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CONSIDERATIONS OF METHODOLOGY IN THE
STUDY OF THE MYSTERY RELIGIONS AND
EARLY CHRISTIANITY

BRUCE M. METZGER *

PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

FroM THE DAYS of the Renaissance and Reformation to the pres-
ent, the Mystery Religions of antiquity have engaged the atten-
tion of classical scholars and theologians alike.! During what may
be called the precritical stage of the study of this subject, it was
commonly believed that by the Mysteries a constant succession of
priests or hierophants transmitted from age to age an esoteric doc-
trine, better and nobler than that of the popular religion.? Whether
this recondite science had been derived originally from the hidden
wisdom of India or Egypt, or from the Old Testament, or even
from a primitive revelation to all mankind, was debated with
characteristic disregard for historical methodology.

The first scholar who made an exhaustive and critical examina-

* The substance of this article was read as a paper presented to the annual
meeting of the American Philological Association in New York, December, 1953.
The author wishes to thank the Baker Book House of Grand Rapids for per-
mission to utilize certain arguments he had made in much briefer form and
without supporting footnotes in an article on “Mystery Religions, Relation of, to
Early Christianity,” which will appear in the supplementary volumes of the
New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge. Grateful acknowledg-
ment is also made of the courtesy of Professor A. D. Nock of Harvard University,
who provided the author with several helpful corrigenda et addenda.

1Perhaps the first from the standpoint of classical scholarship as well as
Protestant theology to give serious consideration to the Mysteries was Isaac
Casaubon. In his De rebus sacris et ecclesiasticis exercitationes (London, 1614)
he attempted to show that sacramental ceremonies in the early Roman Catholic
Church were influenced by the ancient Mystery religions. (I have used the
Geneva edition, 1655, where the Mysteries are treated on pp. 477 ff.).

2Eg., G. E. J. de Sainte Croix, Recherches historiques et critiques sur les
mystéres du paganisme (Paris, 1784), and F. Creuzer, Symbolik und Mythologie
der alten Volker (Leipzig, 1810).
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tion of the statements of ancient authors regarding the Mysteries
was Christian August Lobeck.®? Although Lobeck confined his
attention to the Eleusinian, the Orphic, and the Samothracian
Mysteries, his monograph, published in 1829, was of the greatest
importance in the inauguration of a new era in the scientific study
of the subject in general. A great deal of rubbish and pseudo-
learning was swept aside, and it became possible to discuss in-
telligently the rites and teachings of the Mysteries.*

Furthermore, it was also during the nineteenth century that
archaeology made quite significant additions to our knowledge
of the beliefs and practices of devotees of the Mysteries. Excava-
tions of places of worship supplemented the evidence from classi-
cal and patristic authors with thousands of inscriptions, hymns,
mosaics, gems, statues, altars, lamps, sacrificial instruments, and
the like.

It thus became increasingly possible and necessary to make
scientific comparisons between the Mysteries and early Chris-
tianity. From the latter part of the nineteenth century to the
present, many scholars have expressed their opinion regarding
the relationship between the Church and the competing religions
in the Roman Empire.® As would be expected in view of the frag-
mentary and occasionally ambiguous evidence, different investi-
gators have arrived at quite divergent results. On the one hand,
some scholars believe that only a minimum of outside influence
came to bear upon primitive Christianity (e.g., Anrich,® Cheet-

.“C. A. Lobeck, Aglaophamus, sive de theologiae mysticae Graecorum causis, 2
vols. (Konigsberg, 1829).

“For a brief summary of some of the earlier discussions of the question of the
relation of the Mysteries to Christianity, see Samuel Cheetham, The Mysteries,
Pagan and Christian (London, 1897), pp. ix sqq.

® Besides the scores of monographs published during the past century which
deal exclusively with the relation of the Mysteries to Christianity, there are
huhdreds of volumes which devote one or more chapters to this question, not to
speak of hundreds of additional studies in which the authors more briefly express
their opinion on the problem. In addition, there is an enormous bibliography on
the Mysteries per se. A. D. Nock remarks with subtle sarcasm, “‘Saviour-gods’
and mysteries probably did not bulk so large in the life of the first century ADp.
as in modern study”; see his “Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic Back-
ground,” in Essays on the Trinity and the Incarnation, ed. A. E. J. Rawlinson
(London, 1928), p. 81.

® Gustav Anrich, Das antike Mysterienwesen in seinem Einfluss auf das
Christentum (Gottingen, 1894).
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ham,” Clemen,® Kennedy,” Machen,'* Boulanger,'* Jacquier,?
Nock,® Heigl,'* Priimm,’® and Rahner'®). Others, on the other
hand, are disposed to believe not only that the amount of influ-
ence was relatively large but also that it made itself felt in the
formulation of central and crucial doctrines and rites of the
Church (e.g., Hatch,'” Wobbermin,'® Gardner,'® Soltau,* Briick-
ner,* Reitzenstein,?? Perdelwitz,? Loisy,** Bousset,”® Bohlig,?®

7Op. cit.

®Carl Clemen, Religionsgeschichtliche Erklirung des Neuen Testaments, Die
Abhingigkeit des #ltesten Christentums von nichtjiidischen Religionen und
philosophischen Systemen (Giessen, 1009); Eng. trans., Primitive Christianity
and Its Non-Jewish Sources (Edinburgh, 1912); and Der Einfluss der Mysterien-
religionen auf das #lteste Christentum (Giessen, 1913).

°H. A. A. Kennedy, St. Paul and the Mystery Religions (London, 1913).

¥7J, Gresham Machen, The Origin of Paul’s Religion (New York, 1921), pPD.
211-200.

™ André Boulanger, Orphée, rapports de Vorphisme et du Christianisme (Paris,
1925).

¥ Ernst Jacquier, “Mystéres paiens (les) et Saint Paul,” Dictionnaire apologé-
tique de la foi catholique, ed. A. d’Ales, III (1926), 964-1014.

# A. D. Nock’s essay mentioned above in footnote 5; and his articles on “Le
religioni di mistero,” Ricerche religiose, VI (1930), 392—403, and “Mysteries,” En-
cyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, XI (193%), 172-1%5.

1 Bartholomius Heigl, Antike Mysterienreligionen und Urchristentum (Miinster,
1932).

B Karl Priimm, Der christliche Glaube und die altheidnische Welt, 2 vols.
(Leipzig, 1935); and Das antike Heidentum nach seinem Grundstrémmungen, ein
Handbuch zur biblischen und altchristlichen Umweltkunde (Miinster, 1942).

®Hugo Rahner, “Das christliche Mysterium und die heidnischen Mysterien,”
Eranos-Jahrbuch, 1944 (Band XI), Die Mysterien (Ziirich, 1945), 347-449.

Y Edwin Hatch, The Influence of Greek Ideas and Usages upon the Christian
Church (London, 1890).

38 Georg Wobbermin, Religionsgeschichtliche Studien zur Frage der Beeinflus-
sung des Urchristentums durch das antike Mysterienwesen (Berlin, 1896).

¥ Percy Gardner, The Origin of the Lord’s Supper (London, 1893) ; The Growth
of Christianity (London, 1907) ; and The Religious Experience of St. Paul (London,
191I).

% Wilhelm Soltau, Das Fortleben des Heidentums in der altchristlichen Kirche
(Tiibingen, 1906).

# Martin Briickner, Der sterbende und auferstehende Gottheiland in den
orientalischen Religionen und ihr Verhiltnis zum Christentum (Tiibingen, 1908).

# Richard Reitzenstein, Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen (Leipzig, 1910;
3rd ed., 192%).

% Richard Perdelwitz, Die Mysterienreligionen und das Problem des I Petrus-
briefes (Giessen, 1911).

# Alfred Loisy, “The Christian Mystery,” Hibbert Journal, X (1911-12), 45-64;
and Les mystéres paiens et le mystére chrétien (Paris, 1914; 2° ed., 1930).

*Wilhelm Bousset, “Christentum und Mysterienreligionen,” Theologische
Rundschau, XV (1912), 41-61; “Die Religionsgeschichte und das Neue Testa-
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Macchioro,?” Weigall,® Case,? Schiitze,*® Holland,®* Hyde,* Vas-
sall,®® and Prentice.?*

Such widely divergent opinions are due, at least in part, to
differences in methodology in dealing with the evidence. In what
follows an attempt is made to outline some considerations which,
it is suggested, must be taken into account in estimating the
amount of influence of the Mysteries upon the New Testament.

I. First of all, a distinction is to be made between the faith
and practice of the earliest Christians and that of the Church dur-
ing subsequent centuries. One cannot deny that post-Constan-
tinian Christianity, both Eastern and Western, adopted not a few
pagan rites and practices.®® From Asclepius came the practice of
incubation in churches for the cure of diseases.®® The functions

ment,” ibid.,, 251-248; Kyrios Christos (Géttingen, 1913); and Jesus der Herr
(Gottingen, 1916).

% Hans Bohlig, Die Geisteskultus von Tarsos im augusteischen Zeitalter mit
Beriichsichtigung der paulinischen Schriften (Gottingen, 1913).

# Vittorio Macchioro, Orfismo e Paolinismo, studi e polemiche (Montevarchi,
1922) ; and From Orpheus to Paul, a History of Orphism (New York, 1930).

% Arthur Weigall, The Paganism in Our Christianity (London, c. 1928).

® Shirley Jackson Case, Experience with the Supernatural in Early Christian
Times (New York, 1929), pp. 106~143, and The Origins of Christian Supernatural-
ism (Chicago, c. 1946).

® A. Schiitze, Mithras-Mysterien und Urchristentum (Stuttgart, 1937).

% A. Holland, Les cultes de mystéres; l'ancienne rédemption paienne et le
Christianisme (Paris, 1938).

#W. W. Hyde, Paganism to Christianity in the Roman Empire (Philadelphia,
1946).

% William F. Vassall, The Origin of Christianity, Brief Study of the World’s Early
Beliefs and Their Influence on the Early Church (New York, 1952).

#William K. Prentice, The Gospel of the Kingdom of God (Bostom, 1953),
pp. 139-162.

% Cf. the following statement in a letter which Flavius Vopiscus attributes to
Hadrian: “The land of Egypt . . . I have found to be wholly light-minded, un-
stable, and blown about by every breath of rumour. There those who worship
Serapis are, in fact, Christians, and those who call themselves bishops of Christ
are, in fact, devotees of Serapis. . . . Even the patriarch himself, when he comes
to Egypt, is forced by some to worship Serapis, by others to worship Christ,”
Scriptores historiae Augustae, Firmus, viii (Loeb Classical Library, III, 399 f., ed.
and trans. by David Magie). The fact that this letter is an obvious forgery does
not detract from its value in reflecting the opinion of a fourth century non-
Christian author who wrote perhaps during the Julian revival. Christian syncre-
tism in Egypt emerged at least as early as the second half of the second century
when certain Gnostics established a Larium in Alexandria where they venerated
images of Jesus, Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and other philosophers (Irenaeus,
I, xxv, 6 [I, 210, Harvey]).

%See L. Deubner, De incubatione capita quattuor (Leipzig, 1900); Mary
Hamilton, Incubation, or the Cure of Disease in Pagan Temples and Christian
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of more than one local demi-god were taken over by Christian
saints whose names even, in some cases, remind one of the original
pagan prototypes.?” Statues of Isis holding the infant Harpo-
crates (Horus), as well as the exalted hymns in honor of the
Egyptian Queen of Heaven, find their obvious counterparts in
the growth of the cult of Mary.?® Just as Sabazios with charac-
teristic gesture — the upper three fingers raised, the other two
bent down — blessed his adherents, so the Catholic bishop of
the West gave (and still gives) his blessing to the faithful.®®
Through various paths the ancient idea of “refrigerium” entered
both popular and official circles of the Church.** Processions in
which sacred objects are carried for display to the on-lookers,
the tonsure of priests, certain funeral rites, the use of lighted
tapers, popular ideas regarding the geography of Hades — all

Churches (London, 1906) ; and E. J. and L. Edenstein, Asclepius, 2 vols. (Baltimore,
1045).

*7See Ernst Lucius, Die Anfinge des Heiligenkults (Tiibingen, 1904); W. W.
Hyde, Greek Religion and Its Survivals (Boston, 1923), pp. 41-85; Hippolyte
Delehaye, Les légendes hagiographiques, 3rd ed. (Brussels, 1923), pp. 140-20I;
G. J. Laing, Survivals of Roman Religion (Boston, 1931), and idem, “Roman
Religious Survivals in Christianity,” in J. T. McNeill (ed.), Environmental Factors
in Christian History (Chicago, 1939), pp. 72—90.

% While it is doubtless true that the earliest artistic representations of Mary
with the infant Jesus do not portray her nursing the child, as was customary in the
representation of Isis and Horus (so G. A. S. Snijder, De forma matris cum infanto
sedentis apud antiquos [Vienna, 19231, p. 69), it is equally true that subsequent
Christian art and cultus betray decided borrowings in this and other respects from
the cult of Isis (and perhaps also the cult of Astarte); see W. Drexler, s.v. “Isis,”
in W. H. Roscher’s Ausfiihrliches Lexikon der griechischen und rémischen Mytho-
logie; Theodor Trede, “Die Himmelskonigin,” in his Das Heidentum in der
rémischen Kirche, II (Gotha, 1890), 338-371; Francis Legge, Forerunners and
Rivals of Christianity, I (Cambridge, 1915), 84-89; and Werner Peek, Der
Isishymnus von Andros und verwandte Texte (Berlin, 1930). With reference to
the cult of Astarte, see Gustav Résch, “Astarte — Maria,” Theologische Studien
und Kritiken, LXT (1888), 265-299; cf. Trede, op. cit., “Die grosse Muttur,” pp.
85—121.

* Chr. Blinkenberg, “Darstellungen des Sabazios und Denkmiler seines Kultus”
in his Archaeologische Studien (Copenhagen, 1904), pp. 66—128, and F. Cumont,
Comptes rendus de P'académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres, 1906, pp. 72-79.

“See A. M. Schneider, Refrigerium nach literarischen Quellen und Inschriften,
Inaug. Diss. (Freiburg im B., 1928) ; E. Buonaiuti, “Refrigerio pagano e refrigerio
cristiano,” Ricerche religiose, V (1929), 160-167; A. Perrot, Le “Refrigerium”
dans Yau deld (Paris, 1937); Mircea Eliade, “Locum refrigerii . . . ,” Zalmoxis,
revue des études religieuses, I (1938), 203—208; and J. Quasten, “ ‘Vetus superstitio
et nova religio,’ the Problem of Refrigirium in the Ancient Church of North Africa,”
Harvard Theological Review, XXXIIT (1940), 253—266.
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these have quite generally acknowledged pagan prototypes.** The
real difference of opinion, however, arises with regard to the
relation of nascent Christianity to its pagan rivals.

II. The nature and amount of the evidence of the Mysteries
create certain methodological problems. Partly because of a vow
of secrecy imposed upon the initiates, relatively little informa-
tion regarding the teaching imparted in the Mysteries has been
preserved. Furthermore, since a large part of the scanty evidence
regarding the Mysteries dates from the second to the fifth Chris-
tian centuries, it must not be assumed that beliefs and practices
current at that time existed in substantially the same form dur-
ing the pre-Christian era. In fact, that pagan doctrines would
differ somewhat from place to place and from century to century
is not only what one should antecedently expect, but also what the
sources reveal to be a fact. For example, the grades of Mithraic
initiation in the West included that of “Cryphius”; in the East
(in its stead?) was that of “Nymphus.” 3 Again, the efficacy of
the rite of the taurobolium differed in what was promised to the
initiate.** Methodologically, therefore, it is extremely hazardous
to assume, as has sometimes been done, that a certain rite or

“ See Gerhard Loeschcke, Jiidisches und Heidnisches im christlichen Kult (Bonn,
1910), pp. 16—36; A. Dieterich, Nekyia, 2te Aufl. (Leipzig, 1913); Andrew
Alfgldi, A Festival of Isis in Rome under the Christian Emperors of the Fourth
Century (Budapest, 1937); M. P. Nilsson, “Pagan Divine Services in Late An-
tiquity,” Harvard Theological Review, XXXVIII (1945), 63-69; and Hugo
Rahner, Griechische Mythen in christlicher Deutung (Ziirich, 1945).

For a classical statement of the multifarious influence of paganism on the
early and the medieval Church, see Charles Reade, The Cloister and the Hearth,
chap. 74 (Everyman’s Library edition, chap. 72). No little research went into
‘this chapter of Reade’s historical novel; for his sources, see Albert M. Turner, The
Making of the Cloister and the Hearth (Chicago, 1938), pp. 186-188.

Some consideration of the earlier period is also given in Jean Seznec, La
survivance des dieux antiques (Studies of the Warburg Institute, XI [London,
1940]), Eng. trans. and revision, The Survival of the Pagan Gods; The Mytho-
logical Tradition and Its Place in Renaissance Humanism and Art (New York,
1953).

2B, M. Metzger, “St. Jerome’s Testimony Concerning the Second Grade of
Mithraic Initiation,” American Journal of Philology, LXVI (1945), 225-233.

“ According to epigraphical evidence, the taurobolium was efficacious for
twenty years (Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, VI, 504, of AD. 376, and 152, of AD.
390), for eternity (CIL, VI, 510 of AD. 376), and, possibly, for twenty-eight
years (so an inscription discussed by Cumont in Comptes rendus de Pacadémie des
inscriptions, 1923, pp. 253 fi.). See Clifford H. Moore, “The Duration of the
Efficacy of the Taurobolium,” Classical Philology, XIX (1924), 363-365.
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bdief which a Chrigtian author cites must have existed in the same
form in pre-Chrigian days.

[11. Another condderation, often overlooked by scholars who
are better acquainted with Hellenistic culture than with Jewish,
is necessarily involved in the circumstance that the early Pales-
tinian Church was composed of Christians from a Jewish back-
ground, whose strict monotheism and traditional intolerance of
syncretism must have militated against wholesale borrowing from
pagan cults.** Psychologically it is quite inconceivable that the
Judaizers, who attacked Paul with unmeasured ferocity for what
they considered as his liberalism in regard to the relation of Gen-
tile converts to the Mosaic law, should nevertheless have acqui-
eced in what is sometimes thought to have been his thorough-
going contamination of the central doctrines and sacraments of
the Chridian redigion. Furthermore, with regard to Paul himsdf
scholars are coming once again to acknowledge that the Apostle's
prevailing set of mind was rabbinically oriented, and that his
newly-found Chrigian faith ran in molds previoudy formed at
thefeet of Gamalie.®

IV. In egtimating the degree of opportunity afforded the early
Palestinian Church of being influenced by the Mysteries, it is
certainly a sgnificant fact that, unlike other countries bordering
the Mediterranean Sea, Palestine has been extremely barren in
yielding archaeological remains of the paraphernalia and places
of worship connected with the Mysteries.*®

“For a balanced essay on the general immunity of Jews from influences of
the Myderies, see S. H. Hooke's chapter, " Chrigtianity and the Mystery Rdligions"
in the symposum, Judaism and Chridtianity; vol. i, The Age of Transtion, ed.
by W. O. E. Oeterley (London, 1937), pp. 235-250. Despite its valued contribution
by collecting scattered materials, E. R. Goodenough's Jewish Symbals in the Greco-
Roman Period, 3 vols. (New York, 1953) falls short of proving that pre-Chridian,
Palegtinian Judaism had bemn influenced by the Myderies per se; s Morton
Smith's trenchant critique in the Anglican Theological Review, XXXVI (1954),
218—220.

“ A noteworthy example of this change of emphass in Pauline studies is to be
found in W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism; Some Rabbinic Elements in
Pauline Theology (L ondon, 1948).

“®According to the map prepared by Nicola Turchi (in his Le rdigioni
migerioxofiche dd mondo antico [Rome, 1923]), showing the diffuson of the
Myseries of Cybde dea Syria, Isis, Mithra, OrpheusDionysus, and Samothrace
in the Roman Empire, the only cult which pendtrated Palestine proper was the
the Isac cult. Evidence (is it merdy numismatic?) for this cult was found at
Adia Capitadling, i.e, subssquent to Hadrian's rebuilding of Jerusalen c. AD. 135.



