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CHAPTER I
IHTRODUCTION

For nineteen hundred years the Christian Church has been active in
the worid. One of the factors which thie Church has alvays emphacized is
the peculinr mature of ite theology -- that it 1s not the thoughts or fa-
brications of the minds of men, but that it was conceived in tho mind of
God Himsel?, and brought to men through the direct intervention of His Sen
in the history of the world. Iut although the theology of the Church is
above the world, the men and vomen of the church are in the vorid, and as
such their lives ave directly influemced by the history of the world. The
purpose of this study is o consider t¢ what extent the thinking of the
men Of this world influenced the theology that claimed to come from the
next world. IMore specifically, this study eius to deternine to what ex-
tent the religicus thoughte of mn, as expressed in the mystery religlons,
influenced the theology end practice of Christianity. By nmystery religions
is meant those forums of religlous expression which flourished in the Graeco-
Roman world especinlly during the four cenmturies on either side of the birth
of Christ. The word "mystery" as here used does mot nccessarily conmote
that which is systerious. It refers rather to that which cammot be Imowa
or coiprehended except by ome viw has been imitiated into certaln rites,

already in
and vhich cannct be learned except by revelation of one who is ¢ &y

rosgession of this z-elig;;ua.l

Yzeary Sheldon, The Mystery Religlons and the Hew Testement (New ¥oriz
Abingdon Press, c.1918), pp. 9-10.
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The problem of the relationship of the mystery religions to Christi-
anity 1s no mere academic question. While the comwn laymn has very likely
never heard of the mystery religloms he at least has been indirectly influ-
enced by thoughts which these religions have provoked. The entire modern
school of liberal criticism is based to a greater or lesser degree upon the
thesis that Christianity was merely an outgrowth of the nystery-religions,
one vhich evwlved toc a higher degree to be sure, but one which nevertheless
borroved most of its theslogical comtent and form directly from the mystery
religions.® It is this vriter's opinion thet such a bellef is too fre-
quently accepted with less than a fair examimation of the facts.

In making this study, the writer will attempt to compare Christianity
to the entire nystery religlon movement, but it would be irpossible £o con-
sider all the varieties of beliefs ond practices of all the mystery reli-
glons. For this reason, he has selected Mithraism as representing the best
that was in the mystery religions. HMithraism wvas most like Christiapity,
and for this reason, wos in the best position to influence Christianity.
Hany of the otker mystery religions were by their very obscens and lewd
nature abhorred by the Christian Church, and therefore unable to influence
it. Mithraism however countered the good lives of the Christians with the
good lives of ite own devotees, and for this reason the influence of Mith-

ralsm is given special consideration.

2mis opinion io expressed in its most radical form by Kersey Gzaves,
The World's Sixteen Crucified Saviors (New York: Peter Eckler Publishing
c°l; Ce ilﬂ'ﬁ .
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Although a considerable ampunt of literature hasc been written sbout
the mysterfes in rvecent years,3 the original sources on which any informa-
tion can be besed are very limited. One reason for this 1s the extreme
Bécrecy to vhich the initlates into the mysteries were pledaed.z‘ While
some infoxrmation is given by the church fathers, it must be remembered
that this information is usually contained in an apologetic attack against
the mysteries, and therefore may not always be historically accurate. The
problem is further complicated by the fact that the characteristics of the
various mystery religioms changed from time to time. There were definite
mterial and formml changes within the cults, and syncretism with other
cults. Thus the mystery religions were in a constant state of £lux, and
vhat was true of one ecult in one era, was not necessarily true of the same
cult in a different erm.

Some pertinent writings from the period of the mysteries do exist
hovever. lbst of these are scattered writings written about the mysteries
by outside observers. Around the begimning of this century there vas dis-
covered in Egypt vhat appears to be the liturgleal writings of one of the
uystery rel:lgions.s Albrecht Dieterich, who discovered these papyri, be-
lieves they come from at lesst the begimming of the fourth century.6 Be-

3The firet mjor comprehensive study of MMithraisnm was made at the be-
gluning of this century by Franz Cumont in his two volumes of Textes et
mmuments fifures relatifs aux teres de Mithra. The present writer em-
ployed two authorized transiations of thls work, as noted in the biblio-

graphy.

hbgamel Angus, The t Re end Christienity (New York:
Charles Scribmr's’sﬁ,%I > Do % ¥

Albrecht Dieterich, Eine iMithrasliturgie, third edition by Otto
Weinreich (Iaipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1923).

srb’.do, Pe 46.
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cause he believes they represent Mithraic ideas and expressions, he has
called this body of writings "Eine Mithrasliturgies" While the documents
are undoubtedly authentic, not all ascholars agree that they represent Mth-
ralc teachings, but that they merely reveal the thoughts of some Egyptian
school of nwatieaﬂ Dieterich himself presents some convincing proofs in
favor of his theory, hovever.® Tn addition to this Mithraslitnrgle, there
ére a considerable mumber of bas-reliefs, inscriptions on temples, chapels,
and tombstones. A Pew fragments of poetry sometimes give scanty informa-
tion about the mystery religions.

In recent years a considerable amount of emplnsis has been placed on
the writings of e coertain Hormes Trismegistus. Frequently kmown the
"Hormetica”,? these writings embrasce a collection of brief discourses by
Creek and Romen philosophers about theological subjects. The exact date
of all of these writings has never been determined, although it seems ap-
parent that all of them were in existence by about 310 A.D.0 Wnile these
writings provide valuable background material by furnishing insights into
the mind of the Hellenic world, they did not specifically refer to the

7 :
Gordon Iaing, Survivals of Roman Religion, Vol. XXV of Our Debi to
Greece and Rome (Héw York: Longmens, Green and Co., c.1931), p. 226,

J. Greshan Machen, The Origin of Poul's Religion (Hew York: Macmil-
Jan Co., Col%l,. Pe 24T

Shieterich, op. cit., ppe 30f.

Mermetica, trvanslated by Walter Scott (Oxford: Clsrendon Press,
00192 .

10“1‘1.’ I, Sl
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nystery religions, nor gilve any precise information concerning them. For
this reason, no arguments in this thesis are based upon the statements of
these writings.

In order %o present the necessary amount of background informmtion,
this study Pirst describes the origins of the mystery religions s and then
gives a brief description of several representative examples of mystery
religions, with Mlthraism being portrayed as the highest development of
these mysteries. Therevpon the actual conflict between Mithraism and
Chrictianity iz described, a conflict largely of ideas which were cut-
wardly eslmilar, but which in most cases involved inner differences. The
fima) downfall of Mithraicn and with it the other mysteries, and the vic-
torious establichment of Christianity concludes the study.

It should be stated that the writer approaches this entire problem
from the Christian viewpoint. He mkes mo apologles for th:l.s-. It ia his
conviction that the only viewpoint which can truly do justice to history
i3 this Christian vieupoint, for he feels that all history, religious and
secular, ulticetely wevolves about the visible entry that Christ once made
into history, when He ectablished the Church which today still bears His




CHAPTER II
THE AGE OF TEE MYSTERIES
Rise of Mystic Tendencies

As one looke a% the mjor religlous systems ective in the world today,
be is able, without too mich research, to determine the emact or approxi-
mte date of their origins, and in mny cases also, to desigmte s certain
individual as the real or nominal founder of that religion. The same can-
mwt, hovever, be said of the mny and varied religious systems and move-
mentis cormonly reforred to as the mystery religlons. The fact of the mat-
ter seems to be that the mystic tendemcies vhich eventually developed into
the mystery religlous are almst as old as mn himself. Man, by his very
creation, was equipped with the capacity to lmow Gods By his fall into
sin, man lost this image of God, and therewith lost also the complete know-
ledge of God that had once beon his. But the mystical tendencies implanted
in mn vere never lost, even though they were divorced from their ¢rue cen~
ter--fron theiy Creator. The story of how these mystical tendencies, after
the true imowledge of Cod had grown dim, begen to develop into definite re-
ligious systems ic an interesting one. It is one vwhich we can investignte,
but probably never entirely solve.

Several explanations for ¢he basic origins of the mystery religions
have been advanced. Some scholars hold that the mystery religions had ba-
sically vepgetztive orlglns.l Since man vas s0 dependent upon mature, either

genry Sheldon, The Religions end the Hew Testament (Few York:
Abingdon Press, c«1915), De 27(s
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for food for his flocks or for harvest for himself, his entire 1ife, and
therefore his opiritual devotion also, wvas centered in the caprices of ma=-
ture, whether favorable or evil. It has also been suggested that the mys-
tery religions had their origin in man's observation of the heavens, par-
ticularly of the sun and moon. Among all the wncertainties of his primi-
tive life, ran could always be cure of thic one thing, that every morning
there would arise in the sky vhat appeared to him to be a great ball of
fire, bringing light to his path, and warmth %o his body. With regret he
watched 1t sink in the opposite cky at the close of déay, yet all the while
certain that in the wmorning it would returne While the sun was hidden,
there were lesser lights, notebly the moon, and behind it myriads of éazz-
ling lights, each of vhich seemsd 40 be alive and in some way even interest-
ed in the man below. In time, man began %o observe that there was not only
@ cycle containsd in each day, but also one vhich spread over rany days.
He noticed how at regular intervals the sun would appesr lower on the hori-
zon, at vhich time the days would be shorter, the nights cooler. But even
anidst this discomfort, be knew from experience that the day would come
vhen the sun would erise easrlier, vhen 1t would remin in the sky longer,
until eventunlly its path would be almst directly overhead.

A third explanation for the origins of the mystery religions, is that

they grew out of man's close association with the facts of life and death-3
Ever since mn had begun his work of caring for the earth in vhich he had

“Samel Angus, The m;x_mn ons and Christianity (Wew York:
Charles Scritmer's Son, c.1925), D .

3Ibi.d. ? Do 15-30



been placed, he had witnesged the miraculous vey in which he wes carrying
out the command to repopulate the earth. In a way vhich he could not une
derstand, his childven were born before his very eyes, his flocks incressed,
even the wild beasts, the birds, and the fish continued to mltiply. Hew
11%e brought him joy, but for overy jJoy there was a correspornding sorrows
a8 he faced the mystery of death. Sometimes ravaging beasts brought eruel
death ¢o his fioeks » bul sometimes the mere accumlation of the years todk
i%s toll. Why could he not contimue 40 live, he wondered. Thus the m-
zentous oceesions of the beglmning and end of life must have loomed very
large in mn's thinking.

If the origin of the mystery religions is %o be related to any of
the absve mentioned factors, it 1s probebly most correct 40 sey that all
three factors concurred in formlating in ran's miné the thoughts which
eventually lsd to the mystery religloms. For as man pondered the acts of
rature, the mtiocn of the heavens, and the mysterles of life and death,
ke could not help btut notice s definite relationship between them. He no-
ticed that his own life and death, and that of his enimals, was directly
related to the forces of mature. Plants also grew apd died. Only if e
ceed dled could 1% grow into a now plant. Plant 1ife had to be faken to
mintain the iife of animals. He also noticed in many cases e chromdlogi-
cal relationshipy between the forces of mature and the mysteries of life
and death. As the plants withered and died under the cold blasts of wine
ter, 80 tco the frailest animmls of his flocke also died during these
tines. The same warm scun which ripened his meager crop of groinm also
@gave strength to his animnle. As man learned to waich the heavens more

closely, he saw that even the rest of the universe scemed %0 act in sym-
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Pathy with his immediate 1ife. He noticed that certain stars and constel-
lations occupied similar pooitions at reculer interwvals. He learned that
the varying lengths of the days were directly related o the climte around
" hin. The incomprehensible rovement of the heavens only cdded to the entire
mystery of being, a Peeling which we today with owr scientific instruments,
canmot fully sense or eppreciste. But 4% must also be remeubered that in
all the actions of nature, of the universe and of his own life ani death,
man wndoubtedly reclized that he was doing more than simply observing a
strange drema. Tor man himself wvas intimetely related o the wonders he
beheld. As he sav the recurring doath and subsequent rebivth of nature,
he mist have vondered whether he t00 could look forwmrd to e similar hope
Undoubtediy he interpretod the alterations of winter and spring, of sun-
set and sunrise, to mean thet he 100, though his bodily functions would
cease, would in som2 way continmue to oxist. Although he was very likely
Given this knowledge at his creation, this memdry was probably dimmed, or
at leant severely distorted, so that he was no longer certain of just what
the future held in store for him.

It has been suggested that there were four stages in the history of
the mystery relig!.cna."‘ The first stage wae one in vhich the mysteries
were not formally organized systems of belief, limited to the initilated,
bt merely the consensus of the myStic beliefs of an entive people. These
nystic beliefs were, for the people concerned, their religion. This theory
seems 4o be substantiated by the well-lmown fact that there are no people
on earth, even among the met primitive tribes, vho are emtirely devoid

.}Ibidn' De Lh.
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of religious thought. For man, by his very creation as a being dependent
upon God, is religious. The second stage in the development of the mys-
tery religions was probebly ome in which these ancient mystic tendencies
took on more definite forms, became assoclated with definite matural, phy-
sical, or estronomical phenomena, and were contered around certain ﬁivine
or semi-humn beings.

The third stage of development was ore in vwhich the mysteries became
the religion of the private associations, as separate from nmatiomal reli-
glons vhich my have been of mre ancient origin. It was in this form
that the mystery religions spread to the Hellenic world. This does not
mean that the devotees of these cults refused to worship the deities of
the established religions, but their own mysteries provided them with an
additional (and to them, probably e more meaningful) way of religious ex-
pression. BSince the upper classes of society more or ieas frovmed upon
these cults that had come from the orient, and were thus basically none
Greek, the mystery veligions attracted mostly the lower classes of society.
A large percentage of their devotees comsisted also of foreigmers, mst
of whon had origimally been drafted from the very lands in vhich these
cults origimated, to serve in the Greek and Rommn armles.’ During this
third stage of development, the gereral attitude of the ruling authori-
ties was one of disfavor.® The fourth stage of development therefore be-
Gins with the relgn of Caligula vho personally dedicated a temple to Isis

J3alomon Reinach, Gults, Myths and Religions (Iondon: David Nutt Co.,
001912), p. ].Bhl

6l'lua cult of the Migna Mater, however, still retained its prestige.
Am’ OPs E!t_-. Pe L,
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around 40 A.D.T During this period, the mystery religions enjoyed the
sanction of the imperial government. Under the Flavian emperors,d the
mystery raligions became almwost universally accepted, and then under the
Syrian emperors, they were raised to the level of state religions.? This
acceptance wes largely attributed to the support that the mystery cults
gave o the absolutism of the Caesars.'® The only difference between the
nysteries as state religions, and the original state religions of Greece
and Rome, wes that in the latter man entered automatically by birth, but
in the former, the faithful were received only by initiation. And thus,
vhat had once been maturalistic end mystic inclimations in the minds of
ancient people, became organized cults which were formlly recognized and

accepted by o large percentage of the Craeco-Roman world.
Distinctive Features of the Mystery Religions

General Features Common to the Mystery Religlons

Before outlining the distinctive features of some of the mystery re-
ligions, it my be well to atate the general characteristics common to
almst all of the mystery religions. The mystery religions directcd theme
selves primorlly to the individwal, not o the masses.ll For this reason,

Tmia.
8crespewian, Titus, and Domitian, 69-96 A.D.

9Angus, op. cit., ps bh.

10sammn1 D111, Romen Society from Nero to Marcus Auvelius (New York:
MacMilian and Coe, Ce1905), De OlFe

J'JZADEII. Ope _Cit_o, Pe 186.
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one could not be considered & menmber of the cult unless he had been initi-
ated into it. Whereas ome conld easily hold nomimal membership in any of
the state religions without being personally end intimtely involved in
the worship and practice of such religions, the mystery religions involved
@ persomal commitment, By tims becoming an initiate into the mysteries,
the individwmal could more or less sever his ties with the rest of society.
He now belonged to something which had no respect for social or political

standing. A slave could worship beside his master, a soldier along with

his commnder.

.

The mysteries did not deal merely with man as a lone individual, but
rather as an individual in a relationship to a deity. The mystery reli-
glons aimed to effect a reconciliation between God and man. They have,
for this reason, been called "religlons of salvation."2 As @ result of
the conquests of Alexander the Great, and his attempts to unify the thought
and culture of Eeost and West, there came into the West & growing sense of
6in and evil, s factor vhich had long been a basic principle of oriental
religions, particularly since the rise of Zorcastrianism.’3 The western
world not only looked at this concept of oin in an objJective rammer, but
very rapidly realized that it's own standard of morals was at en extremely
low ebb. Besides the more commn sins of the darkened streets or of the
market place, there wes the daily treachery that delivered up anyone--
father, mther, soldier or Ceesar--for a price. Daily life had become

1215 chael Rostovizef?, lMystic Italy (New York: Henry Holt amd Co.,
301927)p De 138-

LBinera, pe 18.
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very uncertain, and there was distrust end schoming on every side.’ 1gn
tried %0 find cortainty snd security in witcheraft, megic and sorcery.l5
As a resuli of men's efforts to £ind security, two religious trends do-
veloped, those of Stoicism end Eplcureanisme The formor atteipted to give
Bn steadfasiness among all his insecurity by leading him to bear up under
suffering, emotional fluctuntions, and even under death. The lattor pre-
sented man with a mme earthly and mterinl view of life. But neither of
these really colved the problem of sin. Ian therefore folt an ever in-
creasing meed for forgivencss. He had had emough of the gods of Olypus
vhose frailties miched and somotimes even went beyond those of his fel-
low-men. Men how Pelt the nsed for gods who were caviora, of gods who
would bring them peace and bolinensols

The mystery religlons offered gods who professed ¢o bring calvation
to those who were willing to become initinteds This salvation was pre-
sented o be primarily & hope for the future life. Both Plato and Soplwe
cles for instence, pictured the mystery roligione as bringing a blisgful
efter-life for ihe mystes, bubt a terrible future for the unitiated.ll
Thus the mystery religions appecled o men by threatening him with punishe
rent and encouraging hin with promises of blessings. In addition %o of-
fering mn hope beyond the grave, they also offered him in thio life;, o
closer asgocietion with, and Imowledge of God. Thus they proposed to

, mA very striking description of 1ife in the Roman Expire io given by
Gerhard Uhlhorn, The Conflict of Christianity with Heathenicm, edited and
translated by Egbert Suith endl Ce Je Hopes (liow Yorks rleg Scribner's
Sons, c.lﬂ'm » EDe C20%,

15'!!1:.:5, Alexmnder the Great, immsdiately upon reaching Babylon, con-
sulted the Chaldeei. Angus, ops cits, pe 5.

e Re of jon in the Eer
tontont iRs,Glovers fhe Ganelict of Boliclon in the Eazly Bomm Bugire

1Tcited by Angus, op._cite, pe 53.
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satisfy mn’s desire for the knowledge of (Iod.:"8

A third distinctive feature of the mystery religioms was that they
aimed to present a sacromental drama,l? similar to what we today call a
passion play, but not nearly so elaborate. This does not mean that the
entire dramz vae always emacted, but the entire symboliem and ritual was
generally designed to direct the worshipper to a part or all of this sac-
red drame, in vhich the deity suffered in man's behalf, in order that man
might heve commmion with the deity and etermal life.20

Another characteristic feature of the mystery religions was their ex-
treme syncretism, a factor which makes the study of these cults very dif-
ficult. This does not mean simply that different forms of religious ex-
prespion were alloved writhin the same cult, or that varying doctrines were
held, as is the case among more liberal Christian groups today, but even
different gods and goddesses were worshipped. There seemed to be no, or
very little jealousy nmpng the deities, and one temple might accommodate
vorshippers of several different deitiess In e Mithraeunts at Ostia s near
Rome, verious Téalien and Greck deities were vorshipped together.“2 Dis-
coveries have also revealed that at Carmntum in Pammonia, a Mithraeum and
& templo of Jupiter Dolichenus adjoined each other.®3

18:‘)1(10, Do 52.
19“1&-, PDe 58£f-

20p10 nature of this sscremental dram wao governed by the legend which
had become associsted with the deity. These legends are discussed below, be-

mng at pe 16,
21y meeting place of Mithraists.

22\ngus, ops cite, De 192.

23franz Cumont, The teries of Mithra, translated b me Je
MeCormck (chicagoz'm%'mm 8 Corpany, Cel » Do 178.
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But evch syncretisn did not alarm the devoteos of the nysteries as it

Would us today, because among them there was actually very little concern
for theological doctrine. With the possible exception of Orphism, end to
gome extont Mithraism, there was very litile concern for &n intellectual
appreciation of the religlon that the mysteries attompted to foster. Aris-
totle’s statement that 1t was umeceseary for the initiated "to learn any-
thing, tut ©o have their emtions stirred"™ my have been an overstatement,
but this does indleste that theologlical instruction occupied at best a se- |
condary position. Thie lack of emphasis on education and overemphasis on
emwtions was a matural outgrowth of the attempt of the mystery religloms
to present o sacramental drarne For in this worship great stress was placed
on experiencing with the eenses what the deity had done for mrn, and how mn
might enter into commnion with the deity. This lack of doctrine also made
it possible for various types of people 4o Peel ot home in the mystery re-
ligionss They did mot have to be perticularly intelligent, and in some
cases, notably in the mysteries of Cybele and Attis, they di1d not oven have
% be particularly virtuous.

In order to see how these gemeral features were expressed in specific
mystery cults, we shall consider the mysteries of Elcusis, of cybale,as
and of iithra. These three ere chosen because they represent, respectively,
a rather spiritual and morally wvholesome culli, a basically obscene cult,
and the pinnacle of development among the myctery religions. In additiom,
mmerous other mystery religions might be mentioned, the most common of

2 pngus, ops clt., pe 62,
25A180 yeferred to as The Grest Ibthor of the Gods, or as Mgm Miter.




16
Vhich were the cults of Orpheus » Dionysos, Isis-Osirls, Attis, and Adonis,
With the exception of the first mentioned, all the others revolved around
8 tasically Lmmoral myth, usually a varietion of the myth of Cybele.25

The Specific Peatuves of the Bleusintan moterie-o )Flf'('ial,m"b“% “{“[‘5“7“2 :

It would be aifficuli to date exactly the origin of the Bleusinian
nysteries, although it 1s generally agreed that they were of guite ancient
origine. Their name is derived from the fact that they were celebrated
metly at Eleusis, a city a few miles from Athens. The basic myth behind
this cult was as follows: One day, while picking flowers in the fieldq,
Persephone was cratched awvey by Hades and teken to the underworld. Her
mther, Demater, was so bereaved that she gave herself 4o comstant mourne
ing end sorrowing for her lost daughter. Demeter, however, was the god-
dess vho gave blessings to fields and crops that they might produce and
bear fruit. As a result of Demeter's grief, the fields and crops left %o
themselves failed to produces When the earth produced no fruit, starva-
tion threstened manlkind. In order to save the world, Zeus '.!nterfere@ and
arranged that Persephone should spend only four months with Hades, and the
remining eight months of the year with her mother, Demeter. Thus it was
thit '.r'nué Persephone wac with her mother, mature was Jjoyful and embled
the ground to produce, but vhile Persephone was in the underworld, mature
too, went into mourning. From this legend it is obvious thet the cult of
Elousis was originally agrarian. In time thece rites t¢ook on a more spiri-
tual nature. Initiation into the mysteries of Eleusis thereupon demnded

26mpra, p. 17.
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8 wore morally upright life in this world, and promised etermal 1life in the
next. Thus it is that an Eleusinian priest is recorded as saying, "Beauti-
ful indeed is the mystery given us by the blessed gods; death is for mortals
no longer an evil, but a blesina."27

There dogs not seem %0 have been any outstanding rite practiced by

the devotees of Eleusis. The emphasis was rather on contemplation and-at-
tempiing to achieve commmmion with the gods by learning of the mysteries.
The Elousinian mysteries tims represented less of a materialistic emphosis,
and were in general free from orgimstic or immoral Zorms of worship.

The Specific Featuyes of the Cult of Cyvele

The first orlental mystery religion to invade Italy proper was that
of the fertility goddess of Anatolia, Cybele. Somevhere in her history
she became identified with an Asia Minor deity Rhea, and thoreby assumed
the title, "Mpther-of the gods" or "Magma-dMaters:"28 Her cult reached Rome
at a time vhen the life of that city was in danger. Hamibal was at the
gates, and the people lcoked for a new delty on whom they could depend.
In 20% B.C., the black stone symbol of this cult was brought to Rome and
set up in the temple on the Polatine.? By a strange colnmcidence, Hammibal
was forced to return to Africa to meet Scipio Africarmus, and almost the en-
tire Roman populace rallied around this new goddess who they believed had
delivered them.

2TQuoted by Angus, ops clt., p. k0.

28a1ter W. Byde, Paganism ¢o Christisnity in the Roman Empire
(Philadelphie: University of Pemmsylvenis Fress, C.19B0), Ds H0s

2gordon J. Iaing, Survivals of Romn Religion (Hew York: Iongmns,
Gmn a’ﬂ UO-, 001931 F] p. E.
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The actual worship rites of this cult probably represented the depth
of orglastic devotion. They were the natural outgrowth of the legend which
bad grown around the goddess. Very briefly it was as follows; Cybele had
been in love with another Asia Minor deity, Attis, but the latter proved
unfaithfuls To show his remorse, Attis wept under the pine tree, and ul-
timtely enmsculated himself. However, Cybele intervenped, restored him
to life, and forgave him. This legend was re-enacted every year, particu-
larly by the priests of the cults In meddened frenzy they danced under the
trees cutting and mutilating themselves, symbolizing the suffering end
death of Attis. This sorrow suddenly turned to Joy when it was announced
that Attis had revived. Thereupon followed the Hilaria, a time when un-
bridled celebrations were allowed with no regard for moral or social de-
cency,3°

One of the peculiar rites of this cult was the taurobollum, a symbolic
btaptism in the blood of a bull, by which the initiate believed himself to
be rejuvensted and made an heir to immortality. This rite, and the entire
vorship of the cult was particularly strong at Rome.5l As a religio licita,
this cult remained in Rome till the end of the fourth century.

The SBpecific Features of ifithraisnm

Mithraism can be traced back to Zoroastrianism, a religion which be-
gan 1In eastern Persia around 1000 B.C. While Zoroastrianism was much more

397, @. Frazer, The Golden (Third reviced edition; London:
Hicmimn and CDo, e.lgn" 2 P. L

3%, p. Tock, "The Dove nt of Paganisn in the Romn Empire" in
The Cambridge Ancient Kistory (Wew York: MacMillan and Co., 1039), XII, 425
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otrongly monotheistic than other pagan religions of that time, 1t still al-

lowed for a muber of other divine beings, both good and evil, in the fornm
of a hierarchy. To understand the position of Mithra himself, he must there- |
form be considered in the light of the Zorcastrian hicrarchy. At the head
of that divine hierarchy was Infinite Time, who was later identified with
theGreakzc_r__m_nﬂ. He is often represented by a winged figure with the head
of a lion, encircled by & serpent. The son of Time ic Ahura Mazdae In
practice, he was really the chief deity of Zoroastrianism, holding a posi-

- tion comparable to that of the Greek Zeus. But there was ome other power,

e deity in his own right, called Ahriman, whose ainm wvas o spread evil |
throughout the universe, and thus foil the good plans of Ahura Mazda. Thia
very strong dualisn is basle o Zorvoastrianiom, ard was passed on to 1ts
successor Mlthreism, though it thereupon became 8lightly less emphasized.de
* Mithre himsel? was one of twenty-eight genii created by Alawa Mazda.33
0fficially he nover lost thils subordimate position, although in practice he
was vorshipped more than his superilor, Ahura Mazda, who was considered too
remote 10 be concerned with human belngs. Thus for example, Dariua Hystap-
ges (d.:85 B.C.) placed emblems of Ahura Mazda end Mithra in equal positions
on e sculptured tablet above his tomb.3" Iikewise, Artaxerzes Miemon
(2.358 B.0.) placed an imge of Mithre in his temple, and prayed jointly
to Mithra and Ahura Mazde.3” Upperrvst in the minds of those who worshipped

3%me avove iz based largely on Salomon Reimach, gus: 4 %
of Religioms, translated by Florence Simmonds (Wew York: Liveright gh-

ing Corp., ¢.1930); p. 72.
3%1131110:1, Pe 22.1;_., Pe IIBD

| 34 gomm M. Robertson, "Mithraism” in Rel g of the World
i (Iondon: George Allen and Company, Ltd., ﬁg, D 1%. T

3d1bia.
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Mithra vas the regard for him as the deification of light, particularly of
the sun.3® Originally, nowever, Mithra 414 mot hold this pooition. As
one of the genii, he was merely a radlant god who emerged from the rocky
wuntains every morning at dswn, and drove across the heavens with a tean
of four vhite horses.3T

As a created being, Mithra was believed to have had a definite life
of his awn.3a Though he wvas the created son of Ahura Mazda, he wvas gener=
8lly considered %0 be without mortal mother. One day, in some grotto or
cave, he isgued from a stone. When he grew up, he fought with various pes-
tileni creatures, among them & divine bull, whose blood, when spilled upon
the ground, rendered it fertile. In slaylng thie anirml, Mithra was aided
by his falthful dog who pursued the bulls While the bull was actually be-
ing killed, a scorpion was attacking its vital organs in en attempt to ssp
the bull's energy before 1t could be used to revitalize the ground. After
slaying the bull, Mithra ascended into Heaven, to watch over his followers.
This act of sinying the bull seems to have been considered the chief pur-
pose for which iMithwra vas born. For this reason, the most comon represen-
tation of Mithra in bos-reliefs and other drawings is that of Mithra slay-
ing the tull.3? Iikewise, the most comon object of devotion and conten-
plation in Mithrace wvas that of Mithra _tgmd:_o_m_s.l"o

3@11—1’ Ope. g_i-;t_., Pe 587.
3Tvid., pe 586+

30phe account of Mitinw's life as here given is largely based on
c‘m’ %‘ _c_?.j.o, PDe Bm-

399:_- Amtﬂ’-x Ae
bOmet 35, Mithra slaying the tulle
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The worshipy of Mithra as a god 2n his own right 1s of very ancient
origin. A cuneiform text, dlscovered at Pteriu, in the heart of Asia Minor,
shows that about fourteen humdred years before Christ, certain Hittite
tribes paid homge to Mithre, along with several other deities imported
from Indin.: The fact that the mame “Mlthridates” was in quite common
use as carly as GO0 B.C. testifies to the early spresd of Mithraiem.'Z By
500 B.C., Mithra hnd his own place"in'the Porsian Pantheon.’3

To these carly reofercnces to HMithre must be added the testimony of
the sacred writings of Zoroactrianism, the Zend-Avesta.’’ Although Mithra
is frequently referred 40 in the Zend-Avesta, the following quotations seem
to summrize the references, and at the same time indicate the wmy in which
the Zend-Avesta wanted the faithful o regard Mithra:

We cacrifice unto Mithre, the lord of wide pastures, vho is truthe-

speaking, a chief in assercblies, with a thousand ears, well-siapen,

with ten thousapd eyes, high, with full knowledge, strong, slespless,

and ever m:am.s"ﬁ
Again we veag,

We pacrifice unto Mithwa, the loxd of all countyries, whon Ahura Mazda

mede the most gloricus of all the heavenly gods. 8o may Ethra and

Almra, the {wo great gods, come to ua w&gh help. We sacrifice unto
the undying, shining, swifi-horsed sun.

%IResnnch, Oupheus: A History of Religloms, p. 65
!‘2Roberbsan, ope cite, De 198,

*3Reimach, Cults, Myths and Relimions, p. 180.

Whmo Zend-Avesta ims been variously dated. Frobably the correct ex-
planation is gilven by Reinach, namely that although some of the ideas arve
quite ancient, the text itself is, at least %o some extent, of Post-Chwris-

tian origin. Reinach, Cults, Myths and Relizion, p. 180.

Y5mme zend Avests, translated by James Darmesteter, Vol. IIT in The
Sacred Books of the ast, edited by Fe Mox Mueller (American Editlom;
York: The Christien Iiterature Cozpany, 1898), Mihir Hyayish G.

46102., Mihir Eyayish 7.
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Being a mystery religlon, Mithraism possessed a very intricate sys-
tem of initiation. Seven grades of promotion were strictly adhered to.
Although the rites commected with these degrees were to have been kept
secret, we nevertheless do lmow a few details about these degrees from
a letter of 3. Jerom-h'f The names ascribed to these grades were: ra-
ven, corax; secret one, nympbue; soldier, miles; lion, leo; Persien, Per-
Ses; sun-runner, Helicdromns; and father, pater. The desigmation raven re-
ferred to the bird through which Abuva Mizda sent the mespage to Mithra
that he should slay the divine bull. The secret one was probably thus
designated because he was veiled, and thus invieible to the vest of the
assembly. dJust what wes involved in attaining the degree of soldier is
told us by Tertullian, ac he admonishes his fellow Christiens:

For to him (the soldler of Mithra) vhen he is initiated in a cavern,

& veritable home of darkness, & crown ls offered on & naked gwoard,

as if in parody of martyrdom; this then is placed on his head, and

he is enjoined with his cwm hand to 1ift it from his heed and volun-

tarily 'if, t‘z:afnsf.-‘er it ©o his s_houl&er, ﬂgclar:lng that Mithra is his

crown. Taercafier he is never crowned.
Theee three grades, roven, secret one, and soldier, were preparatory grades,
ani did not entitle the devotee to fuil commnion in the mysteries. He be-
came a commmicent, & étéforros only with the Pourth grade, thet of 1ion.49
This was the grade to vhich the lower mystes looked forward, and that pro-
bably explains why the grade of lion is the st freguently memtioned in
inscriptions, and so of%en depicted in drawings. When the mystic attained
the grade of Persian, he dommed the Phryglan cape The mank of Father vas

%78t. Jerome, "Epistle ed lactam, CVII," Patrvologlae: Potrum Iatin-
orun, edited by J. P. Migno (Paris: neD., 1é5!t » XXIX, « Hereafter
Migne's Intin Edition will be referred toc as }MPL.

4o, "De Coroma, V", IT, 102.
%iu, %‘ ﬁ., pl 612.
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the highest attaimble, except for the unique position of Pater Patrum,
Wwhich gave one priority even over the fathers. Cumont holds that the
titles of Pateor end Pater Patrum were chosen from Greek political 1ife,
desigmting commnity officers who held office until death.”®

Before the coumpon m=n could enter into the mysteriles of Mithra, he
had %o undergo @ rigorous initiation. Various accounts of such initia-
tiono have come dowa to us, mmny no doubt exaggerated, even as pegan re-
Poris of early Christien activities were often distorted. The following
deucript:lonssl of initiatory rites ceem to be guite well attested: The
initinte, with eyes blindfolded and hands bound, might be forced to pass
through e flame, or in soms cases, 40 svim a river. Some initiates were
asked to jump down from a cliff, although this could not have been done
within the Mithreea as mwset of them were too small for this. A zelief
found at Heddernheim shows an initiate standing in the snow. There also
seems 10 be considerable evidernice that the neophyte wvas commelled elther
%o observe, or take part inm, a simlated murder, with the neophyte hin-
self in mwost cases serving as the "victim."2 When the neophyte was ini-
tlated, and whenever he later advanced to higher degrees, he had to be
baptized, usually with weter. >

500umnt, One .C_I_"l;:.-, Pe 15!5-0
5lpaged on DilL, ops clts, pe 612, and Angus, ope cite, p. 89

52Dhe Pact that when the emperor Commodus, on initiation, actually
cormitied a murder, he was regarded as polluting the chapel, seems ¢o in-
dicate that the marder was to be simmlated only, and not to be really car-
ried out.

531bre will be said of Mithraic baptismal rites in a later chapter.
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It scems o0 be 2 well epteblished fact that Mithraism was limited ex-
clusively 40 mles. Hovhere, in the hundreds of IMMithreic inscriptions that
ave extant, is eny mention mde of a femle initiate or of a priestess.’t
This exclusion of women is quite understandable. For one thing, Mthra-
ism wvas to a large extent a religion of the army end of those commected
vith the army. Furthermore, the initiatory rites of Mithraism would have
proved 4o be too rigorous for women. The wives of those who had accepted
Mithra wsually joined the mysteries of Cybele or of Isis. This accounts
for the fact that in Ostis, ncer Rome, one of the four Mithraic temples
practiced very close fellowchip with s nelghboring temple of Cybele.”?

Sprend of the Mystery Religions
Reasons for their Rapid Spread

It has been said thot "the ropld and amziag dissemimation of Mith~ “
raisn throughout the Vest remins ome of the outstanding phenomenon of
religious prnpoganﬂa."sﬁ Various reasons have been given in an attempt
to offer an explamation for this awrzing spread of Mithraism, and for that
mtter, of the other uystery religions as well. To fully understand this
development, i% s mecessary to conslider the conditions in the areas €0
viich Mithraism was gpreeding. IHere three main factors become important.
The Pelopormesinn War in Greece”! mirked the end of the wonderful clty-

SI}CEEDB‘&, Ope E!._‘!'._o, pe 173,
55pi1l, op. cite, Pe 591e
SGAW, Ope g_ﬁ., Ps 10,

oTy31-404 B.C.
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state system that had been developed in the Mediterranean world. The col-
lapse of this system meant also the collapse of the religion of the gods
Of the Pantheon thet had o long beer associated with the polis. Because
the state religlons hnd =0 closely allied themselves with the political
system, they hod become very popular as long as local armles were victor=-
lous. But becausce of this very association, the state religions had to
share in the political disintegration, mnd thus becane defunct along with
the city-etate system.

Another factor that prepared the way for the spread of the mysteries
was the mmification of the Hellenic world by Alexander the Greate It
would be impossible to overestlmte the effects of the lacedonian's con-
quects on lnter history and for the mystery religions end Christicnity
in particular. Alexander®s aim was to bring ebout a "mrriage of east -
and west"--%0 wake one cosmopolitan people. In doing this he not only
¢ave to his new world a more or less commpon language in the Xoine, and
an excellent system of commmnication; but as a result of these factors,
he also brought about "religlous syncretisn on e stupendous sca:le."ss
There was thus a large-scale religions "free-for-all,™ whorein only the
fittest would survive. Since the people of the east had begun to think
and act with the people of the west, and vice-versa, it was necessary
that any religion, to be successful, would have t0 be divested of all lo-
cal or ethnic entanglements. The mystery religions, with little emphasis
on doctrine, were willing to mke this sacrifice.

5CAngus, op. cite, pe 19
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A third factor that prepared the West for the influx of the mysteries
vas the growing sitepticiom about the gods of Olympuse Through the centur-
ies there had developed an almost endless succession of legends and nyths
8bout the gods, until the people weye forced to ack themselven, "Is it
really eo?" Experieace Imd shown that the mglc incantations and secret
oracles of the gods were not elways correct. This growing doubt in the

ninds of the people was fed by the reports of the black sins that besmirched
Olympuss Even the philosophers, in their quest for the ultimte reality
were villing to male thelr speculations without reference to the gods of
thelr forefathers.

This lack of yespect for the ancient deities only added to the spiri-
tual plight of men. Now more than ever, they felt a craving and a need for
@ods wiv would be caviors. This need was so strongly felt that the appel-
lation "savior” wvas given even tC cortaim men. The Athenions called Deme-
trius the Besicger "the only true god." Julius Cacsar was referred to os
"Savior and bemefactor,” and agein as "god manifest, the common savior of
huran life."??

However disagreed historians may be as o the factors contributing to
the successful spread of the mysteries, there is little disagreement as to
the immedlate cause for the spread of the mystery religiops, particularly
of Mithraisme There can be no doubt that the rapid spread of Mithralonm
was carrifed out largely by the soldiers. Plutarch, in his "Life of Pompey,"
states that in 67 B.C., Pompey tool some Ciliclan pirates captive and sold
them as slaves in various parts of Italy. The arrival of Mithraism in

Angus, Ope cite, pe 227,
ssDi]J., oD« E'!.::.-' Pe 501,
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Italy seems o be directly related to this evenmt.

Vhy vas it that the army should be the chief carrier of Mithraism? It
mst be remerbered, that to make up for casualties suffered by the Romn
armles in their eastern exploits, auxiliaries for the army were recruited
from among the conguered people. Cumont points out that rore soldiers for
the Romn armies were recruited from the comaanesl than from any other
area, and it was preciscly here that Mithyaism had struck i1ts deepest roots.
In addition, many recruits came from Cappadocia, Pomtus, Cilicia, all of
vhich, centuries earlier, had been saturated with Mithraien.2 e very
miure of the Mithraic religion, vhich even geve the name "miles™ o one
of its degrees, sppealed to the deepest military instincts of the soldier.
Thie then wes the religion timt the soldier of Asia Miror, wearing the uni-
forn of the Romn army, brought to the West with him. Uhen these same sol-
dlers werc sent out on dutles to new lands, they took their origiml reli-
gion with them. Asserbled under the shky of a foreign mation, eway from
home for many years, they would recall the legends apd beliefs of their
native lands, opd invoke the blessings of their own ged or gods upon their
new tour of duty. At the same time thoy did not limit their assemblies to
those of their ovm convictions, but left them open o all who were gemu-
inely interested, and thus Mithraism spread.

A typical exarple of how Mithraism could suddenly ergulf 2 new land
is represented by the province of Dacin. When in 107 A.Ds Trajon £imally
conguered Dacla after six years of war, the land had been reduced almost

63‘1'he erea around the source of the Euplwrates, north-east of Tarsus.
&mnt’ ﬂ- E'!.;t_l, PP Ligec.
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to a wasielani. He therefore commnied that it be repopulated from all the
territories of Rome, and be policed by the Roman army. The army was already
Mithraic. The civilians who heeded the cormend to emigrate were mstly cop-
tives and renegades originally from the East, vho were willing to go o this
nev land, while the Romen cltizens with s long ancestral history in their
mative Italy did not waut to leave their possessions so readily. The re~
sult vas that in Sarmizegethusa, the capital of Dacia, the second largest
Mithraeum that has ever been discovered wes erected.®3 Yet, Dacia contains
no evidence of such early Christian churches.

The gpread of Mithraism was very much aided by the imperial recogni-
tion which was accorded it. When Mithraiem firet entered Italy, it was
frommed upon, and therefore had to associate itself with the cult of Cy-
bele, which had already received official senction centuries earlior.St
About & century after its entry into Italy, Mithraism came to the attrac-
tion of the Emperor Nexro, who, it is believed, expressed the desire to be
inltiated into the mysteries of Mithra. When King Tiridates of Armenis
arrived in Rome, he brought his oriental religion with him, end probably
in oxder %o gnin the favor of Nero, considered Nero himself tO be an em-
vation of Mithra.5 e gemeral official attitude, however, remained ome ~
of disfavor until the accession of the Flavian emperors in 69 A.D. From
the begimning of the reign of Vespasian, therefore, the prestige of IMith-

raisn contimied to grow. PBefore the end of the second century, Marcus
Aurelins® had granted civil lmmmities in order o encourage the use of

63“16.., Do bk,
61’:[l:l 204 B.C.

Gscumnt’ oB. .c_iﬁo, Pe 85.
“161‘1&) A-D.
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the taurobolium.57 7he first emperor to become initiated into the rites of
Mithraicm vas Comwdus (180-192), and from his time on, Mithraism hed its
own chaplain in the palace of the nﬂrmzxa'n.'m-.68 The greatest support given
to Mithraism was that by Diocletian in 307 A.D. In that year, he, toge-
ther with other high government officiels, met at Carnuntum on the Danube
River %o dedicate a sanctuary to Mithra. In doing 0o, they proclaimed
Mithra ae Sol Invictus, and patron god of their empire.S?

The Ultimmte Extent of the Mystery Religions

The geographical spread and disgemination of Mithraism followed a
strange pattern. It had very early spread to Asia Minor, but before 67 B.C.,
at least, it was practically limited to that area. It did not seen to make
the sudden jump from 4sis Minor to Greece proper, that Christianity did
about & century later. The introduction of Mithraiom to the western world
took place via Rome,; not Greece. It is interesting to note that Mithraisn
never did become very popular in Greece, and very few traces of Mithraiosn
have been discovered there.!

Even from Rome, Mithraism did not spread out appreciably until the
latter half of the first century.ll After the fifteenth legion of the
Romn army returned from helping Titus capture Jerusalem, it was sent €0
the northern parts of the empire, and in this way brought Mithraism to Car-
mntum on the Dammbe River. Mithraism grew so rapidly in Carnuntum that

69‘“@5’ OD. ﬂ_‘l&_., Do 168.

). 5. Geden, Mithraism, Select Passages Illustrating (Iondon:
Society for Promt:{ng Christian Knowledge, Ce1025), De Oe

Tcuront, op. cit., pps 37-38.
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Within less than £ifty years of its inception, the third mithraeum had been
built there, the two previous ones proving too smll to accommodate the
wm:'shi.m;m.w.72

It would be impossible to list all the places to which Mithraism
gpread. By the time Mithralsom had reached its height in the early part
of the third century, it had saturdted what are today the Ballmn countvies,
including the civilized area north of the Damube. Italy was of course dot-
ted vith Mithraea from north to south. From Raly, the cult cpread into
vhat 1s today western Germmny, and also into southeastern Francs. The
greatest muber of Mithraea have been discovered in Germmny, particularly
along the east tank of the Rhine. Three lmportant temples have been ex-
humed at Heddernheim, north of Frankfort; end three others in Friedberg
in Hesse.!3 By the fourth century Mithraism had also spread o Eritain.
It 1s interesting to note that while Britain 1s oftten saild to have been
Christianized under the Romans, there are no definitive signs of Christi-
anity in Briteln ss early as the fourth century, while evidences of Mith-
raism t:\’:xm.'u:u:'s..'ﬂl A Mithralc inscription at Housesteads, in Hortimsberland
veads, "To the god, best and greatest, invincible Mithra, lord of ages."(7

Another at Xichester is dedicated ™Po the god the sun, the invincible Mithra,

the lord of the z::gess."T6

72!!'1&-, De L8,
7311)1(1., Poe 52.

Tp. P, Bruce, Light in the West, in The Spreading Flame (Grand Rapids:
Wue Be Eerdmans Publishing Co., Ce195%), De T9e

Trobertson, op. eit., p. 194
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If one were o list the moat important centers of Mithraism, he would
Probably have to begin with Rome, where nearly two hundred momments dedi-
cated to Mithra have been found.!! Nearby Ostia was also a stronghold for
Mithraism, T The largest known M:lthu;eum, as far as excavations have re-
vealed, scems to have been at the Baths of Carzcalla in Rome. 19 Carmntum
on the Danube, and Feddernheim on the Rhine have already been mentioned.
In Britain, the cult was represented chiefly in Iondon, and again elong

the Hadrien wall, vkere the Romen army vas statiomd.&

In Dacia, it was
primrlily the capital city of Sarmizegethusa that wac the stronghold of

l-ﬂthrai.sm.&

TiReimach, Qults, Myths snd Religions, p. 186,
733)'&3, OD« _(Eb_-, Pe 63.
Trmia.

BJBruce, OD. E}ﬁ., Pe TOe

alFor a more detailed look at the sprecd of Mithraism, and to gain an
over-all impression of its dissemination, the reader is referred to Appen=-
dix B,




CHAPTER IIX
THE COIFLICT TRTWEEN MITERAISM AND CIRZISTIANITY

The Unigue Factors of Mitizaisn
That Mede it Superior to Other Mysteries

In charmactorizing Mithraism, Dill says,

It 1o perhaps the higheet and most striking example of the last ef-

forts of paganisn 4o veconcile itself %o the great moral and spiri-

tual mwvoment which vas setting steadily, and with growing momentum,
towards purer concepiions of CGod, and of mn's relations to Him, end
of the 1ife to comc.
This is giving quite = bit of praise ¢0 a pagon religlon. DBut an honest
study of Ifithraism, particularly as it is conmtrasted {to the other mystery
religione, chows that such an opinion of Mithraisn is justified.

One of the most honorable, and therefore outstanding features of Mith-
Talsn wvas its high oysten of ethics.® In this my,.hﬂthra:lsm was distin-
galshed from the other mynteries. One reason that mkes it impossible far
mny other mystery religions to demnd a high level of nn::al living from
their menhers wno the fact that the deitles themselves were not free of
the passions characteristic of men. Sermpis was, for instance, both the
brother and the meritel mte of Isis. Attls was the lover of Cybele. Enal
found & mte in Astarte. In fact, o common feature of practically all

oriental and Greek religions of this time vas that therc was & male and a

loamel P21, Romn Socioty £rom Nero to Marcus Auvelius (flew York:
theiilian end cﬂ-' c.'f-955 s De 505,

Sfyanz Cumont, The Mysteries of Mithru, tremslated by Thomo J.
NeCormek (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, ¢+1593), pe 24Ts
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femle delty who were in some way considered married, and very oftem this l
relationship wae basically incestucus. IMithre, on the other hand lived
alone. In fact, 1% is quite ponsible that Mithraism demmnded continence
of all those who would hold the highest rank of Pater in the cult.3 This
is further evidenced by Tertullian's reports that the order had virginmsand
men voved to comtinence.? It s significant to mote that the Christian
church Aid not atiack Mithraism in the £icld of morals. In fact, one has
to look hard to find any definite accusation of immorality brought by the
cmrch fathers against Mithraisme This high regard for ethics in Mithra-
isn shows itself also in the fact thet although its initiatory rites were
mre prolonged and exacting than those of the other culis, they wore also
less orglastic, particularly when compared to the worship of the Great
Wother. Here for example, the priests, called Galli, indulged in delirious
dancezs vhile they lacerated their flesh with broken pottery and crude Imives,
end finally divested themselves of their rmnhood in imitation of the act of
Attis.?

One reason that the faithful of the other mysteries committed such
cruel self-mutilations and endured rigorous initiations was thet they were
attempting to appease their god, and by thus suffering with him or for him,

they hoped to achieve commumion with their deity.s But Mithra was a dif-

3§a19mn Reinach, Cults, Myths end Religions (Iondon: David Rutt Co.,
0l1912 » p. l

YPertullian, "De Praescriptionibus, XL," Patrologlae: Patrum Iatino
edited by J» P Migne (Poriss meps, 104%), zz,Tﬂ‘-ss. Tercafter Migne'o
Intin Baition will be referred to as MPL.

Ssammel Angus, The Re and Christianity (How York:
Charles scﬂmnr's'sm,%%

Gthis followship in the sufferings of the deity was actuzlly a cen-
tral feature. in 2lmost all the other mystery religions. Angus, The Mystery

Beligiong and Chxistlanity, pp. ix, X.
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ferent type of god. He was not bamically = god of wrath as were the other
deities. The very word Mithra means, in the mative Persian, "friend.”
Mithea's prime characteristic was his goodnees. Thus the Avesta says of
him: "I am the good protector of all creatures: I am the good savior of
all creatures.”! fAnd further it states:
Mithra vhose foot is ever lifted is a wakoful god, and watcheth all
things winceapingly. He is strong, but he heereth the complaint of
the weak; he mmketh the grass to grow, and he governmeth the earth.

e ic bogotten of wisdom, uaﬂ no mn decelveth him; he is armed with
the strength of a thousand.

Another fector that made Mithraism superior to all the other mystery
religions wes ite peculiar blend of philosophy, mmgic, and compn sense,
8o that it could have egqual eppeal for rich and poor, for the illiterate
and the educated, for the huvble and the sophisticated. Although Mithra-
ism wae thoologically weak when compared to Christianity, it was still
stronger thon the other mystery religions. This theology was basically
the ancient philosophy which stressed the four basic elerents of air, five,
water, and earth.” By perconifying Tine as the First Cause, and worship-
ing the sun, planeto, and constellations, it provided the intelligent end
the truth-zeeking mgl with sufficlent mterial for study end contenpla-
%ion. On the other hond, the compn mn was fortunate in having everything
deified. He zaw his religlous beliefs expressing themselves in the five
that cooked his meal, in the water he drank, In the air he breathed, and
Paf'ticuhﬂ.y in the light that arose every moraing. In addition, the very

Teited by Reimach, Cults, Myths and Religions, p. 180,
8!&7:’.&., De 181,
SCumont, The Mysteries of Mithwa, p. 1:8.
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effective pictorial dramtizations of the exploits of Mithra, demonstrated
in the services of worship, were able to win the hearts and convictions of
those who could not understand the intricacies of the theology of Mithra.
Thus Mthraism wns egulpped t0 win the interest of various classes of people,
and rise up head and shoulders above ony other religion that the mind of
mn had been able to develop. In fact, the religion of Mithra possessed
such superiority that of all the mystery religions, it presented the only
formidable rival to another new and powerful religion at thot time arising
from the Romn province of Palestine, the rcligion of Christisnity. Whe-
ther the chief tenete and customors of Mithraism were really so very simi-

lar $o those of Christianity will be discussed later. The fact bernins
however, that outwardly et least, there was a great deal of similarity, =o
mich 00 that both Justin Martyr and Tertullianll felt that the devil had
deliberately planned these similorities in order to confuse the Christians.
Before these similarities can be cerefully evaluated however, the points o?
alleged similarity mmst first be investigated and then compared to the cor-
responding teachings of Christianity.

Sinilarities to Christianity in Doctrine
Original Sin and the Hecessity for Forgivenesos

Thewe was one factor basic o the entive religion of Mithra, as it was
to the entive theology of Christianitvy. This was the factor of sin, and

10Justin Martyr, "Apologla I, 66-67," Patrologiae: Patrum Graecorun,
edited by J+ P. m&; (Paris: n.p:, 1357’. VI, « MHereafter Mipgne's
CGreek Edition will bte referred to as MEG.

11yp1, “be Praescriptionibus, XL," II, 54-55.
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the consequent need for forgiveness and redemptions The Mithraic concept
of sin wvas a matural outgrowth of its emphasis on dualism. Ahrimn, the
evil spirit, was constently at work putting evil in the hearts of men, and
IRn wae 0 a large degree helpless agninst him. Thus mn was by rature
sinful, and unless clesnsed by initiation into the mysteries he could not
hope to enmter etermal bliss.’® But Mithraism also recognized the fact that
8ll sin could not be blamed on Ahrimmn, for men themselves were committing
it freely. The fact that Mithraism sprend to the west at a time when the
cpinions of the gods of Olympus were at their lowest point mde thic cmpha=-

sis on 3in seem quite sensible. Thus it was that before one could even cn-
ter into full commmnion in the rites of Mithaxa, he had to undergo a certain
katharsis, a t:J.v:asn:\ts:!.ng;.13 A central emphasis of this cleansing was a conl-
plete confession of a*.nall" followed by a baptism vhich admitted the initi-
ate into the first degres of fellowship.

This strecs on the reallty of sin was of course not origimal with Mith-
ralsnme Already in the sixth century B«C., 1% had been brought from the
East to the Greek world by Orph:!.em.ls This cult, with its emphasis on as-
ceticiom, a purer mysticism, and on iniividual responsibility for sin, mde
o definite lasting impression on the western vorld. It was this impression
that Mithraionm strengthened and fostered.

Langas, The lystery Religions ard Christianity, pe 95.
1314d., p. 76,
m;_b_i_g., Pe 80,
5Tbid., p. 45.
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It would be extremely airficult %o ronder jJudgment on the similarity
between the concept of oin in Mitlrelom and the same corcept in Christion-
itye The problenm lies in the fact that very litile is Imowm of the real
thinking that lay behind Mithraiem's erpinsis on sin and persomal guilt.
¥We can never lmow whether Hithraion had anything identical to the Chris-
tian doctrines of hereditary gullt through Adem, or of the perfect ideals
of a holy God which mke the cmllest sin cufficlent cause for etornsl
damation. A% lsast one difforence does seem to be apparent. For the

Mithraist, especially during the later years of the cult's ewistence, his
initiation into the myatic rites of the tourobolium and the comvn meal |
not only forgave him hie #ins, but seemed to give him a kind of perfec~ ‘
tion, vhich meant that he was vevora for eternity.® ¥hile the Churistian
religion also taught that in Christ one could be reborn o cternal 1ife,lT

1% nevortheless also recognized the fact that even the Christian still

sinned aftor his :-e'i:rh.-t'.h,l'['x and that this sin vas Jjust es surely sin in

the eyes of Cod ces was the sin of one who did mot Imow Cod. Christianity
therefore seemed to take sin more seriously, It could do this becouse it

could offer a mwre positive plan of salvation than that proposed by MHith-

raism.
The Birth of the Deity

Tn trying to learn of the precise mature of the belief in HMithra's
birth, one is geverely handicapped Ly the fact that mo written record of

163, D. Tock, "Fhe Developuent of Pegsniom in the Romn Eipire,” in
The Cambridge Aucient History (Hew Yorks Miclillan and Co., 1939), XXX, Loh.

1TJomn 3:5€.
10romns T:15€.
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t'h_e birth of Mithra exists, not even in the Zend-Avesta. The legend of
his birth mist therefore be derived from bas-reliefa, which are somotimes
contredictory. Some sources claim that he was born of a virgin,19 othera
that he was born of a generative rock.2? The actusl belief in the minds
of the followers of Mithra probably was thet this generative rock was in
time considered ©o be his mother, but the best authorities discount the
idea of a human mother.°* The complete legend of his birth was probably
something Jike this: The generative rock gave birth to Ithra on the banlks
of a river, under the chade of a sacred tree. Soma shepherds, hiding ina

nearby cli.ff,&'? wvere the only ones to witness the event. In awve and wvon-

| der they drew near to Mithva, offering him the first-frults of their £lock
ané harvest as tokens of their respect. To protect hiszs naked body £rom Hhe
cold wind, Mithra cut branches of a fig-tree, ate some of the fruit, and

| with the leaves he mde himself clothing.23

It has been suggestedal* that the birth of Mitara thus represents an

earlier form of a legend which was later borrowved and revised by Chris-
tians 40 explain the humn origin of their Savior. Carpenter argues that
there is 2 contradiction regarding Christ's birth, since the gospel writers
say it took place in a manger,2” whoreas Justin Martyr20 and Origen?7 say

IoEavard ar-aenter, Pogan and Christian Creeds (Wew York: Blue Ribbon
Bookn, ce1020), 15%.

20cumwnt, The Mysteries of Mithwe, p. 131.

2lfteinach, Cults, Myths end Religions, p. 1E7.

22Ibids

23The sbove is based largely on Cummat, The lysteries o Mithra, pp.131£8.

Shwotably by Jokn M. Robertson, "Mithraism,” in Religious Systems of

the WOrld Tondons George Allen and Company, Ltdes M
Garpenter, » CPe cite, Pe 159,

25Take 2:7.

26ppg, "Dielogue with Trypho, IXKVIIT,® VI, 657.

27eg, "Contra Celsum, I, 51," XI, 64%.
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be was born in & cave.20 This however ic mot & comtradiction, but merely
e misunderstaniing of Palestinion life on the part of Carpenter. Such un-
derground caves were frequently used as resting places for travelers and
their beasts.">

Justin Martyr, writing around 150 A.Ds, saw also in the birth of Mithra
& similarity to a prophecy concerning Christ. Writing to Trypho he said,

And when in the tradition of the Mithraic mysteries they relate that

Hithra was born of a rock, and name the place vhere his followers re-

celve initiation a cave, do I not kmow that they are perverting ihe

eaying of Daniel thal "a stone was heun without hands from o great
mountein®?30
A closer look at this prophecy of Daniel reveals thet if the account of
Mithra's birth was %o be an imitation of the prophecy of Daniel, it was
indeed & very poor imitation. For according to Daniel, Christ Himself is
o be the "stone hewn without hands" whereas Mithra merely issued from a
rock, although he himself was not that rock.

The fact that shepherds were present at the tims of both the birth of
Mithra and Christ my also suggest o commz mythical basis for the two
events. However, in regard to the birth of Mithrae, one very strange part
of the account remins %0 be explained. Cumont points out that although
there were shepherds present at Mithra's birth (end therefore also herds),
all this allegedly took place before men and creatures had begun o dwell

on the earth.3t

28robertson, "Mithraism," in Religlous Systems of the World, p-210.

29)1£ved Edershein, The Life enl Pimes of Jesus the Messioh (Third
edition, Grand Rapm:,m- B, Eerdmns Publishing Company, 1953) IT, 185f.

30y, "Dialogue with Trypho, IXX," VI, 640,
3lcuront, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 132.
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£ further poini of difference betweern the accounte of the birth of
Christ and the birth of Mithra could be mentioned. Mithra's birth goes
without & written accournt, nor wes it ever dated. How different is the
account of the birth of Christ] The historian Iuke could record that the
birth of Christ took plece in the days of Caesar Augustus, at the time
vwhen Cyrenius was governor of Sy::ln.32 He 1s eble 4o speak as & man who
recalled the deys of Caeser Augustus, to follow men who were also famil-
lor with Auguotus and with Cyrenius. He therefore gave to the birth of
Christ a definite historical setting, not only in a definite place-=
Bethichem--but also at a definite time. '.T.'hi.a was never ¢one for Mithra.
The only commonly accepted points of similarity were his birth from a rock,
and his adoration by shepherds. The former has Leen shown 4o be completely
Gifferent from the prophecy concerning Christ, the latter has been shown
% be an Impoussibility.

Concept of Modiator Bebween Cod and Min

Becauce of the basic dualiem of Mithratom, i was matural that sooner
or later Mithra would come 1o te regarded as a mediator. ESome kind of
bridge was needed o span the distance between the all holy Ahuwra-iazda
and sinful man. Mithra, as the personification of light, seemed to be
the 1deal deity to bridge this gap. For just as, day after day, light
streamsd from heaven into this world, and was diffused cmong men, so the
pereonification of light was pictured as medintor, coming down into this
world. As light could not go from earth to heaven, but cams always from
heaven to earth, so too, the mediatorship of Mithra was considered to de

Rrake 2:1-2.
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solely & divine role, in vhich the benificent deity sought to help suffer-
ing man. Mithra himself was therefore frequently given the title xeri1ys-33

In precisely what act or acts of Mithra did his fumction as mediator
consist? Probably the very followers of Mithra were unable to give a
clear ansver to this question. While other mystery religions also had
mediating deitles, this mediation was also carried out by a definite act
of the deity, which usually involved his suffering and death, followed by
& %ype of remmction.:"!" The one possible act of Mithra to vhich his me-
diating function conld be related wvas s slaying of the bulle But even
here, we have been left with a very imperfect kmowledge concerning the
way in wvhich the slaying of the sacred bull was to be a man-redeeming acte
st attempts 1o explain this enigm have beem equally mystifying. Car-
penter for instence says,

The bull in heaven--the symbol of the triwphant sungod--and the

earthly bull, sacrificed for the @od of mmnity were one and the

same; the god, in fact, sacrificed himsel? or his represenmtative.35
The difficulty however, lies in the fact that the bull wmas not a deity,
tut rather o creature of Ahura Mazda.36 Cumont furthermore points out
that the exploit of Mithia slaying the bull originally had no connection
vith a redemptive act of any kind, and any associlation with redemption
came 2t a later date. The original purpose of slaying the bull was a
creative, rather than a redemptive one; one by vhich the earth would be
£11led with animls, plants and every good thing.3T It is doubtful whe-

33Robertson, "Mithraion,” in Religious Systems of ithe Worldd, p. 198.
34mms in the cult of Cybeles Supra, p. 18.

35Carpentor, op. cit., p. kb
36cumont, The Mysteries of Mithxa, p. 132.
3Tmia.
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ther, at the time Mithra was slaying the bull, mn was even created, and
if he was, he had mot yet fallen into gin.38

It appears therefore, that Mithra's medintorship wes not inseparably
comnected t0 any death and resurrection, but consisted rather in the mere
fact of his goodness, in the fact thnt vhile Alura Mazda wms too high end
exalied for man to approach him, Hithra himself was more umn, mre
friendly.

Chriat's office of modiator between God and mmn, as expressed by Him-
self, and by His apostles, was ingeparably connected to His suffering,
death, and resurzection. Josus Himself was constantly eware of this, and
fully expected it. Even in the face of the imperding suffering and death
at Jerusaiem He told His disciples:

Behold, we go up o Jerusalem; end the Son of mn shall be betrayed

unto the chief prieste and unto the scribes; and they shall condemn

hin %0 death, and shall deliver him to the Gentiles to mock, and %o

scourge, and to crucify himg end the third day he shall rise egrin.39

There is a btasic difference also in the medinting roles of HHithra and
of Christ as far as the nature of the salvation brought through this media-
tion is concermed. Tor the follower of Mitlra, as for a devotee of most of
the mystery cults, salvation consisted in being able to free himself from
the entanglements of the physical body, and in some way o0 achieve identi-

Pication with the de:lty.ho This concepi of redepption was netural 20r a

381bid. pp. 136-138. To add to the vagueness of the significance of
the bull’s death, the Zend-Avesta reports that the bull was %ﬁ%&%

shf.?;ﬁe;m é::g?:ﬁi ;ditiozgzi; % York: ﬁ? Chrictian t:ra:getego?z &
s Fargard gte

3mtthew 20:18-19
%Opngus » The Mystery Religions and Christisnity, p. 52.
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dwlistic system which regarded matter as basically evil, and spirit as
basically goods It is precisely in this area that the mediating work of
Christ is wst diamstricelly opposed to that attributed to Mithra. Chrict
did not come 4o lead man away from the entanglements of his body, in fact
He took on a humen body. He did not come to {each man to despise the
£lesh,* tut He Mmself became flosh and blood. 2 Tms slso Curist's
epostles did not advocate a redemption vhich freed the spirit from the
bonds of the flesh, but one which redeemed, and gave new worth to both
body and soul, to the total persom. Thus St. Paul writes, "For ye are
bought with o price; therefore glorify God in your body, and in your
spirit, vhich are t!iv.:!c'l.'la."""3

It would be impossible, and probably of little use, to list in de-
tall all the points of difference between the mediatorship attributed to
Mithra and that attributed to Christ. A thorough study of both concepts
however, will show a basic underlying difference wvhich is readily discern-
ible, though not always capable of expression and amalysis. The mediation
of Mithra iz from the beginning to end associated with maturalictic and
magleal factors. Its very indefinitencss is evidence of its legendary
origin, among poople of a pastoral goclety.™ The accomnt of the sacrifi-
cial madiation of Jesus Christ, hovever, reads like history, like the ace-
tual account of what happened t0 a Man, and of how men reacted to this

evant.

43rme wora 1s not used here in the theological sense denoting the in-
herent ungodly nature in mn, but rather the merve physical body.

4k2John 1:1%, "The Word became flesh, and Gwelt among uc.”

k31 corinthians 6:20.
Micumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 13k.




L
The Imwortality of the Soul and the Resurrection of the Body

There can be no doubt ebout the fact that the Mithraic emphasis on
the immortality of the soul, and t0 a lesser degree on the resurrsction
of the body, provided it with its strongest appeal to the world. This
doee not mean that the idea of the imrortality of the soul originated
among the followers of Mithra. The Romanc: had for centuries expressed
thic belief in thelr manes-cult, end even the Greeks had in variocus ways

evidenced this hope.!5 The recson that the Romn and Greek expressions

of thiz hope had not become to0 universally accepted was the fact that

they were umable to give it concrete, or for that matter even consistent, i

expression. Thus for instance, the shade of Achilles sadly spoke to Odys-

seus: "Speak not ligshtly to me of death, glorious Odysseus, For so I
might be on earth, I would rather be the servant of arother, of a poor

man vho had 18ttle substance, than %o be lord of all the dead.™0 mhe
other extreme is represented by one who had Pollowed the Orphic rites '
!.‘a:lthﬁz.liy. There the triumphant soul addresses the geds:
I come from the pure « « « « For I boast myself to be of your race
* « ¢« « I have escaped from the sorrovful weary round, I have entered
vith eager feet the ring desired. I have passed to the bosom of the
nistress queen of the lower world.t7
To this the god replies, "0 happy and blessed one, thou shalt be god

instead of mortel."8 Amidst the varying descriptions of immwrtal life,

L5Tn making these statements it 18 recognized that the ides of the im-
mortality of the soul lmd been expressed long before this in the Jewish
faith, but reference 1s here to Gentlle lands only.

kégoner, The Odyssey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, n.d.), Book XI, lines 488f.

3Tc112ford Moore, Ancient Beliefs in the Immortality of the Soul,

Vol. XXVII of Our Debt to Greece and Rome (New York: longmans, Green and Co.
001931), Pe 3.
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there were of course those who denied any possibility of lmmortality. Dill
records &s a rather frequently occuring epitaph, "Non fueram, non sum, nes-
cio." Another was "nmon fui, fui; non m, non curc." Some are even more
sensual: "My friends, while we live, let us live.” Of a veteran of the
fifth Roman legion it is recorded, "While he lived he drank with a good
will, "o

Into the midst of these contradictory and indefinite 1deas of immor-
tality, came Mithraism with its promise of a joyful eternal life for all
those who would be initiated into its mysteries, and a theology intricate
encugh to explain what this immortality involved and how it was possible.

Anzus points out that it was precisely in this "clear promise of a life
beyond the grave,” that the fascimation of Mithraism lay.”® Thus it was
that vhile the soldier of Mithra silently contemplated the tauroctony of
Mithra, he sav in it his own conquest over the difficulties of life, and
particularly his own victory over the powers of death. This faith is ex-
presged in the prayer of invocation in the Mithrasliturgle:

0 Iord, announce me to the greatest God, « « « I a man, N.N., son of
He¥., and born of the mortal womb of N.N. receiving the strength of
uy life from such seed, who after being born again of thee today, and
from among s0 many thousands having been elected by thee to immortal-
ity in this hour according to the plan of the surpassing goodness of
God, strives and long to worship thee with all his human powers.5l

When the emperor Juliar attempted to re-establiish the religion of Mithra
toward the latter part of the fourth century he wrote this confession of

49D111, op. cit., p. 499.

5%Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, p. 176.

21p1brecht Dieterich, Eine Mithraslitur third edition by Otto
Weinreich (leipzig, B. G. Teubnar, 1523), pp. 12f. Hereafter this edition
will be referred to as Mithrasliturgle.
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his own faith:

As for thee, I bave glven thee to come to the kmowledge of thy father,
Mithra. Reep thou his commandrents, and 0 procure for thysel? during

life a cable and sure anchorage; end when it 1c necessary for thee to

depart hence, thou shalt g with a good hope, having rendered thy tute-

lar god gracious 4o thee
The Mithraic cult thus offeved a clear belief in the Smmortality of the
soul. To us who are living in the twentieth century, this faith vhich
Mithralsm offered seems crude to say the least, but for the ancient mind
saturated with astrology and cosmic philosophy, this doctrine undoubtedly
had a very strong avpeal. To the doctrine of the immortality of the soul
as taught specificelly in Mithraism we shall row turn.

The docirine of the immortality of the soul as expressed in Mithraism
is based on its peculiar doctrine of the descent and ascent of the soul.
Briefly stated, this doctrine is es follows: In the presence of Ahura
Mazda, there are a large number of souls which he kas created. As a body
is brought into existence upon earth, a soul leaves the presence of Ahura
¥Mazda and descends to the body in which it 1s to live. In making this
descent, it travels through the gate of Cancer, through the spheres of the

seven planets, and as it passes each planet it becomes more and more adapted

to its future earthliy state.”3 When the individual dies s the soul leaves
1ts hwmn prison, and the evil spirits (devas) dispute with the emissaries
of heaven over its possession. If the soul had been stained by an impure
life, the evil spirite dragged it down to the infermsl depths, "where they
inflicted wpon it a thousand tortures or perhaps, as a mark of its fall,

52cited by Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, p. 1bl.
$3The atove is tased on Dill, op. cit., p. 690.




b7
it wvas condermed %o take up its abode in the body of some unclean anim1,"5%
If, however, the mon was faithful in the discipline and sacraments of
Mithraism, he will have prepared his soul so that, upon death, 1% will not
descend further btut will instead ascend back to the heavenly regions and
the presence of Ahura M2zda and Mithra. Probably one of the most intricote
and involved doctrines which Mithraisnm ever developed was that of the as-
cent of the sonl. A very good account of the belief in the ascent of the
soul is that given by Origen, vhen he quotes Celsus as saying:
There is an ascending road with seven gates, and an eighth at the ocum-
wite The first gate is of lead, the second of tin, the third of
bronze, the fourth of iron, the £ifth of mixed metal, the sixth of
silver, and the seventh of golde The Pirst is dedlcated ©o Kronos,
the lead syuboliizing the planet's slow motion, the second to Aphro-
dite, the reseniblance consisting in the bright and malleable nature
of the tin, the third, firm and resistant to Zeus. The fourth o
Heymes, in that like the iron, Hermes 1s the tireless and efficient
vorker and producer of wealth. The. £ifth €0 Ares, because of the
variable and irregular mature of the alloy. Thé sixth, of silver,
%o the moon; and the seventh of gold, to the sun, from the compari-
son of their colors.’?
Other accm.u:tssﬁ indicate that Letweon each of the above mentioned spheres
of the heavens, there was a laddoer. At the gate of each planet there was
an angel of Ahure Mizde standing guarde Only the initiate into the rites

of Mithra lmew the secret formilae which could appease the guardians.?!

Shoumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 1hk.
2516, “"contra Celsum, VI, 21," XI, 1325.
560umn1=, The Mysteries of Mithra, pp. .

5Ta considersble portion of the Mithrasliturgie is made up of prayers
and formulas that the devotee should use in r t0 galn entrance to the
varioue levels of ascent. These prayers usually consist in a commmnd to
the guardian spirit 4o be still, followed by the commnd to open the hea-
venly portal ¢0 the soul. In each of these prayers, it appears as though
the soul has the right to command that the porials bes opened, rather then
bave to plead for this. Mithrasliturgie, pp. 3-15.
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As the soul went through the different zones, it would rid itself of its
paseions and vices. To the moon it lost ita vital and mutritive enmergy,
to Mercury its desires; to Vems, its wicked eppetites; to the Sun, ito
intellectual capacities; to Mars, its love of war; to Jupiter, its ambit-
ious dreams; %o Saturn, its inclinations to0 evil. Finally, naked and
stripped of every vice and sensibility, it entered the eighth heaven to
enjoy eternnl bl!.ss.ss

Closely related to these beliefs in the immortality of the soul is
the picture of judgment day, and the resurrection of the 'boa? wvhich Mith-
rolism presented. HMithraism maintained that at the end of time, there would
be another great struggle between Ahure Mazda and Ahrimn, preceded by many
plagues cauced by the latter. In this battle, Ahure Mazda, with the help
of his archangelis will be victorious. Upon his victory, Mithra will des-
cend from heaven. AU the same time, a marvellous bull similer 4o the first
vhich Mithra slew, will reappear on the earth. Mithra will then raise wp
all the bodies of the dead, both of the good and of the evil, and will then
offer up the sacred bull. He will mix the blood of this bull with the jJuice
of the sacred Hoom?? and will offer this mixzture to all the just, thereby
imparting o them etermal life. All those who will have been ralsed will
assume their former appearances, and will recognize one another.eo Some
beliefs in comnection with the resurrection and judgment orve not alvays
1dentically expressed. For instance Reinach presents evidence for the be-

58Cumont, The lystexies of Mithva, pp. 1ib-245.
59The Hsom was the source of the intoxicating drink used by the Mith-

railsts to celebrate their commmion meal, The meal itself is discussed
1“1‘1'3' ppo 52f.

5°Angus aloo gives evidence of a belief that femily ties would be
maintained even after this resurrection. Angus, The Mystery Religions end
chri'tmtx. > 13 1.31-3.
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lief that although the wicked will be punished, this punishment will be
temporary only, and eventually, after a great fire, all the world will be
purified and even the wicked will unite in the adoration of Alura Mazda .5l
Cumont on the other hand shows that there was & bellef in the total amni-
hilation of the wicked.52

The doctrines of Mithraism regarding the immrtality of the soul, the
resurrection of the body and the final judgment have been treated as & unit
because they ere all so inter-related. To these doctrines we must now com-
pare the Christimn view of eschatological events. In doing this, we notice
that wnlike the other areas of doctrine, the eschatology of Mithrailsm con-

tains a considerable awount of detail on which the Christian doctrine does
not spealks The New Testament does state that on the last day Christ will
visibly return,®3 that e will raise up ell the dead,® that He will sepa-

rate thoce who believed in Him from those who did not arnd give to the be-
lievers eternel 1ife while the unbelievers will suffer etermal damation.S5 |
But the New Testament still leaves very mny guestions unauswered, questions
vhich Mithraisn attempted to answer in a positive way. There is, for in-
etance, nothing in the lew Testament to compare with the ascent of the soul

as get forth in the teachings of Mithraism. Even the events comected with

the final day of the Iord ave mot 50 clearly defined in the Christion faith

as they are for Mithraism. While Christ did give His disciples many signs

that would precede Hils second coning, He also said that His coming would

66
take place vhen it was least expeeted, "like a thief in the night."

romes S izmn Beseach, orpheust & Elstory of Beltglons, tranaisted
62cumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 1:6.
631uke 21:27.
6% corinthians 5.
SSiatthew 25:41-46.
661 Thessaionians 5:2.
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Mithraism however, there would be st least the concrete signs of a battle
between Ahura lMazda and Ahriman, the appearance of another sacred btull,
and, according to some reporte, the bearing of a messiah by a virgin on
the last aay.SOT

It has been said that its doctrine of the future life probably pro-
vided Mithrailsm with its strongest appeal to men, and therefore it is un-
derstandable that in this very area it comtained more specific doctrine,
mre facts vhich could be imparted to man, then in mmny other areas of its
limited theology combined. However, thic greater abundance of specific de-
tails docs not necessarily make the eschatology of Mithraism superior to
that of Christianity. There are in fact, several very basic differences.
While Mithraism keld that the wicked are eventually saved, or, according
{0 other reports, that they ere completely annihilated, Christianity sug-
gested neithey of these two ends for those who reject Christe dJesus Him-
self clearly stated that they that have dona evil shall go "unto the re-
surrection of dommation."08 For Be will say to them, "Depart from me, ye
cursed, into everlacting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels."S9

Apart £rom this basic difference, the general idea of a return of the
deity preceded by signs, of a £inal conflict between God and the evil one,
and of a resurrection of all the dead with eternal life imparted to all
the faithful is common to 'both Mithraicsm and Christianity. Other differ-
ences are in detail only, such as in the impartation of etermal life to

6TReinach, Oxpheus: A History of Religlons, pe 68.
6830nn 5:29.

mtthew 2541,
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the faithful Mithraists by drinking a magic potion—a feature entirely
lacking in the Christian picture of eschatologys Also lacking is the re-
sacrifice of the sacred bull. A corollary to this might possibly be that
Jesus Christ would again return to bs sacrificed once more, but this thought
is also foreign to the Holy Scriptures.’C The dscision as to whether the
mere fact that the eschatologies of Mithreiem and of Christianity are at
least somowhat analogous proves a basic similayity or a possible case of
borrowing will be left to a later section.

Similarities to Christianity in Practice and Customs
A Baptism as an Initiatory Rite

The association of a washing in water with a spiritual regeneration
was by no means limited to Mithraism, much less to Christianity. It was
in very comon use by almost all the mystery-religions. Thus, for in-

stance, Tertullian states:
In certain mysteries, e.g., of Isis and Mithra, it is by baptisnm
(per lavacrum) that members are initiated. « « «» In the Apollinare
ian and Elsusinian rites they are baptized and they imagine that
the result of this baptism is regeneration and the remission of
the penalties of their sins.7l
Similar washings were in use long before the mystery religions adopted
them, although not always with the identical spiritual significance ate

tached to them.72

"ORabrews 9;28. "So Christ was once offered to bear the sins of
manys and unto them that look for Him shall He appear the second time
without sin unto salvation."

Tlypr, "De Baptismo, V," I, 1312-133 "De Praescriptionibus, XL,"
IT, S4-S5e

T21avitious 16124285 2 Chronicles Ls6. Thus the command of John the
Baptist to be baptized was one which could readily be understood by all.

—
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Mithraic haptiom vac sometimes carried out through sprinkling, bhut
more frequently through total immercion of the neophyte-ﬁ It appears as
though this beptiem was repeated frequently,Tt probably es the mystic sd-
vanced from oxe grade to the nmext. wWhen the mynstic was received into the
order of Iion, however, he was not baptized with water, since the lion
symbolized the principle of fire, end water wonld be its enemy. There-
fore, to preserwve the mystic from oin, honey was applied to his hands end
to his tongue.!” It has also been pointed out that initiatory bapticm in-
%o some of the lower grades was accorded even to mle children.76

In comnection with the water boptism of Mithrailsm, one other type of
boptism must be considered, that frequently referred to os the taurobolium.
In oimple terms this meant that the initiate was "baptized™ in the blood
of 2 bull. This taurobolium was not originel with Mithraism but was pro-
bably borrowed from the cult of the Great Mother, who in turn borrowed it
from earlier Cappadocian wsteries." For this rite, a crude trench was
dug, over vhich planke were loosely laid with considerable spaces between
thems On this platform the sacrificial bull was slaughtered, with the
blood dripping down onto the initiate who elther st00dTS or reclined be-

l1ov.T? The classic eccount of what this teurobolium was lile comes from
the pen of a Christian poet, Prudentius. He writes:

Tangus, The Mystery Religions end Christisnity, p. 89.
T:Cumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 157.

T1b1a.

T6Xbid., pe 156.

TTIbid., p. 150.

7eAngus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, p. 9.
Tcwwont, The Mysterles of Mithre, p. 180.
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Through the thousand crovices in the wood, the bloody dew runs down

into the pit. The neophyte receives the fulling drops on his head,

clothen and body. Ho leoans baclsmrd to have his cheek, his ears,

Big lips and his nostrils wetted; he powrs the liguid over his eyes,

gﬁa iog; 11?&1:5'1?::11%& his g]nta, for he moistens his tongue with

: gerly.

Cumont conclndes his description of this act by o statomont vhich would
IDre neayly swmnrize our reaction. e calls the tourobolium "o disgust-
ing showor-tath of lutewwern blood."S! Purificd by this bloody act, the
initiate then stepped forth to be greeted by the spoctators, id.th the £im
belief that ho had been thus purified from his oins. As a "tauwrobolati”
he was weborn fron sin for a period of tuwenty year.ag By the time of
Jullan 1% wac held that such o one was roboyn for eternity, "remtus in
aetormm. 03

A preat deal of speculation has been employed in search of the oignt-
ficance of tho bull for thio cacred act. The met obvious and logical s0-
dution would be to relate the slaying of this sacred bull with the slayig
of the tull by Mithza. It hao been argued, however, notably by Rovortsonth
and CarpenterSS that o zodincal inteorpretation mwot be given to this act.
8ince Mithim was basically o sun-deity, perticular significance came to be
attached to the poriod of the year when the sun was at the verml cquinon
These mon argue thet the oun originnlly ontered the sign of the bull in

the zodiac at that very time, and thorefore the bull wms glven opecial

80gnoted by Franz Cumont, The Orfontal Religions in Romen Pagmnisn
translator not samed (Chicago, Fbe Opan Gourt Pubiahing Company, oo1911),

Pe G6.
81;9_1_._:1_. » De 208.
@ock, ope clte, pe 120
Brn1a,
'nobertson, Mithseien, in Religious Systoms of the World, ppe 200-02.
85carpenter, ops cite, Do BTe
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slgnificance. Due to the precession of the equinoxes, in the course of
about two thousand yesrs, the sun began to enter the siga of the ram in-
stead of the bull at the vernal equinoxs They claim that thic accounts

for the occasionmal substitution of a ram for & tull, mking & criocbolium
instead of & -bzu.r:;u—ibo11.111:\-86
Outvnrdly there was probably very little difference between the water

baptisms the Christians performed apd those employed by the Mithreists. Doth

exployed immersion as well as sprinkling, depending upon the circunmstances.
Tor this resson, it has been sugpested that the specified formla “in the
mame of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost,"ST was used o
desigmate and o differentiate between +the Chriction bepticm and the bap-
tion of these pagan culis.®8 Ono must admit thevefore, that when Christ
gove Mie disciplos the commnd 4o baptize, He was not asking them %o pere
form an act vhich would alimys be the singular property of the Christisn
Church. As for as outward comparisons between the baptism of Mithraisn
and that of Christianity are concorned, the only possible one that would
be obvious would be that whereas the baptism of Mithra wos ropeated fre-
quently; that of Christ was performed once, and its efficacy lasted for
life. A comsideration of the basic theological differences between the
wo baptisms, the differences in meening and purpose, will be considered
along with a comparison of the commmion meals of the two religlonse.

86notn Carpenter and Robertson also argue at length that there was a
direct ossociation Detween this siaying of & ram, and the 013 Testarent
sacrificess However, many of their arguments become extremely maive, vhen
Carpenter for instance ceys that the reason Moses chided the children of
Israel for mking the golden calf was that they were thereby signifying
they were s£till devoted to the bull in the zZodiacal system, whereas the
time had already come when the sun was entering the sgnafthemmatﬂa
vernal aﬁino:: and they should therefore cdjust their sescrifices accord-
ingly. rpemt.er, ORe 5_:!.;!:;_., De h‘ro

ETiptthew 28:19.

88prancis Pieper, Christian Dogmties, translated by Walter Albrecht
(8t. Touls: Concordia Publishing House, c1958) IIT, 250.
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A Commmion Meal of Bread and Wine

One of the most common rites of Mithraism was that of the compn meal
consieting of bLread and a mildly intoxicating drinke. When Mithroisn wms
8till developing in its mative Poersia, the custom was for the celebrant to
consecrate bread and vater mixed with the intoxicating Julce of the Haomz.
Thersupon he would eat this meal, sometimes alono, sometimes together with
his fellow-rorshipperse In the west, grepe wine was substituted foy the
Haom, because the latter was unlknowme

We Imow very little of the mmmer in vhich the Mithraic commmion was
celsbrated. Cumont, however, shows an interesting bas-relief that my re-
present one metnod of celebration. Two people are stretched out on o low
couch. BRefore them are four tiny lgaves of bread, each one marked with o
crosd.. One of the initietes is holding a drinking horn, vhich undoubtedly
contalns the consecrated wine &)

T4 has been suggested®® that Ste Paul was familiar with this custom
of the lMithraists and therefore werned the Corinthian Christians against
taking part in the practice when he wrote, "Ye cammot drink the cup of the
Iord, and the cup of devils: yo camnot be partakers of the Iord’s table,
end of the table of devils."9! Whether or not Paul was here actually re-
forring to the mystery religions cammot be lkmown with certainty, although
the possibility of such a reference is stromge It is certain, however,

89cumont, The Mysterics of Mithra, pe 159.

angao, The Mystery Religions and Christisnity, p. 128.
211 corinthiens 10:21.
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that the church fathers vere very well acguainted with this commmion of
the Mitlnaists. They must hove recognized these similarities, and there-
fore coumtered with the accusetions that the devil had produced these si-
milarities. Thus Justin Martyr writes of the Ioxd's Supper:

Vhich the wicked devils have imitated in the mysteries of Mithras,

commnding the same thing o be done. For that bread and o cup of

wvater are placed with certain incantations in the mystic rites of

one who is being initiated, you either kmow or can learn.92
Iike the commmmion observed by Christians, this rite also was allowed only
to those who had reached z certain degyee of followship. The commmion of
Mithra was ot given 0 one until he had veacked the stage of Lion.93
Thereafier he ws called a perticipant, a/lEZéXOVf"S It

Thoere seems 4o have been a2 similarity also in the actual occasion in
the life of the deity to vhich this sacred moel was to xefer. When Jesus
inotituted the Iord's Supper for His church, He was with that celebrating
His farewell meal with His disciples, after vhich His early activities
would come to their climetic end.95 For faithful Mithrailsts, the sacred
meal was also a remeubrance of the last meal which Mithra ate with Hellos,
to mark the completion of his earthly .dttb:l.ea » efter which he ascended back
0 Atura Mazdn.98

The very severe cherge levied by Justin Martyr, nanely that the Mith-
raic commmion meal was a MMMtim of the devil, shows that it was

S2y@g, "Apologla I, 66," VI, 430.
933111, Ops 9_;15_-’ De 612.
Sice. the Christlen term, "commnicent."

Poatthey 26.

9% ritz Damml, Dag Heilipe Mahl im Glauben der Voelker (Gueterslok,
Ce Bertelommnn Verlag, C.1950), De G2,
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precisely at this point that the similarities between Mithraism and Chris-
tlanlty seemed the greatest, at least to the outside cbserver. But to
fully evaluate these similarities one mist go behind the outward forms and
compare the significance vhich wvas attached to these acts, as well as the
benefits which the faithful hoped 4o receive from thems Perkaps the prims
benefit that the Lszefovres of Mithra hoped o receive from their sa-
cred meal was the gift of imwrtality.?T While they undoubtedly also fre-
quently acsocinted more mterial benefits with the reception of the bread
and wine such as health, prosperity; wisdom, and protection against evil
spirits,?8 it nevertheless seems that the real import of this sacred act
Was directed toward the life 4o come. Ilow 1t my be said that the Iord's
Supper as instituted by Christ also indirectly offers ctermal ife as onme
of ites benefits. It does this however, not because of the mere eating of
the bread and drinking of the wine, but rather because of the :'elatic.::;uhip
of the sacroament to the atoning work of Christ, as performed in His life,
death, end resurrection. dJesus Himself, in instituting the sacrament re-
lated the drinking of the wine dirvectly to his own death: "This cup is the
aew testament in my blood, which is shed for you. "9

Along with the promise of immortality, the Mithmaic rites of initia-

tion, both those of baptism end of the sacred meal, proposed to effect a
union of the perticipant with the deity. This was in fect the expliclt

9Tcuront, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 160.
9&111, Che ggb_., Pe 613-
99Inie 223120
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purpose of these initintory rites. The rasult is, as Dieterich said, "Die
Mysten sind in Gott oder Gott ist im ihnen, sie wexden seine Kinder oder
seine Brueder."l? mhis very belief 1a expressed in the Mithraslitwrzie,
vhere the supplisnt prays, "abide with me in my soul: leave me not™ and
“tnt I may be initiated and thet the holy spirit my breathe within me,."101
Some anclent inscriptions indicate a vellef in a complete ldentification
of personallity with the deity, oo that the initiate even loses his ovn
identity.1% It mwst be admitted that Paul also expressed & certain come
mmion with God as being the result of the sacraments, both of baptism and
of the Iord's Supper. With regard to beptism, for instance, St. Poul says,
"or as mny of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ 203
A type of commmion with Christ is also implicit in the words of the inoti-
tution of the Iord's Supper, "Take, eat, this is my Body."1%% itny other
statements in the Tow Testament also speak of the intimte relationship
between Christ ard one who belleves in Hime dJoesus Himself prayed that His
wish might be fulfilled: "I in them and thou in me,"295 Poul said of him-
self, "I anm crucified with Christ; novertheless I live; yet »ot I, but
Christ liveth in me,"200 and of his fellow Christiens he eaid, "For ye are
dead, and your 1life is hid with Christ in God. "107

00 thresliturgle, ppe L74-T50

1013bids, pe B, ke

10neus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, p. 102,
103galationg 3:27.

Ll tthow 26326,

105Johm 17:23.

10Ggalatians 2320,

0Tcoloasians 333
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For Ste Poul this commmion meant o very close persomal relationship

between Christ and the believer, but it did not mean a complete identifi-
cation. The Christian became lilke Christ, but he did not become Christ.
The initiate into the rites of Mithra on the other hand would cay of his
god, "“lhou art I, and I am Thoue"98 gt. Paul had very valid reasons for
stressing his persomal commmion with Christs e hed himeel? experienced

o miraculous conversion on the road to Damscus.® There he had person-
ally seen Christ end. heard Him speak to him. From tiat day on he felt

that whethor ke lived or died he belonged tc the Iowd. But this was only
because Christ had reached down and rescued him, not because he had clinmbed
up and found God. Although Mithra held the position of Mediator, this con-
mwion with him was the result of mn's striving for union by becoming ini-
tiated into the mysteries, mot because of any gracious descent on the part
of a deity.

Ubon a closer study of the sacrements of Christisnity and those of
Mithraism, a further basic difference presents itself. There can be no
doubt that the Mithraists believed in the ex opere operato effectiveness
of their beptism and of thelr commmmion meal. This was true of all the
rites of the various mystery religions. They always supposed a magical
intervention, not clearly understood, but surely believed to be present.2il
Because of this mmgical association, it wos necessary for instance, in the

108auoted by Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, p- 291.
mActB Qe

110fenry Sheldon, Few Testamont Theology (Wew York: The Miciillan
Company, c+1913), pe 363

o g —
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Eleusinien nysteries, that the formilae connected with the rites should be
pronounced with the correct intomation, lest they be of 10 value.lll For
this reacon, it wos absolutely essential that the rites be performed omly
by prieste.2

Those who asgume & close relationship between the sacraments of the
nystery religions and those expounded by St. Paul operate on the principal
that Bt. Paul himself held the ex opore operato view of the secremento.
There is, howaever, no sugport in the Pauline cpictles for such o view, and
there 1o a great deal that speaks ageinst it. The fact that St. Paul was
mot such o “sacramentalist"l13 is shown alresdy in his ettitude toward
circumcision:

. Ho is not a Jow which is one outwardly; nelther is that circumcision
vhich is outwmzrd in the flesh: but he is a Jow, vhich is onc immardly;
and cirg;nciaion is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the
letter.tdt

Or again he says, "In Jesus Chrict neither circumcision availleth anything
nor uncircumcicion, bus faith vhich worketh by love."l5 Paul wac mot con-
derming circumcision as being evil or harxful, but was merely ctating that
the mere rite was of no value, and that vhother one was circumclsed or un-

cireumcised, God would still Justify him only through faith.l16

Llfenry Sheldon, The } Religions and the New Tostament (iew
York: Abingdon Press, c.1915), ps 31s

H2zammel Angns, The Quests of the Graecco-Romn lorld
(Ionfon: John Murrey, c. [+ 5)8

1137he term 1o here used to desigmate one who attributes salvation ®©
the mere outwerd performmnces of the sacraments.

Re
3 Pe

Wiomans 2:26-29.

I5gaintians 536,
16zomns 3:30.
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Particularly with regard to the doctrine of beptism it has been al-
leged that the Pauline expression of that doctrine indicates sacremental-
Ism. It 1z true that Bte Poul says, "we are buried with Him by baptiom
into death," T wut the expression "by baptisn” does mot mean that it is
the mere act of applying water o0 @ person that gives to him the benefitc
of Chrisi’s death and reswrrections For St. Poul there is one thing that
mias the work death snd resurrection of Chriet valid for e personm, and
that is hic Paith. 18

The passage vhich is probebly most quoted o0 show that St. Psul be=-
lieved in the ex opers operato efficacy of the sacraments is 1 Corinthians
15:29, vhere Paul opeaks of a baption for the dead (Jurziuu Smip Tdv vexpiv)
vhich my have been a custom of the church at one time. It has never yet
been conclusively determived axnctly vhat the mature of thic cuntom was,
and therefore it is not loglcally sound 4o use this passage to attemmt to
prove Pavlls gacramentalism. Even if this were & common custom of the
Corinthion Christians, St. Paul does not in this pescage in any way sanc-
tion 1%, btut merely uses it as an exasple %0 show the inter-relation of the
resurrection of owr bodles to the reswrection of Chriat.ll® It is tims
impossibie to prove from the Hew Testament that elther Jjesus, the dlscil-
Ples, or the &postle Paul considered the sacraments to be efficacious by
the mere outward performing of the act, as was the opinion held by the fol-

Iovers of the mystery religlons.

11830mmna 3:28,30; Ephesians 2:8.

UOmhere seems to be evidence that thio custom of baptizing for the
dead becomo quite wide-spread after the time of the apostles, so that it
had to be officially condemmed at the Synod of Hippo in 393.
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Another point which speeks against any sacramsntalisn in 8¢, Poul is
that he never confined the administration of these sacraments ¢o 2 priest-
hood. In the mystery roliglons, also in Mithraiam, this was one of the
specific functions of the pater.’®® It is cignificant, howaver, that mot
once doea the Hew Testament mention priests ac belng among the “gifts™ of
Christ o Hiz Chuvch. The only "priests” in the Christien church are the
people vho have come £o foith in His atonement.i2l

Furthermore, it chould be moted that S5t. Peul nowhere ascribes an ab-
solute necessity to elther Laptism or the Iord's Supper. If baptism had
been en absolute necensity for salvation, it would have been an admission
of negligence for St. Poul to stats, "I thank Cod that I baptized mome of
you, bub Crispus end Gaius.™22 Even Jesus refused o proncunce on the
absolute recossity of baptisn vhen He sald; "He that believeth and is bap-
tized ghall be saved; but he that beldeveth not sholl be Gamed.™23 The
same lack of absolute necessity is true of the Ioxd's Suppor, by the very
fact that those who receive it are to first examine themelve,:‘a"' and
this automtically excludes e considerable muber of people. In the mys-
tery religions however, these rites of initiation were absolutely neces-
gary, especially thet of Baptlsme 25

120pngus, The Religious Quests of the Gracco-Romen World, p. 199.
1213 peter 2:0.

1223 corinthians 1:1k.

L3hprk 16116,

1243 gorinthicns 11:28.

123nngns, The Mystery Religiono exd Christianity, p. 253




63
The Observance of Sunday as a Day of Worship

It has frequently beon suggested by mny historians’26 that almost
ell of the present festivals observed by the Clhuwristian church have their
origin in corresponding pagen festivals of pro-Christian times. Although
it wuld be impossible to consider every mjor and minor church festival
from this angle, it my be well to consider the three deys to which pegan
origins are mst irequently attributed. These are Sunday as the weekly
day of worship, Christins, and Easter. In mking this study, one ic un-
der & much more gericus handicep than in the study of the actual theologi-
cal Geachings of Christianity as compared Lo Mithraism. For the cholce of
coertain days on which to worshilp are mtiers of pure custom, and the Scrip-
turee do not promounce any regulations governing the cholce of such days.
The Christion colobration of these days can therefore be considered only
from the viewpoint of vhat the early Christians aid, rother than from wint
Christ cormmnded them to @0, for it is extemely doubtful that Christ cver
gave such commnda.

It scems 40 be an establichod fact that the first day of the week,
Sundzy, was for meny centuries before Christ, especlally devoted to Mithre. 27
This geems to be guite understandable since Mithre was primrily a sun-god,
and therefore his day should be the Sun-day, a mame waich we still apply ®
that day in our owm times. Jesuc Hlmself, for practical reasons, and also
o fulfill the requirements of the lMosaic Inw, observed the Sebbath es the

126) typical exmiple is Je Ge rmzer The Golden %(Thirﬂ revieed
edltion; Iondon: MacMillan and CO., Ce1OY ). Part IV,

12Tp111, op. cits, e 61l
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day of worship, 2 end as a day on which to preach o others.129 st, Iuke
records that ac late as the secopd misgionary journsy of St. Paul, it was
custorary for prayers to be offersd on the Sabbath;130 and that 1t was also
Bte. Paul's habit %o speak t0 new prospects on the Sabbath, probably because
et that time they would be gathered together in one place.

In time, hovever, the Sabbath came to be more and more a distinguich-
ing mrk of those who wanted to make of Christlanity a form of nedo-Juiaiom,
and 8%. Paul therefore was compellied to sey, "Let no man therefore jJudge
JOU « o o in raspect of & holy G2y « « « OF @ sabbeth day.™31 Tms 1t be-
canz more and umore commpn %o observe Sunday instead of the Sabbath as the
Iord's Day. By the time of St. Paul's third missiomary Journey, it was al-
ready commmn practice among the Christians to ussenble on the first day o
the weel:, both for wovehl) and for the celebration of the Lord's Supper.
Tims we read, “And upon the £irst day of the week when the disciples came
together ¢o break bread, Paul preached unto them.":32 By the end of the
Tirst century, the first day of the week is actually designated "The ILord's
Day."133 gme writinge of the Post-Apostolic fathers contain frequent we-
ferences 4o Sunday as the accepted day of worship for Christians.

What 4s of more interest to us, however, is the type of reasons the
fathers gave for preferring Sunday over against the Sabbathe Writing to
the Magnesians early in the second century, Igmatius speaks of "the Iorxd's

1281k 1116,
L29pri 6:2.

130 cta 16:13.
13icolossians 2:16,
132pcte 20:7.
133Revelation 1:10.
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Day, on vwhich our life %00 rose through Him and His deathe « . ."m Dur-
ivg the first half of the second century, Bermabas wrote, "This is why we
also observe the eighth day with rejoicing, om vhich Jescus also rose from
the deads o+ o+ «"*3% Ope of the most significant references to Sunday in
the second century, and one vwhich states also the reasons why the Chria-
%iend chose this day is that made by Justin Martyr. He is describing a
Sunday Service of worship in Romo:

And on the day called Sunday, all vho live in the cities or in the
country gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles
or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits;
then when the reader hms ceased, the president verbally instructs,
and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. Then we all rige
together and pray, ard, as ve before said, vhen our prayer is ended,
bread and wine and vater are brought, and the president in like mn—
ner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according ¢o his ability, and
the people assent, saying "Amen."; and there is a distribution to
cach and a participation of that over which thanks have been siven,
and %o those who are absent a portion is sent Dy the deacons. « o » 136

It is apparent therefore, that by the middle of the secord cemtury this
congregation was observing a fairly eompie'l:.e worship service, together with
the celebration of the Iord's Supper every Sunday. Justin Martyr then goes
on %0 give the reasons for selecting Sunday for this worshilp:
But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our cormon assemidly, bacmse
1% 1o the first day on which God, having wrought a change in the dark-
ness and mtter, made the world; and Jesus Carist our Savior on the
same doy rose from the dead. Tor he was crucified on the day before

that of Saturn, and on the day after that of Saturn, which is the day
of the sun, kaving appecred to His epostles and discipless ¢ » «"137

134 etter of Ignatius to the Magnesiens IX, I," in The Apostolic
&gh_e%o)s_, translated by Edgar J. Goodspeed (Wew York: Harper and Brotaers
Ca 155

135"Ietter of Barnabas XV,9,” in The A lic ruthera tmnshted
by Edgar J. Goodspeed (lew York: Harper and c...95

136ypq, "spologia I, 66," VI, 430.
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In view of the fact that Sunday had for cemturies previously been de-
dicated to the worship of Mithra, and that the Chrictian apologists never-
thelees propose entirely differemt reasons for having eh;:m Sunday as their
day of worship, the gquestion presents itself, Juet why did the Christians
decide to vorship on Sunday, insteed of any other day of the week? It lms
been suggested that St. Paul is the first one who began to use Surday as a
day of worchip, and that cince Mithraism had been strong in Asia Minor,
particularly at Tarsus, the place of Paul's b:lrth,l38 the apostle directly
borroved the use of this day €rom the Mithraiste, in order to replace the
Babbath.?39 7Tt should be noted, however, that the use of Sunday for wor-
ship was begun during the second missionary jJourmey of Paul, or even before
that time. Since Paul was constantly traveling at this time, it would have
been impossible and ispractical for hinm to try to limlt his services to
Sunday. Furthermore, S5t. Paul who wrote to the Colossions ¢o be on their
guard lest anyone try o Judge them with respect to certain holy days, and
thus mke fixed vorehip a matter of conscience,® would nave been the last
ore to g ageinst his own principle and impose a certain day as the obliga-
tory day of worship.

Another theory based on the hypothesis that the Christian Sunday was
borrowed from the Mithraists is that the early apostles chose this day in
order to counteract the influence that Mithrailsm was gaining. By having

13Bcumnt, The iMysteries of Mithma, p. 32,

139¢ordon Iaing, Survivals of Romn Belizion, Vol. KXV of Our Debt
o Greece ond Rome (iiew York: longmans, Green and COs, €.1931), DP. 19,

M0¢010sgians 2:16.
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their meeting deys the same as those of their rival cult, they would force
Deople to show alleglance to one faith or the other, and in this way min-
tain control over many of their own members who through their veak faith.
might be intorested in exploring the mysteries of Mithra. The pessage on
which this hypothesis is usunlly based is that £rom the post-apostolic 'l;rea—
tise, the Didache. There the writer urges the Christians to gather toge-
thor for commmicn and worship i xupmeir §& Kopiod 251 1% has been thought
that this special empheeis is used to differemticte the Iord's day of the
Iord, from the day commonly devoted to Mithre.l#2 This expression however,
could well be translated, "the Iord's own day."*3 Ag such the thought
could be thot whercas every day must be vholly dedicated to the Iord, this
one is Mie in a special way, insomuch as on this day the entire Christian
commnity gathers for corporate worship.

In opponition ¢o the theories that the church borrowed Sunday directly
from Mithraiom, there stend the arguments advanced by the church fathers
themeelves, which have already been listed, mamely that Sunday was chosen
as a remenbrence of the day of creation, and as the day of Christ's resur-
rection.m thether the reasons advanced by the early fathers of the Chris-
tien faith, or vwhether those proposed by modern historians are the walid
ones, will probably forever remain undecided. History can record for us

B¥me Didache ¥IV, 1 in The Apostolie Fothers, translated by Edgar
J. Goodspeed (Wew York: Harper and Dyothers, c+1950),

lhalaing, Cie sﬂ.".t_u, Pe 1&9-
W3pe aoes Goodspeed, log, cit.

ikgme post-apostolic fatha'rs.did not oeem to use the argument that
Sunday was also the day on vwhich the Holy Spirit was pouved out upon the
Christian Clnurch.
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facts and events, but 1t cen never fully reveal imner motives. These re-
min forever in the realm of spaculation unless explicitly stated. There
15 this in favor of 4he reasons advanced by the church fathers, namely that
a% the tine Sunday was becoming popular as a day of public worship, Mith-
raien s not yet very powerful along the Eastern shores of the Mediter-
rencan, the area in which the custom undoubtedly began.5 Tims whatever
the reasons vere for selecting Sunday as a day of worchip, vhether they

Were for those proposed by Justin Martyr, or whether they were also an at-
terpt to cope with . rival faith, 1t st be aduitted that the first day
of the weelr 1s uniquely suited to be the Iord's specinl day, mostly because
Of the fact that Christ rose on that day, and thus provided the Christian

faith with its very heart and core.
Observance of o common date foy the Hativity of the Deity

It har been admitted by elmost ell reputable scholars who concern them-
selves with the subject, that the selection of the twenty-fifth day of
Decerber as the dey on vhich to commermorate the birth of Jesus Christ was
not one made by the apostolic or even the post-apostolic church. The apos=-
tolic church did not seen to be concerned with the precise birthdate of the
Chriet. Ewven the evangelist Si. Iunke, vwho a5 a historinn is far mre pre-
cise in his details than eny other evangeliot, end vho mentions the time
during which Jesus was born, 4id not record His birthdate. It seems that

the entire emphasis on knmowing one's birthdate wvas rather an Aryan custom
and did not concern the Jews very mach 46

1"'5_0_':. , De 8k.

W6ya1ter Hyde, Paganism to Christianity in the Romn gm
(Philndelphia: l?n:lversity of Pommsylvenia Press, Gl e 249,
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The date which the church first chose on which to remeuber the Iord's

birthday wac the sixth day of Jamary. This date was to commemmrate His
epiphany to the wise men of the East, His baptism, and only incidentally,
Hic birth in Bethlehem. Thus it 1o thet the actual observance of December
the twenty-fifth ac the day of Christ's birth cammot be dated eariifer than
about 353 ot Rome, T and around 377 at Constantinople.8 It appears eos
though the choice of this day was s direct borrowing from Mithraism. Ace
cording to the Julian caldendar, the winter solstice 9 was set for the
twenty-£i£th day of Deceuber.150 151 Because this day mrked the lengthen-
ing of the sun's course through the sky, it was conmsidered to be the birth-
day of the sun. Since the cun was associated with Hithra, the Sol Invictus,
thic day developed into oue of the chief festivals of Mithraicm. Along with
the ceremony and celebrations which very early began to accompany this day,
there wac also 2 considerable amount of roral abendon and carefree living.
As the leaders of the Christian churches beheld the pagan observance of this
Pestival, they soon realized that their people could not be allowed to take
part in these ceremonies without definite danger to their spiritual lives.
The resuit was that the Christien church decided to celebrate the physical
birth of their own Savior on that very same day. In @o doing, they were
not etating their bslief that Jesus Christ was actually borm on that day,

W Tmpia,
11.'815138)_02' cit., p. 153.

1“911:6 day on which the sun began to rise earlier on the horizonm,
mrking the return to warmer weather.

ls%mzcr, op. g}_'!_:.., Pe 303.

5lour calendars today gemerslly place it around the twemtieth or
tventy-firct of Decesber.
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but that since the day of Hic birth wvae unknown, that day would be as &p-
Proprinte as any other in order to commemmprate Eis incarmation. Perhaps
it my be well to conslder the report of a Syrian Christion regarding the
choice of Deceuber the twenty-fifth as the day of the Nativity:

The reason why the fathers transferred the celebration of the sixth

of Jauuary to the twenty-fifth of Deceuiber was this. Tt was & cus-

ton of the heathen to celebrate on the same twentysfifth of Decerber

the birthiay of the Sum, at vhich they kindled lights in token of

festivity. In these solemmities and festivities the Christians also

ook part. Accordingly when the doctors of the Chwrch perceived

that the Christisnc had & leaning to this festival, they took counsel

axl resulved that the true Hativity should be colemized on that day

and the festival of the Bpipheny of the sixth of January.lt

When present-day Christiens discover that the day which they regard
e0 highly as the birthday of Chriet wes really baced on a pagan religion,
they are usunlly comowhnt alnrmed at this startling discovery. After con-
siderable reflection, they are apt to allow this thought to shake even the
foundations of their Christisn faith. However, it is well to vemember that
the only factor in thic problem that can definitely be showm to be a bor-
roving, is the selection of the date. The date itsclf is of secondary im-
portance. OF primary importance is the event of Christ's birth. History
camot disprove the authenticity of the actual event of Christ'!s birth. It
ic the actual birth of Christ which Christians today observe. The mere day
on which they obscrve it i1s nothing more than a custom, as arve the lights,
treez and other outer features comnected with that season. Tor should it
be strange that the Church would borrow the day for these celebrations
from the pagan world. There are festivals which we observe in our Church
today of purely extra-Christion origin, vhich we nevertheless observe with

decpent devotion in our churches, even though these are mot in popular piety

15%quoted by Frazer, ope cite, Ds 305.
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comparable to the festival of the Rativity. Hew Year's Day is strictly e
secular day, and ls in fact opposed to the calender of the Church, which
begine its new year with the first Sundey in Advent. Yei thore is hardly
a Christian Church tofay which on the first day of Jamsry does not pay
gome recognition to the begiming of the new csecular year. Another example,
though less widespread, ie Mother's Day. Although this day is non-giblical,
and does not even concern itself with any event in the life of Christ, it

is widely obeerved by Christfan churches in the western world in spite of
its rocent or:lg:ln."—53 A third example is Thanksgiving Day, vhich, although
little more then three conturies old, is nevertheless universally observed
in Christisn churches in the United States and Canada.

While it is therefore true that the actual dey of the twenty-fifth of
Decerber wao originally dedicated to the Inmvincible Sun, the fact that the
church chose to use it to observe the birthday of the "Sun of righteousness®15%
in 1o way Getracte from the historicity of the birth of Christ.'5?

The Observance of a Common Date for the Recurrection of the Deity

I% hms been suggested that just as the Christian Church borrowed the
Pagan festival of the invincible sun and applied it to the birth of its own

1537nis day wes f£irst observed in Philadelphia in 1906, and transfer-
red %o Emgland in 1013,

15 1achi ha2.

155pms St. Augustine exhorts the brethren not to celebrate that sol-
em day like the heathen on account of the sun, but on account of Him who
mde the sun. L, "Sermons, CXC," XXVIIT, 1007.
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Savior, so the Church also received her celebration of Easter from certain

Pagen customs.'56 It must be admitted that some of the mystery religioms,
mtably that of Attls, gave o very cemtral position to the doctrine of a
crucified and risen delly. The amiverssry of this death and vesurrection
Vag observed evory year at the time of the vernal equinox, usually around
the third veek of March. In the cult of Atiis, for example, the following
custom was observed:15T On the twenty-second day of March, a pine tree was
cut and brought to the temple of Cybele. An effigy of & young mn was mde,
tled to the tree, and then crucified. The twenty-fourth day was called the
"day of blood," vhen the high priest would lash his erms £111 they bled.
This se incited the worshippers that they too begen slashing themselves,
even indulging in the act of supreme self-mutilation until the entire foot
of the tree was covered with blood. At night the effigy was laid in a toub,
and everyone mourned. Very early the next morning, a light was brought and
the tomb wos found to be expty. Sorrow turned to joy, and on the following
day, there was wnlimited carnival and rioting. During this "Hilaria,"
evaryone might do as he pleased, commit any crime he wished, Insult wvhom-
ever he wonld, and be certain thut the deed would not be punished. As far
as lithraisn 1s concerned, there is mo evidence of any similar observance
until the fourth century. Tue chief reference to such a custom among the
Hlthraists comes from the pen of the Christien Firmicius. Ge describes how
the fa:ll.thfulmld lay a stone immge on a bler late at night and then mourn
for it, as though thic image represented their dead god. The syrbolic covpse

15%1“291', D _c.!.!'.. e 3°5fl
15Tpased on Carpenter ops cite, D 42,
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Vas then placed in e toud, and after a time was secretly withdrawn. Grect
rejolcing followed theresn, and tho pricst ammointed the throats of the
devotees, murmiring slovly, "Be of good courage; you have beem instructed
in the mysteries, and you shell have salvation from yowr sorrow."158 with
regard to thic refovence howaver, it must be remembered that Firmicus did
ot write until ebout the middle of the fourth century, end it is very pro-
bable thet by that time Mlithvaism would hove borrowed some details of this
observance from the cult of Attis, or even from :I.t.s. rival, Christianity.

To say that Chrictianity borroved the observance of Easter from Mth-
raism or even from the cult of Attis, is contradicting historical facts.
From the references of almoet all the early church fathers 1% 15 apparent
that the resurrect of Christ had always been the central point of their
theology, particularly in the churches of the East. Easter thercfore, was
probebly the earlieet church festival to becoms universally observed. I¢s
observance is indicoted already in 1 Corinthiens 5:8, as evidence of the
fact tlnt this fectival dates back t0 apostolic times. There never wes
any question as to itc obserwunce, and the nature of that observance. The
only question vhich did arise was one concerning the cxact date on which
Christ®s crucifinion should be cbserved, whether on tho fowrteenth of Hisan,
regardless of the day of the week, or on a given Friday after the first full
mon of the spring equinox. From the beginning it was cleor to all that
this day merked the physical resurrection of their Iord. Some of these dis-
ciples kad been present vhen Christ was betrayed into the hands of His mar-
derers. Others wibtnesged Fis trinl, many of them no doubt stood staring

25831 ted by John M. Robertson, Pagan Christs (second edition; London:
Watto and Co., c.1911), p. 306.
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at the cember cross which bore Eim: Even more were privileged %o cee Him
after Rio resurroction. Thue there is not the slightest possibility that
this great fostival day could have had its origin in any outimrdly enalo-~

gous pagan rito. In the minds of all concernmed, it was an historical event.l59

The Problem of Relationship
Between Cihrtistianity and Mithrvailem

Basic Views and Attitudes Toward This Problem

One purpose for the stuiy of history is that the student my be able
to analyze facts and evaluate poscible relationships botween these facts.
A great deal has beem soid and written reparding the relationships of Mithe
raisn o Christianity. Some views have been extremely radical, asserting
elthor that there was o wholesale borrowing from Mithrailsm by Christisnity,
or thet Chrictlenity was merely en outgrowth of the former. These views
usually come from mea who aze emeious to find in all yreligions & basically
commmn theology. Thus for inatance, Corpenter even goes so fer as o scay
thnt Christianity was basically identical not only to Mithraism, but o
all the nystery weligions. Concerming the Apostle's Creed, he writes:

One hee only, instesd of the word “Jesus® ¢0 recd Dionysus, o

Krishna or Hercules or Osiris or Attis, end instead of "Mry" to

innert Semele or Devakl or Alcmene or Neith or Hana, and for Pon-

tiue Pilete o use the name of any terrestrianl tyrrant wvho comes

into the corvesponding story, and lol the cmedﬂ in alil porti-
culsrs into the rites and worship of a pagan god.

15953?1ether the very idea of a resurrection of a deity represents a
similarity between Christionity and the mystery religions will be dis-
cussed infra, pp. 830, .

1%Wr, ORe 55_1_:-_-, De 16,
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lany Germn scholarec agree with thic basic cuppositions Thus, when Zeipoldt
epeaks of the fact that there was once o Mithraecum under the present loca-
tion of the church of Ste Clemsnt in Rome, he says,

Gas dot keiln Zufoll (that the Mithvacum is Just one story umder the

g:gﬁ;.;ﬁnge:famid ﬁu"h) + » « dic ecine Roligion wurde die

.
A simllar viewpoint i held by Schooider, & contemporary Germa scholar,
Vo states thet all the previous ideas of the mystory-deities became cry-
stalized in Christ, customs were directly borrowed from the mysteries, aml
therefore the transition of an individual from the mysteries to Christian~
ity wvas no serious mve.m

On tho other hand, there have wndoubtedly been those who, although
thelr voice wvae not generally heard, steadfastly believed and taught that
thexe was absolutely no similarity between Christianity and the mystery re-
ligions, and that these pagen religions could certainly mot have influenced
the Church vhich Jesus Christ founded upon earth. Such & viewpoint, howe
ever, can be held only if one 1s igoovant of the historical facts, or
blind %0 them. '

Before we can come to a decision vhich is historically accurate, we
mst realize that in mking comparisons end ewaluating relationships, cer-
taln distinctlons mst be mintained. It is one thing to consider the re-
lationship of the uystery religions to the actual Gospel of Jeaws Christ,

as taught by Him, by Zis apoctles, and as expressed in the canonical writ-

161 ]
Johemmes Ieipolds, Die Religion des Mithra in Bllderatlas zur
Re schichte hezau; geben von Hans Haas (Teipzig: Ae Deichertsche
Ver!ass%ﬁ, c+1930), B 5o

16209r1 gchneider, Gelstesgeschichte des Antiven Christentums
(#uenchen: C. H. Beck’scha Verlagsbuchhendlung, Ce105%), LI, 207s
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ings of the Wew Testament, and 1t 1s guite anothor thing to speak of the
Influence of the mystery religions on the church itself, particularly on
@he post-apostolic church. Along with this distinction there mist be ob-
Served a furthor distinction as to the exact mature of this relationshlp.
We can spenk of o relationship or an influence in three areas, in mterial
content of the opposing theologies, in the modes of expressica and termi-
mology which was employed, and in the reaning and sense which this termi-
mology was to convey. What may be & simtlarity in one of these areas, my

be 2 radical diffevence in another,
Relatilonship of Mithroism to the Christianity of the Few Testament.

Ve shall consider first the possible influence of the mystery reli-
Glons, particularly of Mithratism, upon the theology of the Hew Testament.
It mst first of all be stated that there cammot be the slightest thought
Of any influence by the mystery religlons upon the theology of Jesus Him-
selfs Throughout His ministry, He made 1t epparent to all that His theo-
logy was not of this earth, but from heavenl63 and thus wd a cupermatural
origin. He had come not o declare the word of men, but the word of God,
more then that, to declore God Himself 1% The doctrine He taught was mot
iz, as a mn, but came from Him who bad sent Him. 65 He who mad the words
.Of etermal life did not have to boryow from any thoughts of men. Thus Jesus
Himself excluded the possibility of any human influence upon the mteriel,

form, and meaning of His theologye

16350m 3312,
1 301 1518,
26570tm 7:16.
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In considering the theology of St. Paul, some scholars ore more ready
to suggest o pozeible influence by the mystery religions. The most extreme
viev iz probably held by Carpenter who says that St. Paul himself was "guite
Possibly an initiate in the mystertes." 55 Angus proposes a mderating view
by suggesting that |

as a wise missiomary, eager to bring the Gentiles to Christianity,

Paul was not the mn to refuse to avail himsel? of the propaeduetic

value of the current sacramental ideas of his converts from the pa-

gan guilds, for whon Elge mycterics kad proved a "paedagogue %o Cihnwist"

as the Iaw 4o Jsrael.

Schneidor says that Paul openly advocated this theory of borrowing fron the
mysteries by saying, "all thinge ere yours, and you are christ'a."m He

concludes, "damit wer von Anfang en dem Chrictentum dle Moeglichkelt gege=

ben, die ontike Welt in sich aufzunehmen. w169
In considering any possible relationship between St. Paul arnd the

mystery religions, the gereral attitude of St. Paul for pagan thinking
ghould b2 kept in mind. Iis words to the Corinthians indicate the extreme
aversion St. Paul had for any and all pagan theology, even if it pretended
o present 1tcelf under n Chwristian disguise:

Be ye not unequally yoked togethor with unbelievers: for what fellow-

ship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and vhat comamion hath
light with darimess? . « « Yherefore come out from among them, and be

ye separate.XT0
To Ste. Panl, the theology of the pagan religions was nothing but the theo-
logy of the devil, and "what concord hath Christ with Belinl?":7Tl There-

lsscumenter, Ops Cite, De 252¢

16Tangus, Religlous Quests of the Gracco-Roman World, pe 199.
1681 corinthians 3:22-23.

1695ctmeider, op. cit., II, 282,

1792 gorinthians 631k,17.

iT12 corinthians 6:15.
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fore, in view of this complete despisal of the vanity of Gemtils religions,
it is extremoly douwbtful that St. Paul borrowed any of the theological con-
tent of the mystery religions.

~ Some of those who have not been willing to accuse St: Poul of borrow-
Ing doctrinal contont from pagan theology have nevertheless felt that the
terminology of §t. Paul's cpistles is largely colored by the terninology
Of the mystery religions. The woxds of which St. Paul is mot frequently
eccused of Lorrowing from the mysterles ares v urejorev , W) K565 5
”V.Fu/urwa'! P 77,/5"”/,4 ’ zg’,{yas , and Ka;ﬂras a All these words were
part of the theological nomenclature of the pagan cults of the Hallenie

World. Ste. Paul uses the term y wq’/m/ twelve times in his epistles, but
this term was used clmot ac meny times in the Septungint version of the
Bible, one with vhich St. Paul was no doubt intimtely acquainted. The
words referring to the opirlt of mn, puyiris s 7Veyp«7/K0f ; and TVEULA
Played a very layge part in the doctrines of the mystery religions. While
the Hebrew counterparts of these words were undoubtedly well kuown to St.
Paul, i% 1s gquite possible that his decision %o use these particular words
Vas at least partly the result of thelr common uscge in the Hellenic world
ot that tims. These words, it should be moted, were ot the peculiar pro-
perty of the mystery religions, even as their corresponding English countor
rarts are not today limited to professiomal theologians, but form part of
the current vocabulary of the comon people. This, vhile these words my
bave beon dictated by their Eellenic uce, this is still mot to say that St.
Paul used them because they were important words in the mystery cults. The
word 7EAE/0s wes used in the mystery veligions to speak of the spiritual
perfection of the initiante. But that St. Paul did not necessarily have to
borrov the term from these sources is brought out by the fact that both the
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Septuagint ?e and Paul's contemporery, Philo, also mke use of the word.1lT3
Although the texm /(719105 15 used frequently in the mysteries, perticulsrly
in Mthraiom, it was already o familier towm to Ste Paul from its very arple
use in the Sep‘amgmt.lﬂ From this brief overview of St. Paul's terminoe
logy, it con be seen thet the epostle did not have %o turn %o the nystery
roligions for his theological vocabulary, but that it was suggested to hinm
both by his study of the Septuagint, and by the current popular terminology
around him,

To o lescer oxtent, St. Join Les also been accused of using termino-
logy derived fyom the wmystery religions. The Johamine concept most fre-
quently mentioned in this commection is that of Christ the Ianb of God, and
salvatlon therefore consisting in being washed in the blood of the lamb.>T5
Outiaapdly, thers does seem %0 be & comnection with the taurcbolium of the
mystery religions, However, it should be remeubered that Jolm was a Jew,
0ot o Greske. It is therefore mwore probvable 4o believe thet this concept
Would ave its origin in the 01d Testament sacrificial system, vhere the
blood of the lambs and @oats slaln in sacrifice, pointed chead to the Iaub
Of God who should talke evay the sins of the world.l76

Filmlly, it must be moted that a mere similarity in theological voca=-
bulary does mot in the slightest degree indicate a necessary similarity in
the meaning of these wordge A look at curvent theological thought ard ex-
preggion brings this point oute TO a large degree, the various branches of

l72For example, Judges 9:16.

1T3aneldon, The Mystery Religions and the Hew Testament, pp. T5-93.
1T approxitntely eight thousand times.

1TRobertoon, "ithraien,” in Religious Sgetems of the World, p. 202.
176me fact that John spent many years in Ephesus would not necessar=

éﬂ#,gﬁ%’-ﬁ %ﬂt“gﬁﬂ ﬁ.m ser Mithraism at least, was almost none-
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the Christlan Church are today using a compn vocabulary, and even phrases
Vhich were once the distinct heritage of a particular body have become the
comon property of all. And yet it would be totally incorrect to say that
this common vocabulary is accompanied by & commn theology. For although
the same words are used, these words often have an entirely different con-
notation for different peoples A similar situwmtion preveiled at the time
of §t» Paul. The apostle ad to use certain words when speaking of God's
Plan for men. If he would invent new words as he proceeded, his commmi-
cation would be meaningless. Bub the mere fact that he used existing words,
in m0 wey iwplies that he alwmys used vhe existing meanings of these words.

Relationship of Mithraiom to Post-Apostolic Christianity

VWhen considering the influence of Mithraism upsn post-apostolic Chris-
tianity, it must be recognized that there is a definite difference in the
significance of such an influence from any influence upon the theology of
the How Testement itself. Alveady at the time of St. Paul, there were ten-
dencies in the Christian churches to discount the Pauline emphesis on faith
in the rightecusness of God through Christ, and to stress “imowledge" of God
and of divine things. V! Becsuse of this emphasis on Jvcows this tendency
became kmovn es Gmosticisme Duwring his lifetime, Paul fought this evil with
bitter vehemence, lest his Christians would lose their true sourca of wis-
dom, Christ. After Paulls death, and particularly after the death of the

1TTeolossians 2:8.
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laot of the apostles, Bt. Joim, this sect beceme very influential. particu-
larly in the churches of Asia Minor where it could mingle with Greek phi-
losophy. In Gnosticism, therefore, the mystery religions found an open
door, by vhich their influence.could invade the Christian church.17® As a
result, Chwristianity came under the direct influwence of a syncretism which
represented almst every fom of philosophy in the Hellsnic world, from the
ldealism of Plato to the dunlism of Mithreism. Exactly how widesprenod Gnos-
tlcisn was during its spex in the second century will probably never be de-
termined, but it has been suggested that for a time, the mjority of those
Who considered themselves 4o be Christians, were followers of some type of
Guosticiom. 179

However, it was not in the form of Gnosticism that the mystery reli-
glons atterpted o bear the greatest influence upon Christianity. About
the time that Onosticism was dying out, Manichaeism was entering the Chris-
tilan world from the Baste With its very strong emphasis on dualism, due to
its Persian background, Manichaeism offered s basic view of mn and God that
s very sinilayr to that of Mithraisme And so it was in this cult, more
than in any other, that Mithraism was able to exert a very definite influ-
ence on the Christien church, particularly after the begimming of the fourth
century. Thus it wes that even St. Augustine, before his conversion to or-

thndox Christianity was o follower of Manichaeism. S?

178mere 45 evidence to believe that the Guostics adopted the nemo
Mithre for their own uses By changing it to M bpas, and giving each let-
ter its mumerical value, they arrived at the total nunber of days in a year,

365. Robertson, Pagan Christs, pe 33%.

1T9Kemneth Scott Iatourette, A History of Christianity (New York:
Harper and Brothers, c.1953), p. 123,

lw;_b;!.g_a, De 96.
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Of deeper interest. is the influence which the centuries of Gnosticism,
Menichaeism, and the mystery religions had upon the theology and ploty of
the commpn Christian people. The full extent of this influence will Pro-
bably never be determined, but a few scattered references are enough to con-
vince us that the influence must have been considerable. Perhaps it my be
only a slight over-emplasis to say, as does Schneider, that during these
centuries, it was possible to select any practice of the mystery-religions,
as long es it was not too bizarre or offensive, relate it to Christ, end it
would timo be mde acceptablesll I one wanted to compare Christ to any
of the pagan deities, 1t was only necessary to place before the nsme of the
deity, the adjective "true.” Thus Tertuliisn even says of Christ: "Hic eninm
est verus Prom‘a!mua."l& Some recent archaelogical discoveries have indi-
cated even more the confusion that often existed in the minds of Christians
who could not always see the distinction between Christ and the pagon dei-
tles. 1Mms there wao recently diccovered, under the present church of St.
Peter's in Roms, a mossic showing Christ end Helioslf3 riding the chariot
of the cunei® yUnier the church of §t. Sebastian et Rome, seversl interest-
ing graves have been cxcavated. On one of these, the deceased is pictured
as enjoying a sacred banguet, stending before a judge dressed like & Rommn
mgletrate, and in other ways this grave is marked by the typical pagan in-
scriptionz. Yet to all this there is added the figure of the Good Shephexd,
indicating thet the deceased wms very ldkely a Christian.l59

ABlschneider, op. cit., IT, 267.
18eypr, "Apologla, XVIIT," I, h3h.
283undoubtiealy Mithras

18%1th good reason Schnelder calls this “dag heidnischote aller
bisher aufgefundenen Christusbilder.” Op. cit., IX, 287.

Cor, o S0Bigee pgtovizers, Nystie Ttaly (New Yorks Hoary Eolt and
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Tais strange mixture of Christianity with pegan mystery cults was ex-
Precoed even in the deily devotion of ‘some early Christians. As late as the .
firth century, it was customary in certain areas for those who were mominal
Christians o bow their heads at the rising of the bright sun in the East,
end mumur, “"Bave wercy upon us." The fact that they did this along side
may w’nonwere openly unchristisn, indicates that this act of devotion was
very likely o direct curvival of bﬂ.ﬂumimlﬁs It should not surprise us,
however, 1o aotice the lingering influence vhich the mystory religions had
upen those vho esincerely velieved themselves to be Christians. Christian-

vy was stlll in its formative pericd. Her converts were almoct entirely

of pagan background. Cumont well summrizes what our charitable reaction
should be as we consider these doctrimnl inconsistencies among the early
Christians. He asks,

Should we be astonished i1f the multitudes of devotees falled slways

to obeerve the subtle distinctions of the doctors, and if in obedience

te a pagan custom they rendered to_the radiant star of day the homge

which orthodosy resorved for God?1S8T
We cammot approve the actions of such Christions, but neither car we be too

astonished ot thetts
Factors Which Underline Basic Differences

It must 2150 be remoubered that such misdirected devotion on the part
of individweal Christians in no way implies that the cardimml truths of the
Christian religion, particularly as these truths ave expressed in the New
Testament, were the victims of Mithraic influence. Two hiotorical factors

186cumont, The Mysteries of Mithra, p. 193
1871018, , pe 193«
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atteet to ithe indepondent origin of Christiaaity. One of these is the time
factor. et reputable historians will agree that Mithraism exerted only a
very limited influence, If any influence at all, during the time that Jesus
énd the upostles lived. Certainly the influence of ifithraism was very weak
along the ecastern shores of the Mediterranean, in the land of Palestine es-
Peclally, during the time that the lew Testament was being vritteu.lae It
has also been observed that in all his writings, Plutarch’®? does mot refer
o lithre move than ebout hlf @ dozen times,?90 While this by no means
proves that Mithraism ves lmactive, it does indicate that Mithrailsm was not
pProduclng eny world-sheking revolution, or taking the entire Roran Empire
by storme'® Upon noting thet Tertullisn resorted to calling the rites of
Mithraism prefobrications of the devil9® rather than openly accusing it of
piaglarism, one mey think that this 1s a concession to the earlier origin
of Mithwaism. It should be observed, howevar, that when Julian wrote against
Christisnity, he did pot accuse Chrisitianity of borrowing from Mithraism
elther. 93

The other historicel factor which mist be considered is that of the
different geographical and social spheres of influence enjoyed by Mithraism
and by Christianity. 9% The earllest advences of Christiandty were mde

188gheldon, The Mystery Religions ond the New Testament, p. 6%.

189p, R. Glover, The Conflict of Religion in ihe Early Romn Empire
(Iondon: Methuen and Co., Ltd., Cs1909), Ds 105.

180p1utarch 1ived approximately 46-120 A.D.
191-Gl.over, op. cit., pe 105
1921, "De Pracscriptionibus, XL," II, 54-55.

*93Reinach, Cults, Myths and Religlons, pp. 188-90.

1948018 Fornack, Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in
den Ersten Drei Jehrhunderten (Ieipzig: Js C. Hinricks'sche Buchhandlung,

19527, pp. 53:-36.
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into the southerm scctions of Asla ilnor, and also eastward into Syria. Its

early spread iuto Europe proper was confined largely o a few cities in

Peece and the city of Bome. Of these areas, about the only ome in which
Mithraisn was also strong was Romo. The other strong areas of Mithralom

in Burope were north of the Damube and along the valley of the Rhine. ur-
ing the first ceatury at least, the only areas where a conflict of any di-
measions might have beon possible were the clty of Rome and possibly nor-
thevn Africa. 95

Begides this geographlcal difference, there was also & diffevence in

the social gstrota along which Mithraism and Christianity spread. While both
thege religions appealed 4o the lower classes of people, theoy still enjoyed
& very different type of growth. Christianity's growih was to a large ox-
tont based on the diasporae. As such 1t wus 0 a large extent a religion of
the citios. Mithraiom on the other band was the religion of the army. As
such it did not necessarily center in cities, but rather followed the Roman
garrisoans vherever they wexrt... These garrisons vere generally located in the
outlying areas of the ewpire, to maintain the Pax Rommua. Mithraism’s
spread was also aided by the lmportation of slaves and the transferring of
governmenical officers.lgs Haturally very few of those who were thus asso-
clated with the government were Christlans, because of the mutual disfavor
that exicted botween the Christisns and the Roman governmente

195¢v1a.,
196Cumont, The Mysteries of Iithra, pp. 189-90.
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One further point should be noted whick minimizes the possibility of
any serious influence of Mithralsm on early Christisnity, The Christian re-
liglon had 2ts hictorical roots deeply set in Judaism. Although it later
Incorvorated mny ermphases and concepte which were Roman in form, it was
Et11] orlginally & Palestinian religion. Jesus Rimeelf wus 2 Jow, a direct
descendent of David.l9T 411 the disciples of Jesus were Jews. Although Paul
himself wez born in Asia Minor, the fact that he was o Pharisee, =nd a very
Etrict one, chows that he was through and through a Jew -- "an Hebrew of bhe
Hebrews. "0 4g s Jew, Jecus recognized thet His first responsibility was
toverd Bis fellow Jews.X¥? EHe placed this eame obligation on His d!.sciples-zoo
It therefore follows that any customs or doctrines which may have been com-
on 0 Judeism and other religions (such as the atonmement for sin, original
sin, etc.,) were ideas borrowed directly Zvow Jufaism, end not from the pa=-
&n religions.

Factors Which Account for Outward Similarities

But the ecmphacizing of these points of difference between Mithralcm
and Christienity does not vemove the inevitable question, "How then can we
account for the mmny similarities in docirine and customs between Mithraism
and Christianity that have been pointed out?"™ To be historically honest,
orne should be willing o admit frankly that there have been cases where

19T tthew 1:6.
198pnilippians 3:5.
199Matihew 15:24.
200 cpe 1:8.
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Christlenity ¢id borrov from Mithraisme Tho adoption of the twventy-£ifth
day of Decerier to observe the birthday of Christ has already been pointed
oute Thors was no valid reason why the Church should not choose this day.
I% would therefore be unfair o censure the Christian Church for this stap.
Thus Sheldon feels:
Vhat Clerent of Alemandria sald of Greck philosophy, mamely that it
ad the office of schoolmaster to bring the Hellenic mind to Chrict,
uight be concelvably caid of the mystery religionse The primcy of

Christianity is not denied by un{ agencies that prepare the ground
for ite owm ultirete dominion.2?

A second possible woy of explaining the simllarities betircen Mithraism
and Chrictianity wonld arise from a consideration of the basic aims of any
veligion. Every religion eims to setisfy besic needs. If it aid mot do this,
1t would never gain any followers. Thus every religlon must at least attemt
to show onz how he can find the favor of the deity, and 1t must give him some
assurlng ansver regarding his hope for a life to come. These are the abso-
Iute basic considerations with vhich every religious system has to deal. Be-
cause of these common basic goals, it ig only matural that some similar doc-
trines would arise. This probably explains why the ldea of a mediating deity
is common 10 so mny religions. It my also explain vhy most religious sys-
tens teach an incormntion of the deity, inadeguate or grotesque as it mmy be.
This fact may also explain why all religions have something to say of the af-
ter life, with most of them holding ¢o some form of the immortality of the
soul, vhether as a separate continuing entity or as e reincarnation.

Howvever, 40 say all this is mot to say that Christianity io morely the

evlution of these features common 0 all religions, and thus represents the

20lgneldon, The Mystery Religlons and the Hew Testament, p. 60.
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highest. form of the development of these religlous 1deas.?%2 By the came
Token, %o say that the very nmature of a religlon demards that it reconcile
0od end mn 19 not oo say that Christ's reconcilistion of mn 40 God wao
merely such an idea expressed by some ecarly fishermen turned apostles. - Iike-
vise, ¢o Bay that beeause of their very nature, religlons often propose an
nearnation, crucifizion and resurrection of their deity, 1s not to sey that
Christ s incarmation, erucifizion, and resurrection can be mythologized in
the same way. fThe aifference between the incarmation, crucifixion, and re-
Surrection of Christ and the similay beliefs regarding other deities, ic
that for Chwist they were actually real events. Thus, although in the atudy
of comparative religlons teny commwn doctrines present themselves as being
Cutwerdly similar, there is @ world of imwmrd difference between Christianity
and any other religion.

In accounting for the many similarities between Christianity and Mithe
raisn in perticular, one other fector should be noted. Except for an ineci-~
dental reference by Cumont,203 terdly any writer alludes to this factor. An-
other reason for the similarity of Christisnity to Mithraiom my be attribu-
Ted ¢0 the Jewish exile in Babylon during the sixzth century B.C. It was ep-
proximtely in thece same areas that Mithraiom, still under the gnise of Zo-
Mastrienisn, vas gaining ground. There it wmdoubtedly came into comtact with
Gudaiem. Judeism was not e religlon that would essily be swallowed up. Thiough-
out thelr exile, the Jews held to their chorished hopes as oxpressed in their

202These views are exprossed by Robertson, ™Mithraism® in Reldpious
Systems of the World, p. 33; and by Carpenter, op. cit., pe 21l

203cumont, Tae iysteries of Mithra, p. 18.
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sacred writings. Undoubtedly the Jews also observed their Passover meal,
as vell as conditions would permit. It 4s not unreasomable to suppose that
the commn meal of Mithvaism could have been influenced by this Jewish cus-
tome Nox 15 it impossible that iMithraien may hove borrowed come of its ideas
of Mithrz as Mediator fvom the Jewish belief in the Messiah. The occasiomal
reference o & kind of "virgin-birth" for Mithra2% could nleo conceivably
have been suggested by the prophecy of a virgin-bivth of the Jowish lMessiah.
It i adnlited that in each of these oreas, Mithraion presented some idecs
that are definitely mot Jewish, and thus a wholesale borrowing from Judaism
would bhe out of the guestion. The above theory has been suggested morely to
show that the weipght of guilt in borrowing is by mo meons against Christlan-
ity

The entire problem of the relationship of Mithmaism to Chnristianity is
one which we, who are centuries removed from the lssue, can never hope to
solve. In this regard, Cumont sounds a very sobor word of caution against
all those vho would jump 0 hasty conclusions. He writes, "We cannot pre-
sum2 to unravel today a question vhich divided conterporaries and which gball
doubtlses forever remain insolubles"@95 The honest fact 1s that we are mot
sufficiently acguainted with either ifithraiom itself or with primitive Chris-
tianity to be able %o discern the thoughts that stoed Lehind the writings and
Inscriptions we have receilved from that age. While it is undoubtedly true
that there was a certain amount of borrowing in both directionss in the m-
Jority of these cases we cen merely propose this exchangg, but camnot really

prove it.

29’?0.".:-7_penter, ope cibe, pe 159
205Cumont, The Mysteries of Mithwa, p. 19%.




CEAPTER IV
THE UVICIMATE VICTORY OF CHRISTIANITY
Mithraion Seemed Oubtwardly Assured of Victory

The staetoment hac been made that ™f Christlsnity had been checked in
its growih by some deadly disease, the world would have become Mithraie. "t

Although this 1z merely an opinion, and may be somevhat emmgpgerated, it mst
be admitted that during the third snd early pert of the fourth centuries,
Hthraisn prevented the most formidable enemy thet Christianity had $411 that
tiwe known. In order 4o appreciate the significarce of tho victory of Chris-
tlenity over Mithraism, it 1s therefore well to take note of the heights ulich
Hithraisn had been able t0 reach. During the latter Inlf of the third cen~
tury, the security of the Romen Empire was being severely threatened by the
invasion of the barbarian hordes into Dacia. In the midst of this insecurs
ity and confusion, the only factor which seemed to remin stable was the Ro-
mn ey, and it was on it that the ezperors placed their entire confidence.
It was only matural therefore, that the religion vhich the soldiers profes-
sed, namely Mithraisn, would also thereby becoms highly respected. One ine
mediate result of this renewed support was that Aurelian openly endorsed the
religlon of the Sol Invictus in 273 A.D.2 The action of Diocletian in 307,
whercby he proclaimed Mithra as patron God of the ‘empire has alresdy been

IStatenent made Ly Reman, quoted by Samuel A The lHystery Relizmions
end Chrlstisnity (Hew York: Abingion Press, c.1918), p. 180,

2Fran: Cumont, The Mysteries of lMithre, translated by Thoms J. McCor-

mck (Chicago: The Open Cowrt Publishing Compeny, c«1903), pe 199«
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moted.3 A% thio time, Constantine ascended the throne of the Romn Empire.
Although he is generally recognized es the one who gave the fivst signifie
cant sanciion o Chrictianity, it should be noted that even he did not really
persecute Mlthraisam, but t0 some extent recognized and tolsrated it. It has
been suggested’ that before his canversion to Ciristianity, he himself mmy
lave held some Mithraic beliefs.? Constantine's successors surpassed their
father in openly legiclating against paganien. It was particularly under
Constans, the son of Constantine who comtrolled what is today Italy thet pa-
ganlsn suffered its worst setiacks. In 344 he banned pagan sacrifices end
ordered all pagan temples closed.b Constantins, the ruler of the eastern
section of the empire, simlilarly persecuted and oppressed paganism.

Without doubt the greatest mmjor reaction against Christianity and for
Pagenism come wnder Juldan, who ruled for nineteen months fronm 361-363, and
who, Because of his adverse ideas,; has been designated "Juliam Apostate.”
dulian was probably baptized a Christian, but 1t has been suggested thet in
his early youth he had been led to the mysteries of Mithrai=zn by the philo-
sopher Mewizms of Ephesus.! His dovotion o paganism was sincers. When he
therefore became emporor, he openly proclaimed himself €0 be a »magan, and
did all in his power 40 introduce pagenism in Constantinople. His new failth

33@1'-2, De 20,
z;'cumnt, Cle F_'Lt.-; pe 200,

5.’&1{:.1:01;3!: Constantine ie mentioned here in passing only, the entire
quesiion of his relationship to paganism and Christianity ic ome which will
albmys prove most iutriguing. Suffice it to say here that 1t was Constan-
¢ine @ho in 313 A.D., in his Edict of Toleration, introduced the first ma-
Jor legisiation that favored the Christlan Church.

Glalter Hyde, Paganiem to Christianity in the Romn Empive (Philadel-
phia: University of Pems nle Press, C.1940), pe 200.

Toumont, ops cit., ps 202
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wos more thon tho old mysterics of idthva howovers Although the god of Mith-
Taiom never Incked the centwal position 1in his devotion, ho added ¢o this
cult o vell-younded philosophical and cultwral system. For this reason 1%
e e sugresteld that Julian presented one of the mist powverful threats
to Christianity, eince he progosed to £ight 215, not with force, but with
t9en0.” Jullan openly propogendized in fovor of Mithreisn. In 3€2, write

ing ¢ the 2lexanirians, he cayco, |
fre you bliad to the cplendovr which iscues frou the Sun? Are you
lgoront that fle gives 14fe to all endmls and all piants? This Sun

that E anenity has ccon and homored £rom all ctornity, whose worship

is the source of happiness, 49 the living imm, animte, ratioml

and be a...:(.‘i.c..em'., of the Intelligible Father.d
On another occasion ho has Hermes cay 4o him:

To thee, I hove glven 4o lnow Mithra, thy Father. Do thou thevefore

oboerve his commnda, providing for thyself 4n thic life a sure cable

and anchorage, and with a Joyous confidence sesuring 'or thyaals vhen
thon dopnrtost heonee the gracions midance of the aoa.-

It ceoms houover, that Jullan believed that a certaln amount of porse-
ention nmight help 40 convince the Christions that they should rensunce Christ
for Mthow ord Julian. Patwicreh George of Alexendria wme ono ulo suffered
cmuel noder Locouse Mo tried o erect & Chyistison church upon the muing of
e Mithroeune Julian's persecution of the Christians was not destined o lat
iong. In 263 Jullon cet oub In battle agpinst the Percian army. Just at the

poing vhen his victory cecomed acgured, ho une suldenly surrounded by Persim

”:”"'.EUQQ, %o cit-, Do 2980

J%alogon Reinach, culec Mytho o5l and Religfons, translated by DN Froct
{london: David Futt, c.:l.g » De

1. S Coden, Mithrolon, Seloct %m@n Tiluctmting (Zondon: Soclety
for Promting Chrintian hoowiedge, CelSe5), DDe .
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troops and mrtally woundede Julien thus died under the most ominous cone

ditions. Ik wes going to conquer the land that gave him his religion, end
he died in the act., It 18 easy t0 surnise how this fact must have been
seriously noted by both the friends end emomies of Mithras Julian'’s defent
undoubtedly did mach for the army also, and led them to ceck a roligion more
favorable then the one thoy felt had betrayed and defeated their commnder.

With Julian’s death, Mithraion was doomed to failure. Hevertheless in
epite of the fact that it received a most decisive blow at the ond of Theo-
dogius in 304, it lingered mach longer in varicus parts of the empire. Thus
the Hithracun of Sarrcburg’t for emmple, ceems to lmve been in use €111
about 500 4.0.%2 In the Alps, 1t 1s quite possible that Mithraism enduved
into the begimming of the £4fth contury, although ite observance was not very
videgpread. Thus it con be said thet by epproximtely 400, most of the iMfith-
raea were destroyed, and the cult vhich had once swept over the Romn world
to become the Pavored religion of the emperors had now fallen in defeat, to
be folloved by e corpazatively now religion of insignificant beginnings in
the hills of Juden.

Reagons for the Victory of Christianity

Alleged Reasons
As a student of history views the popularity which Mithraisn enjoyed in
‘the third century, and then considers how this widely accopted cult was over-

llabout forty-four miles north-west of Strasburg, in France.

12gamiel D111, Rommn Soc from Hexo to Mircus Aurelius (New York:
MacHillan and €0, Ce1905), Ds O19e
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thrown by & faith which was at first despised and condermed, end which ori-
Ginated in the decpised land of the Jews, he carmot but ask for the reasons
that accounted for this phenomemal reversal. BScores of reasons have been
advanced, some true, others less than half-trues Gibboms, for instance,
lists the following as the reasons for the ultimte victory of Chriatianity
over Mithreism:'S the entlmeinsn of the early Christiens, the belief in im-
wriality, the miraclec of Christ and His apostles, the high ethical code of

Christianity, and efficient organization on imperial patterns. But even a
surface glance at these alleged reasons, shows that with the exception of
the third factor listed, all of these can in varying degrees be attributed
to Mithraism as welle Perhaps the miracles of Christ end His apostles were
unique and outetandiang, and they undoubtedly did much for the people who ac-
tually witnossed them, or heard ebout them first-hand. But those who were
two or three centuries removed from them could easily heve dendcunced their
validity, even though they actually did occur.

Politiczl and social factors have often been mentioned as contributing
to the cause of the Christian victory. While these factors undoubtedly hebed
Christianity, many of them helped the mystery religions as well. Thus the
wnification of the Greek world under Alexander and the commn use of the
¥oine emabled both the mystery religions and Christisnity to spread, and
did pot favor the latter any more then the former. It has been suggested
that Christiarity could take refuge umder the protection of Judaism, a "re-
ligio licita,™ and therefore it vas able to spread. This is true, but

13Bdward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Romn Empire (New edition;
Philadelphia: Porter and Coates, 1045); I, 50U-590s

mﬂm, ODe _c_!.'_l:_-, P 276.
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the same was also true of Mithraisme During its early years in the erpire,
1% found shelter under the religio licita of the Great lbther, but by the
time it eam2 into real conflict with Ciristianity it had become a religio
Ueita in its own right, end therefore had an even greater adventage than
Christienity. Another political factor which undoubtedly assured Christi-
anity of victory wes the sudden death of Julian. But Robertson attributes
%0 much importance to Julian's death.’” For even before Julisn's apostasy,
Christianity had been goining the victory over Mithraism. Thus the victory
of Christisnity over Mithrdism can obviously mot bte attributed solely %o po-
litical or social factorss There must bave been an inherent superiority in
Christianity that mde its ultimte victory imevitable. In order 1o fully
understand the nature of this superiority, it will be well %o consider first
the inherent wealmesses of the mystery religions that predectined them to
faliure.

Bagic Wenlmeoses of HMithralom Ied to ite Downfell

Mithraism, like all the other nmyestery religions, was nover s2ble {0 di-
vorce itself from 1ts aspociation with primitive maturalism, astronomy, and
mgic. This remined true of iMithrailsm, in spite of its adultted superior-
ity over the other mystery religionse. Thus & bas-relief chowing the commomo-
ration of the holy commmion meal of Hithraism shows the participants wear-
ing grotesque mcks, with long beaks, S Another picture shows Mithra himself

i5John M. Robertson, Pagen (Second edition; Iondon: Watts and
€0+, ¢.,1911), p. 335.

165orammes Ieipoldt, Die Re n des Mithre in Bilderatlac zur Reli-
glonspeschichte, herausgegeben von Dans Hsas (Leipzig: A. Doichertsche ver-
lngs‘buchhunﬂhmg, ¢0193°), Plate bG.
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with & ram, a scorpion, and balances engraved upon his chest end thighs.1lT
This associstion with naturalism and megic was carried over even into the
Worship of Mithraisms Otherwise beautiful prayers are interspersed with
directions ca to proper breathing, shouting, ete.2® Even the Zend-Avesta,
Yevered as it had become through the course of time was not free from this
Wealmess. Thus for example, vhen Zerathustra asks Alua Mazda, "What is the
mst energetically mortal act by vhich rortals sacrifice to demous?" the
ansver is:

It is vhen men, conbing and cutting their hair, or cutting their

maile, let them fall into holes or crevicese « « « Thou therefore

« o « When thou combest thy bair or cuttest thy mails, carry them

ten paces from the faithful, twenty paces from the fire and £ifty

paces from the faithful faces of the baresmne « o «19

Along with this degrading mgic and superstition thebe w2s-celso a sirong
inclination toward astrology. In the years when Mituraicwm was gaining popu-
larity, its erphasis on astrology was & definite asset. But in time, astro~
logy became ¢ dead weight vhich prevented Mithreism from rising to higher
levels. Vhile the sun was & very convenient object of worship, it also
weakened the position of any god who would have ¢o chare his position with
that of the sun. The Christian also revered the wonders of nature, but for
him, hiz God was above and beyond matures He was the creator and Iord of
nature, not oz an egual or lower level than the heavens He had created.

Andother basic wealmess of Mithraisn was its theology, or it is perheps
mre correct to say, its lack of theologys What theology there was, con-

18mus for instance, upon concluding his prayers, the worshipper is
cormanded o0 give a shrill whistle, snap the fingers and recite a mgical
formids Albbecht Dieterich, Eine Mithresld third edition by Otto
Welnreich(leipzig, B.C. Teubner, 1923), Ds ?:.

191'!"-"-‘2311‘1 Avesta, translated by James Darmostetcr, IIX, in The Sacred
Books of tho East, cdited by F. Max Muellor (America edition; New York: The

SufuSrran  aese

istian Literature Co., 1898), Fargard XVII, 1.
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Tined two mmin emphases. The £iret of these was an emphesis on fataliom./

There was considered to be en inevitable Destiny controlling the events of
thig worid. This fate was 09 all-powerful, that even Ahura Mazdn was sube-
Ject %0 1t. What made thio erphasis so naive was the fact that there was

LN

"4n equal emphasic on the efficacy of prayer,zo and of the initlatory rites.

The second, and more apparent emphasis was the one on emotionalicm.
With the possible exception of Grphism, none of the mystery religlons were
really interested in theologysS: The emphasic vas instead on the liturgl-
cal, the drametic, the spectacular, rather than on the doctrinal/ The en-
tire worship scrvice of Mithraiem was designed mot 4o instruct, tut to ime
breas. There was aboolutely no concern for any clarity, much less for any
purity, of docirine. Eut faih conmot exdst in 2 vacuum, and it was there-
fore inmecvitable thot the vegueness vhich once inde it possible for men of
every persuacion to accept Mithraism would soonor or Jater cause them to
reject it. |

Because of this lack of concern for purity of theological thought it
Vas only nautural that Mithrailsm would become very syncretistic. Mithraism
had beon willing to identify Eelioe with Mithra, Jupiter with Almua Mazda,
and had therchy won the hearts of the Greek mrla-a,a But in s0 accommpdat-
ing itself, it forfeited the distinctness and superiority that had once gi-
ven it the power to domimate all the other mystery religions. [Stragge as &
Yy scem, slong with this gyncretizing tendency, Mithraiem tried to retain

Egcmzpnt, One 92.:!}_., Do 1’3-7.
alﬁw, Oowe cit., p» 61.
Zrotrach, Cults, Myths end Religion, p. 191
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8 certain amount of exclusiveness. It alvays remined a sort of freem=-

vonry.®3 Cendidntes made oaths mot to divulge anmy of the secrets of the
cultﬁi" Women were denied adm.ns,onz) While this secrecy at first contri-
buted o the Pfascimation of IMithraism, in 4ime it also conmtributed to its
downfall. While the Christians also had their secrets, it was still pos-
sible for strangers to learn all they wanted about the central theology of
Caristiarity. They did not have to be initiated to hear of the Gospel of
Jesus Christ. Christianity thus presented %o men a much friendlier wel-

come than Mithraiem did.
Intrinsic Superiozity of Christienity Assured Its Victory

The weaknesses of Mithraism which rasul\.teg. in its downfall were onos
that affected the besic pature of mmwé:.):' Sintlarly, tha sirength of
Christlanity that assured her ultimte victory lay within her very ncture.
The mysteries had been extremely syncretistic. [A dominant characteristic
of Christianity however, was its intolerance.| Unlike the mystery religions,
Christianity alone was from the beginning free of "dead and dying polythe-
16m."°?| Only Judaism had beem as intolerant @s Christianity, and even it
would allow ocubsiders to be loocely associated without undergoing circum-
cisfon. Whereas Mithraism cored little whether the faithful worshipped
Ahura Mazda or Jupiter, or vhether the devotees wrsh&pped at the shrine

of Isis or in the cave of Mithra,(Christianity sald, ~‘Neither is there sal-
vation in any other, for there is none other name under heaven, given among

237his is also the opinion of Robertson, op. cit., pe 330.
auCusmnt, ODe. g!._‘l'._o. Pe 155.
25Reinach, op. cit., p. 190.
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men, whereby we must be seved."20 Josue mad said, "Enter ye in at the

otrait gate. . « stroit is the gate, and nmarrow is the way that leadeth
unto life, and few there be that £ind 1t."27 St. Paul had written, "Fhere
1s one God and one Mediator between God and mn, the man Christ Jam."aa
St. Paul ollowed no syncretism among those who wanted to bear the mame
“Christian.” He warped his follow Christiens, "You cammot drink of the
cup of the Iord end the cup of devils,"™® and commnded them to "come out
from among them, and be ye separate.™3? This extreme emphasis on loyalty
to Christ alone 314 much to envigorate the faith of the Christian Church.
Because its new convertn were required to surrender so tmch, and to make
such a complete break with pagenisn, their faith involved a deeper comvice
tlon and a more erdent desire to spread the Gospel o 2ll men.

It was easy to spread this gospel, because Christianity was a truly
universal religion. The faithful Mithraist was sonsiderably limited in
his proseletyzing efforts because the cult was meant for men only. The
Christian Cospel. on the other hand, imew "neither Jev nor Greek, male nor
femle, bond nor free."31 This Gospel was offered to all, its mysteries
were open 4o all vho would give evidence that they were not merely curio-
sity seekers, but had through their instruction shown their cincere inten-
tion to accept the new faiths) Its sacred writings were accessible o all

28 cts h:l2,
ETmtthew T:13-2%.
281 Pimothy 235.

291 Corinthians 19:21.
302 corinthians 6317.
3lgalatians 3:28.
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Vho would resd them. Its theology was intelligible to all. For the simple
there wac the Sermon on the ¥ount, the plain words of Jesus. For the in-
tellectuals, there were the unfathomable mysteries of the incarmation and
the atonenent, and the inter-relationship of Father, Som, and Holy Spirit
in one Godhend. Christianity wag well equipped to embark on a universal
conquest, 1t had & universal appeals

Christianity approached the world with a rich and living body of doce
trine. WVhile the mysteries had been theologically weak, Christianity was
theologically poverful. Central in its thoology was the doctrine that by
His life, death, end resurrection, Christ had atoned for the sins of the
entire world. If o uan placed hioc trust in the value of this atorement far
him, he vould be etermally saved. This trust, this faith, wac one of Chris-
tianity's unigue emphases. It waz this faith in God's plan of Justifying
the simer that mde Christienity superior to the mysteries. The mystery
religions nttempted %o regenerate man by giving the initiate the power to
live a holy life. Christianity on the other hand, offered a foremsic Jjus-
tification to all those who would but accept it,3> and only thereafter, g=we
the power to live a life that would give evidence of this ummerited Jjusti-
fication. But for the Christian, faith was not merely trust in God's aton-
ing Vork-\('ﬂhe result of this feith also gave the Christian consolation in
the midst of his daily cares. The Christian could say, "This is the vic-
tory which overcometh the world, even our faith."33 Faith wvas more than
mere knovledge of, and consent 10, a body of doctrine. It was a personal
relationship of trust in & God who had revealed Himself in love, in the

32Romans 3:24,25; 2 Corinthians 5119.
331 Jomn 5:k.
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person of His Son, Jesus Christe

The faith of the Christians was expressed in love--to God and to their
fellow men. This gemuine love vas enother factor which became a distin-
gulshing feature of the Christian faith. It is no wonder that S&t. Paul
09id thet such love was the highest gift of the Spirit.3* The pegans, in
spite of their own attempts to achieve high moral standards, mmet have been
impressed by the love that the Christians showed for each other. This love
¥as of course not Airected only to those of the Christian commmity, bat to
others ae well, and Lospitality, the love of strangers, becames one of the
chief means by which the Church made its impact upon the worild.35 *

In listing factors which aided the victory of Christianity, one cannct
overlook the significance of the Greek New Testament. For it was this took
vhich presented %o the world the doctrines which the Christian Chmrch be-
lieved. Tt called forth faith that meant salvation, and demanded love as
evidence of that faithe It came in an age when men were longing to €ind
euthority. It spoke furthermore in & language that could be understood by
all, uoing not only the vocabulary of the tradesmn and of the fisherrmn,
but in some cases even of the philosopher.36

But vhen all these factors are considered and evaluated, there remins
yet one more factor which must be noted. It is this factor which stands &5
the very center of the entire Christian faith and therefore is the underly-
ing cause for the victory of Christianity. This factor is the historical

3%1 Corinthisns 13:13.
3%Romne 12:13.
36as in the opening verses of the Gospel according to St. John.
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Person of Jemus Christ, eround Whom the entire Christian faith revolves.
This historical center of Christianity was greater than His teachings. The
Greek gods were not gods in thelr own righs, but were still subject to fate.
Jesus Christ on the other hand was the Alpha and Omega, the begirping and
the end.37 Ho was not a God who existed far sway from this present world,

showing no concern for it. Instead He was present when He created this
vorld, Ee visited it to redeem it, and He will return to it and judge it.
This emphasis oam the historicity of Christ always held a central position

in the proclamation of the Christian Gospel. Throughout the 014 Testament
God had been intimately associated with events of history, both with regard
%o fiis own chosen people Israel, and with the world at large. In the Yew
Testament also, this constant involvement in history is clearly discernible.
Jesus was born "in the days of Caesar Augustus”™ when "Cyrenius was governor
of Syria." He was "erucified . . » under Pontiue Pilate." Throughout the
Gospels, the life of Jesus 1= cshown in its relationship to the lives of
oiker men, of beggars, fishermen, scribes, and kings. It ies always associ-
ated with definite places; Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Naaa.reth, Golgotha. It was
as a hlstorical Person that Christ entered the world, and 1t was therefore

& historical religion which went out to canguer the world.

Since it is this very historicity of Jesus which mde the Christian
faith unique, and since this some historicity is so commonly attacked and
doubted mmong nominal Christiens today, it may be interestirg to comsider
a little more closely the historical existence of Jesus. Of course, His
life and death sre clearly recorded in the Few Testament as being histori-

3TRevelation 1:8.
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cal, but thore are those who question the authority of these writings. We
therefore look briefly at some secular references to the life of Jesus, con-
ing from the writers of His age. In doing so, it should be recognized that
this means going from a greater authority, the Bible, to a lesser authority,
the words of men, but the secular references are mone the less corroborating
evidence, and thevefore valid. Josephus, vriting toward the end of the first
century, speaks of Jesus as "a wice man if indeed it is lawful to call him
8 mi. » « +" because He performed €0 many miracles. He says that Pllate,
"condemned Him to the cross. « « «" but that on the third day He appeered
again to His aisciyles.BB Tacitus also refers to the crucifixion of Jesus
and mames Him as founder of the Christian faith.39 Writing around 150 A.D.
Lucian of Samsata stated, "rhe Christiens, you kmow, vorship a man to this
day, the distinguished persomage who introduced their novel rites, and was
crucified on that accounts » o0 '_l;\lthoum these secular references tell
us nothing new about Jesue, they are nevertheless extremsly interesting.
They show that the mention of His mame was not limited to those who Pollowed
Him, or to those who wrote the books of the Hew Testament, They show fur-

T 3% 1avius Josephus, "Antiguities of the Jews, XVIIT, 63£f." in Kurt

i, De Antiquissimic Veterum e ad Tesuz Nazarenus Spectant Testimoniis
(Gleszen: Veriag von Alfred Toepeimnn, c«1913), P» %e It is recognized

&8 authontiz. The pregent writer, however, feels that there is sufficient

evidence o belleve that the major portion of the section is authentic, al-
though textual ermandetions mey have been made.

3Fpacitus, "Amales, XV, 4%," in Kur: Linck, De Antiguissimic Veterunm
quae ed Iesunm Hozaremm Spectant Testimoniis (Gieszen: Verlag von Alfred
Poepelimmn, c.1513), De Ol

¥0zucian of Samozata, ™orks, IV, 82-83," quoted in Hyds, op. cite,
P 120.
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thermore that those vho question the historicity of Christ are not being
true to the accounts of history iteelf. It 1s of course admitted, that
these seculer references are very scanty. Speaking of them, Hyde says,
"from these pagen notices we get little knowledge of Jesus beyond the fact
that He liveda.”™l mnis however, 1s more than enough. For this is more than
can be determined of any of the gods or goddesses of the mystery religions.
It is this feature therefore, this undeniable historicity of Jesus Christ,
that mde and still mkes » Christianity uniquely superior to all the reli-
Blons of the world; past, present, ena future.

iayae, op. eit., pe 120




CHAPTER V
CORCIUSION

This overview of the relationship of Christianity to the mystery zeli-
glons has attempted to give the pertinent points of evidence Qh!.ch show the
inherent superiority of the Christian faith. Many distinctions between the
two forms of religion were nocessarily thin. This was umavoidable because
of the fact that modern man will probably never be eble to fully understand
the mature of the mystery religions. Ho may learn much of their outward
form, but will never fully comprehend their immer nature. The entire age
Quring which this conflict betveen Christianity and the mysterics raged,
also one which men will pever emtirely understend. This is true in spite
of the fact thet this age is in mny woys the most significant in the his-
tory of the world, for it presonts 0 us One who entered world history in
a tangible wey.

Thus it is that this study leaves mny questions umanswered. It was
suggested that pome of the features commmon o Christianity and Mithraisa
my have been geruine similaritics which arose independently. But how can
Ve exploin these similarities which had independent origins? How for in-
stance, cen we explain what is probably the oldest form of religlous expres-
slon, that of sacrifice? Biblical history records only that the second
generation of man alveady practiced 1t,. but gives no hint as o the reason
for itc ofdgin. While Mithreiom proper offered only a mle deity end was
religion designed for men, the other mystery religions all had a unique

Igenenis Lik.
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feature that would aloo be worthy of further study. This is the role of o
femle deity. It would be interesting to discover vhether there is any evi-
dence that the Roman Catholic emphasis on the exnlted role of the Virgin
Mary can be traced to pegan devotion to a femle dai.ty-a As one considers
the historical origins of Christisnity and the mystery religionc, another
uestion prosents itselfs Why 1s it that all the apciemt religions which
became truly world religions, and which persist down to our own day, hed
their origin in Asia? Hone of the religlons vhich had their origin in the
Western Homilsphere, cuch as the religlons of the North American Indians, or
of the Aztecs, were able (o survive the coming of the vhite ren, wheress re-
liglons of the Orient, be they Christienity, Islam, or Buddhism, have pore-
sloted down o the present day. The sproad of Christianity itself presenis
yot enother problene Why is 1% that wtil very recently, the Christian
folth was ©0 o large extont limited to those people who were at one dime
affiliated with the Romen Bmpire, while the vast hordos of Asia and Africa
were left comparetively uninfluencedf Even thoe missiomary attempts of re-
cent yearc to bring Christianity to these aress, has, in spite of the use
of every modern mpans, failed to moasure up to the phenomemal spread of
Christienity during the first four eenturies of its existence. All the
above problems would be worthy of further study.

The mystery religions entered a world and an era which was crying for
salvation and immortality. Into this vorld the mysteries brought what they
concidered to be an evangel, it offered hope in this world and etermal life
in the nexi. Those mystery religions, and particulerly Hithraism, repre-

2Mhis thought is advenced by Jolm Ms Robertson, Pagen Christs (Second
edition; Iondom: Webts and (0., ce1911), p. 21.




07
sented the highest form of development of the mystic tendencies that had
exigted in the hearts of men for centurdes. Thelr conguest of the Romen
World vas rapid, and more thorough than that of any other religion before
that times Dut ancther evangel inconspicuously arose to enter the race.
It centered around a “gibbeted sophict."> Whoress the mysteries kad pre-
sented hero-deities, this one presemted a "pale Calilaean™ vho was fmmo-
cently crucified. Although this new Gospel was preached by uneducated
fichermen and leayned ocholars, it mintained its unique center in the
redeeming work of Jesus Christ. It proved, es it vas intended to, %o be
the power of God unto salvation. Although it entered the Graeco-Rornn
arena loter then its competitors, it soon swipassed theme It was battling
for the hearts of men, and 1t alone, emwng all the religions in the fray,
had the power to couvert the Lmner man, it alonc could give gemuine essur-
Qnce of forgivensss, end it alone could with certainty offer the believer
eternnl 14fe.

And yet, Chrisctianity owes a certain debt to the mystery religioms,
ptrange debt that it was. For the mystery religions played a very definite
role in preparing the vestern world for the ommrd mvement of Christianity.
The myateries Mad represcnted the highest and ultimmte attempts of mn to
forge his owm religicus ysi.-.em. But in 50 doing, they had also showm the
futllity of these attempts. They dewonstrated the inesccpable need for mn
o depend on o religion divinely given, one conceived in the mind of Cod,

37This phrase is attributed to Iucian, by Semiel Angus, The B.g:
ligions apd Christienity (Bew York: Charlos Scribner's Sons, €«1525), P <35.

bimis phrase is attributed o Swinsburne, by Walter Hyde, &uig_ug
Christionity in the Roman Erpire (Philadelphia: University of Pemmsylvania
Press, c.1§|-¥6!, Ds 200a
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and glven to men in the Porm which He deemed begt~-in God's owm Incarmtion,
death, and resurrection. Although the central point of this religion, the
€088 of Calvary, became an offence to Israel and foolishness to tke Heol-
lenic world, this cross beceme the emblem of the divine victory that God
won for man. Thus 1t 45 thic same exblem, the cross, vhich nearly tventy
centuries later has remeived the lone syzbol of hope for a lost world.




A Mithraic Relief#

This figure of Mithma tewroctonos, made of vhite marble wac found at
Rome, and probably dates from the cecond century A.Ds The figure clearly
shows the mst important aspects of Mithra's great acte While HMithwa holds
the bull and plunges his knife into it, the serpent attempts to suck the
bull's biood, while the scorpion nttacks its vital organs. Mithra's faith-
ful dog, who helped to track down and capture the bull, is also present.

#Johemmes Ieipoldt, Die Re n des Mithra, in Bilderatlas zur Reli-
mgﬁ;scnmhteé herausgegeben von Hans hao (leipzig: A. Delchertsche Ver-
lage nd » ©e1930), XV, Plate 13«
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