none of you retire 

with me, but I shall retire by myself in disguise. "  And as he went 

out the gate he saw the Lord entering Rome; and when he saw 

him he said, "Lord, where are you going (quo vadis) ? "  And the 

Lord said to him, "l am going to be crucified."  And Peter said to 

him, "Lord, are you being crucified again?" He said to him, "Yes, 

Peter, I am being crucified again. "  And Peter carne to himself; 

and he saw the Lord ascending into Heaven; then he returned to 

Rome, rejoicing and giving praise to the Lord, because he said, 

"l am being crucified"; since this was to happen to Peter. (Stead's 

translation, reprinted in Barnstone I 984:442) 

Back among his followers, Peter told them what had taken 
piace an d of bis new resolve to be crucified. Tbey again tried to 
dissuade bim, but he explained tbat they were now to serve as 
the "foundation" so that they might "plant others through 
bim."  In the crucifixion account that follows, Peter (crucified 
upside down at bis own request) speaks at length from the cross 
to a crowd of onlooking Cbristians about the power of faith in 
Christ. 

Edmondson noted tbat the encounter withjesus, "wbicb bad 
caused Peter to turn back and welcome martyrdom, would 
strike home to tbe hearts an d consciences of any waverers that 
heard them" ( [ 1 9 1 3] 1976: 1 53) . I think so too. That Peter 
could gladly follow his Savior to the cross, despite the fact that 
the end of times was delayed, must have been a powerful rein­
forcement of faith for Christians not asked to pay such a price 
for belonging. 

In my judgment i t was tbe martyrs of the sixties wbo eased the 
crisis of failed prophecy and small numbers, by adding their 
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suffering to that ofjesus as proof of atonement. In the context 
of this chapter's earlier discussion of credibility, i t seems appro­
priate to ask how much more credible witnesses could be found 
than those who demonstrate the worth of a faith by embracing 
torture and death.  

CHRISTIAN REWARDS 

But Christianity was not about sacrifice and stigma alone. The 
fruits of this faith were equally substantial. As a direct result of 
their sacrifice and stigma, Christians were largely immune to 
the free-rider problem. Consequently, they were able to pro­
duce a very potent religion. The services conducted in those 
early house churches must have yielded an immense, shared 
emotional satisfaction. 

Moreover, the fruits of this faith were not limited to the 
realm of the spirit. Christianity offered much to the flesh, as 
well. It was not simply the promise of salvation that motivated 
Christians, but the fact that they were greatly rewarded here 
and now for belonging. Thus while membership was expensive, 
it was, in fact, a bargain. That is, because the church asked 
much of its members, i t was thereby possessed of the resources 
to give much. For example, because Christians were expected to 
aid the less fortunate, many of them received such aid, and ali 
could feel greater security against bad times. Because they were 
asked to nurse the sick an d dying, many of them received such 
nursing. Because they were asked to love others, they in turn 
were loved. And if Christians were required to observe a far 
more restrictive moral code than that observed by pagans, 
Christians--especially women-enjoyed a far more secure fam­
ily life. 

In similar fashion, Christianity greatly mitigated relations 
among social classes-at the very time when the gap between 
rich an d poor was growing (Meeks and Wilken 1978) . I t did no t 
preach that everyone could or should become equal in terms of 
wealth and power in this life. But it did preach that ali were 
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equal in  the eyes of  God and that the more fortunate had a 
God-given responsibility to help those in need. 

As William Schoedel ( 1 99 1 )  has noted, Ignatius stressed the 
responsibility of the church to care for widows and children. 
Indeed, Ignatius made it clear that he was not simply discussing 
doctrines about good works but was affirming the reality of a 
massive structure of Christian voluntarism and charity. Tertul­
lian noted that members willingly gave to the church, which, 
unlike the pagan temples, did not spend the donations on 
gluttony: 

For they [the funds] are not taken thence and spent on feasts, 

and drink.ing bouts, and eating houses, but to support and bury 

poor people, to supply the wants of boys and girls destitute of 

means and parents, and of old persons confined to the house; 

such too as bave suffered shipwreck; and if there happen to be 

any in the mines, or banished to the islands, or shut up in the 

prisons for nothing but their fidelity to the cause of God's 

Church, they become nurslings of their confession. (Apology 39, 
1989 ed. ) 

Recall from chapter 4 that the apostate emperor Julian 
agreed that Christians "devoted themselves to philanthropy" 
and urged pagan priests to compete. But Julian soon discov­
ered that the means for reform were lacking. Paganism had 
failed to develop the kind of voluntary system of good works 
that Christians had been constructing for more than three cen­
turies; moreover, paganism lacked the religious ideas that 
would bave made such organized efforts plausible. 

But did i t matter? Did Christian good works really change the 
quality of life in Greco-Roman times? Modern demographers 
regard life expectancy as the best summary measure of the qual­
ity of life .  It is thus significant that A. R. Burn ( 1953) found, 
based on inscriptions, that Christians had longer life expectan­
cies than pagans. If h e is correct, then Q.E.D. 
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Opportunity and 

Organization 

l T IS TIME to more cleariy piace the early church in its sociai 
and cuiturai environment and to examine the interpiay be­
tween the church and the Greco-Roman world. This chapter 
consists of two major parts. In the first I will assess the opportu­
nity for a major new faith to emerge at this particuiar piace an d 
time. The second part of the chapter will focus on organiza­
tionai features of the Christian movement that made it such a 
formidabie challenger-many of these are the same features 
that brought about its persecution. 

0PPORTUNITY 

Typically, the fate of new reiigious movements is Iargeiy beyond 
their controi, depending greatly on features of the environ­
ment in which they appear. Here, two important factors are in­
voived. The first is the degree of state reguiation of religion. 
Where the state is prepared to vigorousiy persecute any chai­
Iengers to the conventionai faith (s) , it will be extremeiy diffi­
cuit for new religions to grow. The second is the vigor of the 
conventionai religious organization (s) against which new reii­
gions must compete. Usually, there is no significant market 
niche for a new reiigion to fili because most peopie are aiready 
reasonabiy satisfied participants in the "oider" reiigion (s) . 
However, once in a whiie the conventionai reiigious organiza­
tion (s) are sufficiently weak to provide an opportunity for 
something truiy new to arise and flourish. 
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Roman Reg;ulation of Religion 

In many respects Rome provided for a greater leve l of religious 
freedom than was seen again until after the American Revolu­
tion. Butjust as deviant religious groups bave often discovered 
limits to the scope of freedom of re ligi o n in America, so too in 
Rome not just anything was licit. In particular, from time to 
time Jews an d then Christians were deemed to be "atheistic" for 
their condemnation of false gods. I shall pursue this matter 
later in the chapter when I distinguish between religious econo­
mies based on the principle of religious portfolios and those 
based on exclusive commitment. H ere l merely want to suggest 
briefly that although Christians stood in formai, official disre­
pute for much of the first three centuries, informally they were 
free to do pretty much as they wished, in most places, most of 
the time. 

As was established in the previous chapter, dreadful as the 
persecutions were, they were infrequent and involved very few 
people. Hence the early Christians may bave faced some degree 
of social stigma but litùe actual repressi o n. Henry Chadwick re­
ported that when a Roman governar in Asia Minor began a 
persecution of Christians during the second century, "the en­
tire Christian population of the region paraded before his 
house as a manifesto of their faith and as a protest against injus­
tice" ( 1 967:55) . The more significant part of this story is not 
that the Christians had the nerve to protest, but that they went 
unpunished. 

In similar fashion, archaeological evidence shows that from 
very early days, house churches were clearly identifiable-the 
neighbors would bave been entirely aware that these were 
Christian gathering places (White 1 990) . In addition, soon 
many Christians began to take names that were distinctively 
Christian-scholars bave no difficulty identifying them as such 
today (Bagnali 1993) , and surely non-Christians in antiquity 
were sufficiently perceptive to bave dane so too. Funerary in-
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scriptions aiso often bore cleariy Christian identifications (Mey­
ers 1 988; Finegan 1 992) . 

That Christians were not a secret sect is, of course , patent in 
the fact that they grew. If a group is to attract outside members, 
potentiai converts must, at the very least, be able to find it. 
Moreover, for a group to grow as rapidiy as Christians did, it 
must maintain dose ties to nonmembers-it must remain an 
open network. Thus had Roman repression been so consistent 
and severe that the Christians actually had become a hidden 
underground movement, this book would not have been writ­
ten.  A truiy underground Christianity would have remained in­
significant. 

Pluralism 

In his superb study Paganism in the Roman Empire, Ramsay 
MacMullen chided Harnack for paying no attention to the op­
position in his massive study of the expansion of Christianity: 

Among his thousands of references to sources, however, I can 

find not one to a pagan source and hardly a line indicating the 

least attempt to find out what non-Christians thought and be­

lieved. Thus to ignore the prior view of converts [ to Christianity] 

or to depict the Mission as operating on a clean siate is bound to 

strike the historian as very od d indeed. ( 1981 :206) 

Indeed! To know how Christianity arose it is crucial to see how 
it was given the opportunity to do so, to learn why it was not 
Iimited to obscurity by an incredibly diverse and entrenched 
paganism. 

If we are to approach this question efficiently, it will be help­
fui to draw upon some new sociai scientific tools. In my most 
recent theoretical work, the concept of religious economies 
plays a centrai role. A religious economy consists of ali the reli­
gious activity going on in any society. Religious economies are 
like commerciai economies in that they consist of a market of 
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current and potential customers, a se t of religious firms seeking 
to serve that market, and the religious "product lines" offered 
by the various firms. Tbe use of market language to discuss 
things often tbought to be sacred was not, and is not, meant to 
offend, but to enable me to import some basic insigbts from 
economics to help explain religious phenomena (Stark 1 985a, 
1 985b; Stark and Bainbridge 1 985, 1987; Stark and Iannaccone 
1 992, 1994; Finke and Stark 1992 ) .  

Among the many innovations made possible by tbis ap­
proacb is tbe capacity to focus on the bebavior of religious firms 
ratber tban only upon religious consumers. Let me give an ex­
ampie of wbat this sbift in focus offers. If levels of religious par­
ticipation decline in a society, social scientists bave postulated 
that this was caused by a decline in tbe demand for religion, an d 
conversely tbat increases in religiousness reflect increased in­
dividuai "needs. " But if o ne examines such cbanges witbin tbe 
context of a religious economy, attention is directed toward 
religious suppliers. Under what conditions are religious firms 
able to create a demand? And wbat bappens wben only lazy or 
dispirited religious firms confront the potential religious 
consumer? 

As I pondered the workings of religious economies, I soon 
recognized tbat the most decisive factor involved is wbetber 
they are free markets or markets in whicb tbe government 
regulates tbe economy in the direction of monopoly. Tbis led 
me to a se t of theoretical propositions, three of wbicb are use­
ful bere. Tbe first is: The capacity of a single religious firm to monop­
olize a religious economy depends upon the degree to which the state uses 
coercive force to regulate the religious economy. Tbe second is: To the 
degree that a religious economy is unregulated, it will tend to be very 
pluralistic. 

By pluralistic I refer to the number of firms active in tbe econ­
omy; the more firms baving a significant market sbare, the 
greater the degree of pluralism. 

By the same logic, it becomes clear tbat religious economies 
can never be fully monopolized, even when backed by the full 
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coercive powers of the state. Indeed, even at the height of its 
temporal power, the medieval church was surrounded by her­
esy and dissent. Of course, when the repressive efforts of the 
state are sufficiently intense , religious firms competing with the 
state-sponsored monopoly will be forced to operate under­
ground. But whenever and wherever repression eases, plural­
ism will begin to develop. 

Once pluralism is in full bloom, however, a third proposition 
applies: Pluralism inhibits the ability of new religious firms to gain a 
market share. That is, new firms must struggle for a piace in the 
economy against the opposition of efficient and successful 
firms. Under these conditions, successful new firms will simply 
be variants on the standard religious culture-as Protestant 
firms grown lazy or worldly are so often overtaken by upstart 
sects (Finke an d Stark 1 992) . But for something truly new to 
make headway-Hindu groups in the United States, for exam­
ple-is extremely rare and depends on something's having 
gone wrong in the process by which pluralism maintains mar­
ket equilibrium. 

We bave seen that the Greco-Roman religious economy was 
little regulated, and, as predicted, it sustained extensive plural­
ism. It is difficult to say how many different cults flourished in 
the major Greco-Roman cities. Ramsay MacMullen noted that 
there were ten or fifteen major gods with temples nearly every­
where "a top a mass" of others, many of them peculiar to partic­
ular places ( 198 1 :7) . But whatever the number, it was large and 
the mix very complex. 

There is considerable controversy over just how the gods of 
Rome became so numerous and diverse. Everyone agrees that 
as the dominion of Rome spread, gods from the new territories 
found their way back to Rome as well as to other major trade 
and population centers. And everyone agrees that these new 
faiths were spread by migrants-traders, sailors, slaves-and 
sometimes by soldiers returning from long tours of duty in for­
eign lands. But there is disagreement about what happened 
next. Franz Cumont ( [ 1929] 1956) stressed successful recruit-
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ment as tbe basis for tbe new cults, sucb as tbat of Isis. Jules 
Toutain denied this, claiming that Isis worsbip remained "an 
exotic cult, taking no root in provincia! soil" (quoted in 
MacMullen 1981 : 1 1 6) -and MacMullen agreed. From exami­
nation of collections of inscriptions, tbe latter concluded tbat 
"we can explain wbat favor the cult did enjoy by supposing i t to 
bave been passed on within families, wbose members moved 
about, ratber tban communicated to new recruits" ( 1981 : 1 1 6) .  

On the otber band, MacMullen does agree that tbe cults of 
Jupiter of Do liebe an d of Mitbraism grew and spread "entirely 
througb conversions" ( 1 981 : 1 88) . I fìnd it difficult to see bow 
faitb could be so solidly ancestral in origin as to preclude con­
versions to Isis, yet tbat these ties sbould fail in comparable in­
stances. But perbaps we sbould attend to Artbur Darby Nock's 
( 1933) caution tbat tbe modero notion of conversion does not 
represent the pbenomenology involved in tbe acceptance of 
new cults in Greco-Roman times. Rather, these religions "were 
as a rule supplements ratber tban alternatives to ancestral 
piety" ( 1 933: 1 2) .  Nock argued further tbat "genuine conver­
sion to paganism will appear in our inquiry only w ben Cbristi­
anity bad become so powerful tbat its rival was, so to speak, 
made an entity by opposition and contrast" ( 1 933: 1 5) . 

The Weakness of Paganism 

Henry Cbadwick assured bis readers tbat "Paganism was far 
from being moribund wben Constantine was converted to 
Cbristianity" ( 1 967: 1 52) , and E. R. Dodds noted tbat in tbe 
fourtb century paganism began "to collapse tbe moment tbe 
supporting band of tbe State [was] witbdrawn from it" ( [ 1 965] 
1 970: 1 32) . I quote tbese two distinguisbed scbolars to illustrate 
tbe generai agreement among bistorians tbat paganism was 
brougbt down by Cbristianity and tbat tbe conversion of Con­
stantine was the killing blow-that paganism declined precipi­
tously during the fourth century wben Cbristianity replaced it 
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as the state religion, thus cutting off the flow of funds to the 
pagan temples. 

No o ne can doubt the evidence of the dismantling of pagan­
ism in the fourth and fifth centuries, as countless temples were 
torn down or converted to other uses. MacMullen noted: 

The renewed and relentless pillage of a once glorious non-Chris­

tian Establishment-with ali the claims of temples on local taxes, 

the tempie estates, the investments set aside by devoted and 

boastful donors to pay the priests and cover the costs of wor­

ship--all this accumulated fat of centuries of piety was essentially 

torn away. There can bave been nothing much left by A.D. 400. 
( 1984:53) 

Nevertheless, the idea that paganism's weakness was caused by 
Christian politica! power fails to explain how Christianity man­
aged to be so successful that i t could become the state church. As 
outlined above, on theoretical grounds I must propose that 
Christianity would bave remained an obscure religious move­
ment had the many firms making up Roman pluralism been 
vigorous. That Christianity was able to wedge out a significant 
piace for itself against the opposition of paganism directs our 
attention to signs of weakness in paganism. 

Let us begin with pluralism per se. However new gods trav­
eled the empire and gained adherents, it seems to me that by 
the first century the empire had developed excessive pluralism­
that the massive influx of various new gods from other parts of 
the empire had by then created what E. R. Dodds called "a be­
wildering mass of alternatives. There were too many cults, too 
many mysteries, too many philosophies of life to choose from" 
( [ 1 965] 1 970: 1 33) . Faced with this array, people are likely to 
have been somewhat overwhelmed by their options and there­
fore to have been somewhat unwilling to stake very much on 
any given cult. Moreover, since the population was no t expand­
ing, more temples to more gods ought to have reduced the re­
sources-both materia! and subjective-available to each. If 
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this is true, then we ought to be able to detect some signs of 
decay. lndeed, any significant decline in support for paganism 
should have registered rather soon. Mter ali ,  paganism was ex­
pensive to maintain, since it was embodied in elaborate tem­
ples, was served by professional priests, an d depended on lavish 
festivals as the primary mode of participation. I must quote Ter­
tullian, Apowgy 39: 

The Salii cannot have their feast without going into debt; you 

must get the accountants to tell you what the tenths of Hercules 

and the sacrificial banquets cost; the choicest cook is appointed 

for the Apaturia, the Dionysia, the Attic mysteries; the smoke 

from the banquet of Serapis will cali out the firemen. ( 1 989 ed. ) 

The funds for ali of this carne from the state and from a few 
wealthy donors, rather than from a rank and file (MacMulien 
198 1 : 1 12) . lffunding ever declined seriously, the decline ought 
to have been visible immediately. 

In fact, there are abundant signs of pagan decline. In his re­
markable study Egypt in Late Antiquity, Roger S. Bagnali re­
ported a rapid decline in "inscriptions dedicating sacred archi­
tecture. "  He continued: 

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that imperia! support for 

the construction, renovation, and decoration of buildings in 

Egyptian temples declined markedly after Augustus, shrank 

gradually through the reign of Antoninus, fell off precipitously 

after that, and disappeared altogether in the middle of the third 

century. ( 1993:263) 

Bagnali reported similar results from surveys of papyri, noting 
that they "are remarkably stingy with information about tem­
ples and priests after the middle of the third century" 
( 1 993:264) . Bagnali summed up the evidence as showing that 
paganism in Egypt "declined markedly in the third century; but 
. . .  [was] already in decline in the first century" ( 1 993:267) . As 
a final "outward sign" of the decline, Bagnali noted that 
Arnesysia, a festival of Isis, was last known to have been held in 
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257 ( 1 993:267) . ]. B. Rives ( 1 995) has documented a sirnilar de­
cline in the influence of traditional paganisrn in Carthage, also 
beginning in the first century. 

Bagnall's rnention of Isis raises a second kind of evidence of 
decline: the religious economy had become extrernely volatile .  
Faiths from the "Orient" did seern to come into sudden vogue 
and attract many participants. The cult of Isis (or, more cor­
rectly, the cult of Isis and Serapis) seems to have originated in 
Egypt in about the third century B.C .E.-reworked frorn older 
traditions (Solmsen 1979) . From Alexandria, the Isis cult 
spread across the empire. But not everywhere , and not at a con­
stant rate. 

Tim Hegedus ( 1 994) has coded a scale of the spread of Isis, 
and frorn his work I am ab le to assign scores as to when the Isis 
cult arrived ( if it did) in most of the twenty-two Greco-Rornan 
cities discussed in chapter 6. 1 It has been suggested that the 
spread of new cults such as that of Isis demonstrated religious 
needs unrnet, or not well met, by the traditional pagan ternples 
and shrines. In a sense, then, exarnination of the expansion of 
Isis worship might rnap market opportunities and thereby an­
ticipate the expansion of Christianity. It is with some satisfac­
tion that I can report a highly significant correlation of .67 be­
tween the expansion of Isis and the expansion of Christianity. 
Where Isis went, Christianity followed. 

A third aspect of the weakness of paganism has to do with the 
lack of public reverence . This rnay have been another conse­
quence of such a crowded pantheon, an d i t may also h ave to do 
with pagan conceptions of the gods themselves. Before rnaking 
any attempt to dernonstrate this claim, I rnust express rny re­
spect for Rarnsay MacMullen 's warning that i t is extremely hard 
to discover the religious situation in our own tirne, let alone in 
such "a remote and ill-documented period" ( 198 1 : 66) . In dem­
onstration of this point, MacMullen assembled a set of contra­
dictory quotations from the sources as to the generai state of 
pagan piety: for instance, the assertion that the Romans "in ju­
venal's day . . .  laughed at anyone professing faith in an altar or 
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tempie, "  as contrasted with Lucian 's claim that "the great ma­
jority of Greeks" an d ali Romans "are believers. " Which? More­
aver, I fully share MacMullen 's  disdain for historical psycholo­
gisms, such as the view that this was an age of "anxiety, " or that 
in this era occurred "a failure of n erve,"  or that i t was a time of 
"enthusiasm."  As an experienced opinion pollster I also share 
his skepticism about characterizing the "feelings and thoughts 
of fifty million people" on the basis of some literary quotations 
or a few inscriptions. 

Nevertheless, I think there may be a substitute for an opinion 
poli of religious belief in antiquity. What is wanted is a sample 
of unfiltered public attitudes. Consider, then, the archaeologi­
cal discovery that the walls of Pompeii abound in extremely 
blasphemous graffiti an d drawings, some of them very obscene 
as well. While I harbor no thoughts that these were connected 
to the city's fate, they arouse my deepest suspicions about the 
overall state of reverence-not simply because some residents 
were prompted to create them, but because no one was 
prompted to remove or cover them. MacMullen commented 
that "we may take [ the existence of similar graffiti] for granted 
elsewhere , if there were other sites so well preserved" 
( 1 98 1 :63) . I may be leaping to unjustified conclusions, but 
these data speak to me of widespread irreverence. 

Blasphemous graffiti may also reflect that pagan gods were 
not entirely godlike as we understand that term today (or as the 
early Christians understood i t) . While I re serve extended dis­
cussi o n of pagan conceptions of the gods for chapter 1 0, we 
may usefully anticipate that discussion bere. E. R. Dodds 
pointed out that in "popular Greek tradition a god differed 
from a man chiefly in being exempt from death and in the su­
pernatural power which this exemption conferred o n him" 
( [ 1 965] 1970:74) . Moreover, while people often appealed to 
various gods for help, it was not assumed that the gods truly 
cared about humans-Aristotle taught that gods could feel no 
love for mere humans. Classica! mythology abounds in stories 
in which the gods do wicked things to humans-often for the 
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sport of i t. Arthur Darby Nock noted that worship of such gods 
need no t have inspired sincere belief ( 1964:4) . So perhaps 
what the walls of Pompeii really communicate is a rather casual, 
utilitarian, and even resentful view of the gods. 

Toward Monotheism ? 

Many writers suggest that by the time Christianity appeared, the 
world of antiquity was groping toward monotheism, having 
bee n inspired by the example of Judaism. In light of recent so­
dal scientific theorizing, that should indeed have been the 
case-subject to several important qualifications. Therefore, I 
pause again to introduce some theoretical propositions, this 
time concerning the evolution of the gods. The specific propo­
sitions to be introduced were deduced in the formai theory of 
re ligi o n I developed with William Sims Bainbridge ( 1 987) . 

Many scholars have noted the tendency for religions to 
evolve in the direction of monotheism (e.g. , Swanson 1 960; Bel­
lah 1964) . Stated as a more formai proposition: As societies be­
come older, larger, and more cosmopolitan, 2 they will worship fewer gods 
of greater scope. Here, however, is an instance when the logica! 
processes of deduction produced novelty. For i t turned out that 
within our theoretical system, the end product of this evolution 
is no t monotheism, defined as belief in only o ne god (or su per­
natura! being) of infinite scope. In the context of our system 
such a god would necessarily be conceived of either as almost 
wholly remote from human concerns and affairs (as exempli­
fied by Unitarianism and the versions of Buddhism sustained by 
Chinese court philosophers) or as dangerously capricious in 
the manner of the Greek pantheon. Here the issue is rational­
ity, not only on the part of believers, but on the part of the gods. 

A major result was our deduction that evil supernatural 
forces (such as Satan) are essential to the most rational concep­
tion of divinity. Defining rationality as marked by consistent 
goal-oriented activity, we can state that Distinguishing the super­
natural into two classes-good and evil-of!ers a rational portrait of 
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the gods. In our system good an d evil refer to the intentions of the 
gods in their exchanges with humans. Good consists of the in­
tention to allow humans to profit from exchanges. Evil consists 
of the intention to inflict coercive exchanges or deceptions 
upon humans, leading to losses for the humans. 

Thus we deduced the necessity either to conceive of a single 
god w ho is above the question of good or evil by virtue of being 
remote from any exchanges with humans ( the Tao is not a fit 
exchange partner) , or to admit the existence of more than one 
supernatural being. Good and evil reflect the possible goal-ori­
entations of the gods-to give more than they take, or to take 
more than they give. A god holding either of these intentions is 
more rational than a god who holds both intentions. Note that 
these deductions about the need for a separation of good and 
evil are entirely consistent with millennia of theological 
thought. We further deduced that The older, larger, and more cos­
mopolitan societies become, the clearer the distinction drawn between 
good and eoil gods. 

These theoretical predictions jibe nicely with the historical 
record. In the words of Ramsay MacMullen: 

Something dose to monotheism, by one approach or another, 

had long been talked about and attracted adherents among Ro­

mans and Greeks alike . That He should be envisioned as a mon­

arch enthroned on high was familiar; that He should bave his 

angels and other supernatural beings to do his work, just as 

Satan had his throngs-that was familiar too. ( 1984: 1 7) 

The God-Fearers are a clear reflection of a growing preference 
for fewer gods of greater scope. Such a trend can only be taken 
as an indication of a decline in the plausibility of paganism. 

Social Disorganization 

In many previous chapters I bave stressed the extent to which 
the Greco-Roman world, and especially the cities, suffered from 
chronic social disorganization and periodic extreme crises. I 
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bave also noted how these overloaded pagan institutions and 
doctrines compared with the Christian response. There is no 
need to reprise these points here-but Jet us bear them in 
m in d. 

In summary, Christianity found a substantial opportunity to 
expand because of the incapacities of paganism, weaknesses 
qui te outside of Christian contro l. If Christianity ultimately bur­
ied paganism, i t was no t the source of its terminai illness. 

But if there are many factors religious movements cannot 
contro}, there are some things that movements can control. In 
the remainder of this chapter we examine the religious firm 
known as early Christianity and see what made it so effective. 

0RGANIZATION 

Let us return to the topic of pluralism. It turns out that there 
are two very different and basic kinds of religious firms and 
hence two very different styles of pluralism with very different 
social implications. 

One kind of religious firm-the one most familiar to us in 
the Western world--demands exclusive commitment. Members 
are not free to go to church in the morning, to visit the mosque 
at noon, and to devote the evening to the synagogue. The other 
variety of firm is nonexclusive and takes multiple religious in­
volvements for granted. Such firms are familiar in Asia. In 
Japan, for example, most people report more than one reli­
gious preference; religious membership statisti es equal l .  7 
times the total population (Morioka 1975) . Pluralistic religious 
economies made up of firms demanding exclusive commit­
ments bave a high potential for intergroup conflict, while those 
made up of nonexclusive firms will generate litùe religious 
conflict. 

When we look more closely at each kind of firm, a very basic 
difference comes to light. Exclusive firms engage in the collective 
production of religion, a process discussed at length in the previ-
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ous chapter. Nonexclusive firms cannot sustain collective pro­
duction and therefore specialize in privately produced religious 
goods. As defined by Laurence Iannaccone ( 1 995) , privately 
produced religious commodities can be transferred from the 
individuai producer to an individuai consumer without involve­
ment by a mediating group. New Age crystals are a current ex­
ampie of a privately produced religious commodity, as are as­
trologica! charts, or psychic healing. 

In chapter 8, following Iannaccone, I explained how reli­
gious compensators are inherently risky and how collective pro­
duction helps to greatly reduce the perceived risks that the 
compensators are false. But we also ought to recognize that, 
other things being equal, people will respond to religious risk 
in the same fashion as they respond to other risks, such as those 
entailed in financial investment: they will seek to diversify. If I 
am no t able to determine which of an array of religious invest­
ments is the most secure, my most rational strategy would be to 
include ali ,  or many, of them in my portfolio . And that is pre­
cisely what people do when confronted with nonexclusive 
firms. However, often other things are not equal, and often 
people are not free to diversify their religious holdings. 

Two theoretical propositions developed by Laurence Iannac­
cone ( 1995) clarify the issues. The first is: Whenever religious .firms 
exist to provide private commodities, competitive forces and risk aver­
sion will kad consumers to patronize multipk .firms, therefyy diversify­
ing their religious portfolios. The second proposition states: When­
ever religious .firms exist to facilitate the production of colkctive goods, 
the .firm and its patrons will demand exclusivity to mitigate free-rider 
probkms. 

Obviously, the religious firms constituting Greco-Roman pa­
ganism were nonexclusive, w h ile Judaism an d Christianity were 
of the latter variety. An d h ere in lies a major aspect of the even­
tual triumph of Christianity: exclusive firms are far stronger or­
ganizations, far better able to mobilize extensive resources and 
to provide highly credible religious compensators, as well as 

substantial worldly benefits. To understand these differences, 
le t us look more closely a t nonexclusive firms. 
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Client Cults 

In 1979 William Sims Bainbridge an d I first introduced the con­
cept of a client cult to characterize nonexclusive religious firms. 
The terminology was meant to emphasize that the relationship 
between the producer and the consumer far more closely re­
sembled that between practitioners and clients than that be­
tween clergy and church members. Or, as Emile Durkheim 
pointed out about magie: 

Between the magician and the individuals who consult him, as 

between these individuals themselves, there are no lasting 

bonds . . . .  The magician has a clientele and not a church, and it 

is very possible that his clients have no other relations between 

each other, or even do not know each other; even the relations 

which they have with him are generally accidental and transient; 

they are just like those of a sick man with his physician. ( 19 15:44) 

Durkheim summed up the matter by asserting, "There is no 
Church of magie. " That is, a church rests on people's maintain­
ing long-term, stable, and exclusive commitments. But when 
people construct a religious portfolio, their commitment to any 
given stock is weak and subject to constant reappraisal. 

Thomas Robbins pointed out that one was "converted to the 
intolerant faiths ofjudaism and Christianity while one merely 
adhered to the cults of Isis, Orpheus, or Mithra" ( 1 988:65) . 
MacMullen made much the same point: "At the very towering 
peak of their appalling rage an d cruelty against Christians, pa­
gans never sought to make converts to any cult---only away from 
atheism, as they saw it. Toleration gone mad, one may say" 
( 1 981 : 132) . In similar fashion, when there exists an array of 
nonexclusive faiths, the perceived value of any given selection 
will be low; this helps explain the disrespect so openly displayed 
toward the sacred. In Taiwan, for example, statues of the tradi­
tional folk gods are sometimes beaten with sticks for failing to 
deliver. In Greco-Roman times, Livy noted that "people attack 
the gods with headstrong words" (Histrny 45.23 . 19 ,  1959 ed. ) , 
and Libanius claimed that many people slandered the gods 
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daily "whenever any of their affairs go amiss" ( Orations 19. 12 ,  
1969 ed. ) . Recall the walls of Pompeii. 

When people typically shop around seeking to improve their 
religious portfolios, start-up costs for new religious firms will be 
very low; this too will result in a glutted marketplace, and the 
price of religious goods will be correspondingly reduced. More­
over, as Iannaccone pointed out, competition will force nonex­
clusive firms to specialize, and over time they will "come to re­
semble highly specialized boutiques" ( 1995:289) . 

Nonexclusive religious firms will consist primarily of priests, 
and it will be obvious that they benefit from convincing clients 
of the efficacy of their gods-they typically ate the "sacrificial" 
animals, for example (Baird 1964:91 ) .  Therefore, the religious 
compensators offered by such firms will lack credibility, further 
reducing their value. Simply put, pagan cults were not able to 
get people to do much of anything. As Lactantius sai d about pa­
ganism, it "is no more than worship by the fingertips" (Divine 
Institutes 5.23, 1 964 ed. ) . An d at the botto m of this weakness is 
the inability of nonexclusive faiths to generate belonging. 

A religious portfolio can serve well enough when full-service 
religious firms are missing. But history suggests that when non­
exclusive faiths are challenged by exclusive competitors, in a 
relatively unregulated market, the exclusive firms win.3 They 
win because they are the better bargain, despite their higher 
costs. 

In chapter 8 we saw that things are very different when reli­
gion is produced by collective actions. Such groups, as Iannac­
cone noted, can an d do demand exclusive commitment. If they 
are to do so, of course, they cannot limi t themselves but must be 
full-service firms taking what Iannaccone called "a department 
store approach to religion" ( 1 995:289) . They must offer a com­
prehensive belief system and spiritual and social activities ap­
propriate for all ages. Involvement in an exclusive religious 
group does not necessarily cause people to lose the urge to di­
versuy, but i t denies them the opportunity to do so ifthey are to 
share in the potent religious rewards of such involvement. And 
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just as the weakness of paganism lay i n  its inability to generate 
belonging, the fundamental strength of an exclusive faith is its 
strength as a group. 

E. R. Dodds has put this as well as anyone: 

A Christian congregation was from the first a community in a 

much fuller sense than any corresponding group of Isiac or 

Mithraist devotees. Its members were bound together not only 

by common rites but by a common way of life . . . .  Love of one's 

neighbour is not an exclusively Christian virtue, but in [this] pe­

riod Christians appear to have practised i t much more effectively 

than any other group. The Church provided the essentials of so­

dal security . . . .  But even more important, I suspect, than these 

materia! benefits was the sense of belonging which the Christian 

community could give. ( [ 1965] 1 970: 1 36-137) 

Centrai to this sense of community and belonging, one com­
mon to ali exclusive religious groups, were the strong bonds 
between the clergy an d the rank an d file (Banks 1 980) . You did 
not approach Christian clergy to purchase religious goods, but 
to be guided in fulfilling the Christian life. Nor were the clergy 
distanced from their flocks-they were not an initiated elite 
holding back arcane secrets, but teachers and friends, selected, 
as Tertullian explained, "not by purchase, but by established 
character" (Apology 39, 1 989 ed. ) .  Moreover, the church de­
pended on the rank and file for its resources. According to Ter­
tullian: 

There is no buying and selling of any sort in the things of God. 

Though we have our treasure chest, it is not made up of pur­

chase-money, as of a religion that has its price. O n the monthly 

day, if he likes, each puts in a small donation; but only if it be his 

pleasure, an d only if he is ab le; for there is no compulsion; ali is 

voluntary. These gifts are, as it were, piety's deposi t fund. 

Not only did this free Christianity from any dependence on 
state support, it also gave a greatly reduced role to the 
wealthy-small donations rapidly added up. Consequently, the 
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early church was a mass movement in the fullest sense and not 
simply the creation of an elite. Ramsay MacMullen recognized 
that the failure of Roman authorities to understand this fact ac­
coun ts for the strange aspe et of the persecutions: that only lead­
ers were seized, while crowds of obvious Christians went unpun­
ished ( 1 98 1 : 1 29) . That is, when the Romans decided to destroy 
Christianity, "they did so from the top down, evidently taking it 
for granted that only the Church's leaders counted. "  This mis­
taken judgment was, according to MacMullen, based on the 
fact that paganism was utterly dependent on the eli te an d coulct 
easily bave been destroyed from the top. 

It is worth mention too that the early church abounded in 
ascetics whose testimony as to the worth of faith would have 
been extremely credible, as noted in chapter 8. Finally, because 
Christianity was a mass movement, rooted in a highly commit­
ted rank an d file, i t had the advantage of the bes t of ali market­
ing techniques: person-to-person influence. 

CONCLUSION 

Christianity did not grow because of miracle working in the mar­
ketplaces (although there may bave been much of that going 
on) , or because Constantine sai d i t should, or even because the 
martyrs gave it such credibility. It grew because Christians con­
stituted an intense community, able to generate the "invincible 
obstinacy" that so offended the younger Pliny but yielded im­
mense religious rewards. And the primary means of its growth 
was through the united and motivated efforts of the growing 
numbers of Christian believers, w ho invited their friends, rela­
tives, and neighbors to share the "good news."  
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A Brief Reflection on Virtue 

IN CONTRAST with times past, historians today are more than 
willing to discuss how social factors shaped religious doctrines. 
Unfortunately, at the same time they have become somewhat 
reluctant to discuss how doctrines may have shaped social fac­
tors. This shows up with particular frequency in the form of 
allergie reactions to arguments that attribute the ri�e of Christi­
anity to superior theology. For some historians, this allergy re­
flects their having been too much influenced by out-of-date, 
and always absurd, Marxist claims that ideas are mere epiphe­
nomena. But for others, their position seems to reflect an un­
derlying discomfort with religious faith per se, and especially 
with ali hints of "triumphalism. "  It is deemed bad taste nowa­
days to suggest that any religious doctrines are "better" than any 
others. 1 Harnack is frequently disparaged on these grounds, as 
both L. Michael White ( 1 985) andjaroslav Pelikan ( 1 962) have 
noted. 

It is true, of course, that the Christian commitment ofhistori­

ans in earlier generations often did make the rise of Christian­
ity seem to be the inevitable triumph of virtue via divine guid­

ance. Indeed, as White noted, for Harnack and his circle, "the 
term 'expansion' comes to be used . . .  as a virtual synonym for 
' triumph of the gospel message' "  ( 1985: 1 01 ) .  But if these ex­
cesses prevented more thorough scholarship (although i t is dif­

ficult to imagine someone more thorough than Harnack) , that 
is no t sufficient justification for dismissing theology as irrele­
vant. Indeed, in a number of earlier chapters it has been evi­
dent that doctrines often were of immense importance. Surely 
doctrine was centrai to nursing the sick during times of plague, 
to the rejfdction of abortion and infanticide, to fertility, and to 
organizational vigor. Therefore, as I conclude this study, I find 
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it necessary to confront what appears to me to be the ultimate 
Jactor in the rise of Christianity. 

Let me state my thesis: Centrai doctrines of Christianity prompted 
and sustained attractive, liberating, and e.ffective social relations and 
organizations. 

I believe that it was the religion's particular doctrines that 
permitted Christianity to be among the most sweeping and suc­
cessful revitalization movements in history. And it was the way 
these doctrines took on actual flesh, the way they directed or­
ganizational actions an d individuai behavior, that led to the rise 
of Christianity. My treatment of these two points will be brief 
since they bave always been implicit, and very often explicit, in 
the previous nine chapters. 

THE WoRns 

T o anyone raised in a Judeo-Christian or Islamic culture, the 
pagan gods seem almost trivial. Each is but o ne of a host of gods 
and godlings of very limited scope, power, and concern. More­
over, they seem qui te morally deficient. They do terrible things 
to one another, and sometimes they play ugly pranks on hu­
mans. But, for the most part, they appear to pay little attention 
to things "down below. " 

The simple phrase "For God so loved the world . . .  " would 
bave puzzled an educated pagan. And the notion that the gods 
care how we treat one another would bave been dismissed as 
patently absurd. 

From the pagan viewpoint, there was nothing new in thejew­
ish or Christian teachings that God makes behavioral demands 
upon humans-the gods bave always demanded sacrifice and 
worship. N or was there anything new in the idea that God will 
respond to human desires-that the gods can be induced to 
exchange services for sacrifices. But, as I noted in chapter 4, the 
idea that God loves those who love him was entirely new. 
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lndeed, as E. A. Judge has noted in detail , classical philoso­
phers regarded mercy and pity as pathological emotions­
defects of character to be avoided by ali rational men. Since 
mercy involves providing unearned help or relief, i t was contrary 
to justice. Therefore "mercy indeed is not governed by reason 
at ali , "  and humans must learn "to curb the impulse"; "the cry 
of the undeserving for mercy" must go "unanswered" (Judge 
1 986: l 07) . Judge continued: "Pity was a defect of character un­
worthy of the wise and excusable only in those w ho have not yet 
grown up. It was an impulsive response based on ignorance. 
Plato had removed the problem of beggars from his ideai state 
by dumping them over its borders. " 

This was the moral climate in which Christianity taught that 
mercy is one of the primary virtues-that a merciful God re­
quires humans to be merciful. Moreover, the coroliary that be­
cause God loves humanity, Christians may not please God un­
less they love one another was something entirely new. Perhaps 
even more revolutionary was the principle that Christian love 
an d charity must extend beyond the boundaries of family an d 
tribe, that it must extend to "ali those who in every piace cali on 
the name of our Lord jesus Christ" ( l  Cor. 1 :2) . Indeed, love 
and charity must even extend beyond the Christian community. 

Recall Cyprian's instructions to his Carthaginian flock, 
quoted at length in chapter 4, that 

there is nothing remarkable in cherishing merely our own peo­

ple with the due attentions of love, but that one might become 

perfect who should do something more than heathen men or 

publicans, one who, overcoming evil with good, and practicing a 

merciful kindness like that of God, should love his enemies as 

well. . . .  Thus the good was clone to ali men, not merely to the 

household of faith. (Quoted in Harnack 1 908: 1 : 1 72-1 73) 

This was revolutionary stuff. Indeed, it was the cultura} basis 
for the revitalization of a Roman world groaning under a host 
of miseri es. 
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THE FLESH 

In his fine recent work The Origins of Christian Morality, Wayne 
Meeks reminded us that when we are talking about "morality or 
ethics we are talking about people. Texts do not have an ethic; 
people do" ( 1 993:4) . It was only as Christian texts and teach­
ings were acted out in daily life that Christianity was able to 
transform the human experience so as to mitigate misery. 

Chief among these miseri es was the cultura! chaos produced 
by the crazy quilt of ethnic diversity and the blazing hatreds en­
tailed thereby. In uniting its empire, Rome created economie 
and politica! unity at the cast of cultura! chaos. Ramsay 
MacMullen has written of the immense "diversity of tongues, 
cults, traditions and levels of education" encompassed by the 
Roman Empire ( 1981 :xi) . But it must be recognized that 
Greco-Roman cities were microcosms of this cultura! diversity. 
People of many cui tures, speaking many languages, worshiping 
ali manner of gods, had been dumped together helter-skelter. 

In my judgment, a major way in which Christianity served as 
a revitaiization movement within the empire was in offering a 
coherent culture that was entirely stripped of ethnicity. All were 
welcome without need to dispense with ethnic ties. Yet, for this 
very reason, among Christians ethnicity tended to be sub­
merged as new, more universalistic, and indeed cosmopolitan, 
norms and customs emerged. In this way Christianity first 
evaded and then overwhelmed the ethnic barrier that had pre­
vented judaism from serving as the basis for revitalization. Un­
like the pagan gods, the God of lsrael did indeed impose moral 
codes and responsibilities upon his people. But to embrace the 
Jewish God, one had also to don jewish ethnicity, albeit that, as 
Alan Segai ( 1991 )  suggests, thejudaism of the first century may 
have been more inclusive than has been recognized. I agree 
with Segai that the existence of the God-Fearers demonstrates 
this inclusiveness, but it also seems clear that the God-Fearers 
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were limited to the social fringes of the diasporan Jewish com­
munities precisely because of their failure to fully embrace the 
Law, an d hence the Law remained the primary ethnic barrier to 
conversion. Indeed, as I argued in chapter 3, many Hellenized 
Jews of the diaspora found Christianity so appealing precisely 
because i t freed them from an ethnic identity with which they 
had become uncomfortable. 

Christianity also prompted liberating social relations be­
tween the sexes and within the family-to which much of chap­
ter 5 was devoted. And, as noted in chapter 7, Christianity also 
greatly modulated class differences-more than rhetoric was 
involved when slave and noble greeted one another as brothers 
in Christ. 

But, perhaps above ali else, Christianity brought a new con­
ception of humanity to a world saturated with capricious cruelty 
and the vicarious love of death (Barton 1 993) . Consider the ac­
count of the martyrdom of Perpetua. H ere we learn the details 
of the long ordeal and gruesome death suffered by this tiny 
band of resolute Christians as they were attacked by wild beasts 
in front of a delighted crowd assembled in the arena. But we 
also learn that had the Christians all given in to the demand to 
sacrifice to the emperor, and thereby been spared, someone else 
would have been thrown to the animals. After all, these were 
games held in honor of the birthday of the emperor's young 
son. And whenever there were games, people had to die. Doz­
ens of them, sometimes hundreds (Bar ton 1 993) . 

Unlike the gladiators, who were often paid volunteers, those 
thrown to the wild animals were frequently condemned crimi­
nals, of whom i t might be argued that they had earned their 
fates. But the issue here is not capitai punishment, not even 
very cruel forms of capitai punishment. The issue is spectacle­
for the throngs in the stadia, watching people torn and de­
voured by beasts or killed in armed combat was the ultimate 
spectator sport, worthy of a boy's birthday treat. It is difficult to 
comprehend the emotional life of such people.2 
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In any event, Christians condemned both the cruelties and 
the spectators. Thou shalt not kill , as Tertullian (De Spectaculis) 
reminded his readers. And, as they gained ascendancy, Chris­
tians prohibited such "games. " More important, Christians ef­
fectively promulgated a moral vision utterly incompatible with 
the casual cruelty of pagan custom. 

Finally, what Christianity gave to its converts was nothing less 
than their humanity. In this sense virtue was its own reward. 
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+ Notes + 

CHAPTER l 

CONVERSION AND CHRISTIAN GROWTH 

l .  Pauljohnson makes the perceptive point that the Decian perse­
cution, which began around the year 250, was a reaction to the fact 
that "Christians were now far more numerous" and that their num­
bers seemed to be increasing rapidly ( 1 976:73) . 

2. Within the movement she was invariably referred to as "Miss. " 
3. Reading the New Testament, especially the letters written by var­

ious apostles, one can easily conclude that almost from the start the 
Christian movement was a very large and flourishing undertaking. 
Thus when Peter includes in the salutation of his fìrst epistle "the ex­
iles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 
Bithynia," the intended audience seems imposingly numerous. In­
deed, in Romans 16, Paul names more than two dozen Christians to 
whom he sends his greetings. My colleague Michael Williams has 
sometimes asked students in his seminars about the total size of the 
intended audience for such letters. Invariably, students think it num­
bers into many thousands. In contrast, I calculate that there would 

only have been a total of between two thousand and three thousand 
Christians during the 60s, the decade during which Paul was executed 
and Peter was crucifìed. In defense of my projections we must note 
that whatever the size of the congregations in various cities at this 
time, they stili held their services in private homes-even in Rome. 
Moreover, a brief return to my experiences with the Moonies may 
prove instructive here. 

Early in the 1960s, after several years of missionizing in San Fran­
cisco, Miss Kim decided that the group needed to spii t into small mis­
sion teams, each taking on a new a city. She was concerned that mem­
bers spent too much of their time with one another and that perhaps 
more fertile mission fìelds awaited elsewhere. So in twos and threes 
her young members struck out on their own-to Dallas, Denver, 
Berkeley, and elsewhere. And once her teams were established in 
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their new cities, Miss Kim's expectations were partially met as a trickle 
of new converts began to come in. Like Paul, Miss Kim wrote many 
letters--often devoting considerable space to matters of doctrine 
and interpretation. Moreover, Miss Kim's letters abounded in greet­
ings. Were l possessed of a selection of these letters, I think they 
would precisely compare with New Testament letters in terms of the 
apparent size of the audience. The following fictitious salutation is 
typical of Miss Kim's correspondence as I remember it: To sister Ella, 
to brother Howard, to Dorothy visiting from Dallas, and to aU who now 
partake of the Uniftcation Church in San Jose, greetings in Father's name. 

But the fact is that there probably were not yet two hundred members 
in the whole United States when letters like that were being sent by 
Miss Kim. Ella, Howard, and Dorothy would bave been the only 
Moonies in San jose, since the partakers Miss Kim often referred to 
were no t yet members, but only people willing to discuss religion with 
members. 

CHAPTER 2 

THE CLASS 8ASIS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

l .  The most distinguished dissenter was the Yale historian Kenneth 
Scott Latourette ( 1937: 1 09-1 1 0) .  

2. Albeit some Marxists stili insist not only that Christianity was a 
proletarian movement, but that this remains the dominant scholarly 
view (cf. Gager 1975) . 

3. Unfortunately Arrington and Bitton, despite being devout 
Mormons, readily interpret the characterization of Mormon converts 
by their nineteenth-century enemies as scum and riffraff to mean that 
most Mormons were very poor. Presumably the great trek west caused 
serious financial losses and sub�quent hardship for many Mormons, 
but that is not pertinent to their social origins and essential class posi­
tion. Moreover, given where and when the Mormons began, the ap­
propriate comparisons are to people in the immediate environment, 
which was the frontier, not Park Avenue. 

4. I have limited the data to cult movements without ethnic ties. 
Hence Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, Shintoists, Taoists, Bahaists, and 
Rastafarians were not included. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN 

CHRISTIAN GROWTH 

l .  It sbould be noted that wbile secondary converts are often 
rather lukewarm about joining in tbe first piace, once immersed in 

tbe group tbey often become very ardent. 
2. I am indebted to Laurence R. Iannaccone for pointing out this 

feature of the King James Version. 
3. Se e: Plato, Republic 5 ( 1941  ed. ) ;  Aristoùe, Politics 2, 7 ( 1 986 ed. ) . 

CHAPTER 6 

CHRISTIANIZING THE URBAN EMPIRE: 

A QUANTITATIVE APPROACH 

l .  I began from the fact that both citi es bad been judged by Cban­
dler and Fox as baving fewer than 40,000 residents, else tbey would 
bave been listed with tbe others. However, since eacb city often ap­
pears in lists of major cities for this period (cf. Grant 1970) , it seems 
reasonable to suppose that they were not mucb smaller than 40,000. 

I found the population of Atbens estimated to be 28,000 in the second 
century by J. C. Russell ( 1958) in bis classic work. Because Atbens was 

in a period of slow decline, i t seemed reasonable to guess its popula­
tion as a bit larger in 1 00. Hence my figure of 30,000. Since Salamis 
bad an economie boom during the first century (Smith 1 857) , it 
seemed safe to estimate it as a bit larger tban Atbens, wbicb is the basis 
of my figure of 35,000. 

CHAPTER 7 
URBAN CHAOS AND CRISIS: 

THE CASE OF ANTIOCH 

l .  Max Weber thougbt it "bigbly improbable" tbat Cbristianity 
"could bave developed as i t did outside of an urban" setting 
( 1961 : 1 1 40) . 
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CHAPTER 8 
TUE MARTYRS: SACRIFICE AS RATIONAL CHOICE 

l. Al bei t the notion of preference scheduies is oniy implicit. 
2.  For a formai derivation of these propositions, see Iannaccone 

1992. 
3. Many historians familiar with the book When Prophesy Fails 

(Festinger, Riecken, an d Schachter 1956) may wonder why I have no t 
relied on the cognitive dissonance expianation of this phenomenon. 
Briefly, cognitive dissonance theory predicts that when persons with a 
strongiy heid belief are confronted with evidence disconfirming that 
belief, they typically respond, not by dropping the belief, but by mak­
ing vigorous efforts to convince others that the belief is true. In the 
initiai application of this proposition to religious prophecies, Festin­
ger and his associates daimed to have observed a small occuit group 
before, during, and after the failure of their prediction that aliens 
aboard flying saucers wouid arrive to take the group to other worlds. 
When this failed to take piace, i t is daimed that the group redoubied 
their efforts to spread their message. There have been a number of 
subsequent tests of the proposition, none of which found the pre­
dicted outcome. Moreover, recent critics of the initiai publication 
have questioned whether any such increase in missionizing efforts oc­
curred in that instance either (Bainbridge, in press) . What seems en­
tirely dear is that this group wouid never have formed or eageriy an­

ticipated the arrivai of the aliens had the woman whose prophecy of 
this event appeared in the Iocal press not attracted many strangers 
who showed up, unannounced, at her door expressing their absoiute 
belief in her prophecy and in her prophetic powers. Ali of these "con­
verts" were sociai scientists. 

CHAPTER 9 
0PPORTUNITY ANO 0RGANIZATION 

l. The following indicates the dates by which Isis was established in 
various cities: 

200 B.C.E.-Alexandria, Mernphis, Ephesus, Athens, Srnyrna 

100 B.C.E.-Syracuse, Corinth, Pergarnurn 
l C.E.-Antioch, Rome 
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300 c.E.-Mediolanum (Milan) 
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Never-Gadir (Cadiz) , Damascus, Edessa, Apamea 

Adequate data are lacking for the other cities. 

2. Defined as the degree of cultura! diversity, the number and vari­
ety of distinctive subcultures. 

3. The very rapid growth of Soka Gakkai in Japan gives clear evi­
dence of this. Unlike other Japanese religions, it demands exclusive 

commitment from its followers. The success of the Mormon Church 

in Asia is also pertinent. 

CHAPTER 10 

A BRIEF REFLECTION ON VIRTUE 

l .  So long as the doctrines are not fundamentalist, than which ali 

doctrines are deemed to be better-a view I do not share. 

2. Carlin A. Barton ( 1993) has made an intriguing attempt to do 

so. 
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