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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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