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Kithraism and Earl7 Christianity 

In the introduation to his work The Jlysteries 

of Mithra Cumont, the most outstanding investigator in 

this field, · says: "The work Ylhich I have undertaken cmld 

not have been other than difficult. On the one hand, we 

do not know to what precise degree the Avesta and the 

other sacred books of the Paraees represent the ideas of 

the Mazdean of the Occident: on the other, these books 

constitute the sole material in our possession ibr in­

terpreting the great mass of figured monuments which have 

gradually been collected. The inscriptions by themselves 

are always a sure guide, but their contents are upon the 

whole very meager. Our predicament is somewhat similar 

to that in which we should find ourselves if we were 

called upon to write the History of the Church of the 

Kiddle Ages with no o~her sources at our command than 

the Hebrew Bible and the sculptured debris of Roman and 

Gothic portals. For this reason our explanation of the 

M'.ithraic imagery will frequently possess nothing more 

than a greater or leas degree of probability. I make no 

pretensions of having reached in all oases a rigorously 

exact decipherment of these hierogl7Phios and I am anxious 

to ascribe to 1111' opinions nothing but the value of the 

arguments which support them.n me sources available to 

the student of the Jqsteries of Mithra are extremely soanty 
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and fragmentary, a tact which necessitates oaution in 

drawing conclusions as to what Kithraism actually stood 

f'or. 

The word Mystery was the name of a religious 

society, founded not on citizenship or kindred, but on 

the choice of its members, tor the practice of rites by, 

which, it was believed, their happiness might be promoted 

both in this world and in the next. The Greek word Allo111r,oar 
does not, of its OWl'l force, imply anything in our sense of 

the word "mysterious," that is to say, obscure or diffi­

cult to comprehend. That which it connotes is, rather, 

something which can only be known on being imparted by 

someone already in possession of it, not by mere reason 

and research which are common to all. 

In that unknown epoch when the ancestors of 

the Persians were still united with those of the Hindus 

they were already worshipers of Mithra. Later he was 

adopted into the theological system -of Zoroastrianism. 

Ahura Mazda was the supreme god. Below him was Kithras, 

the god of celestial light, his emissary and chief of the 

celestial armies in their ceaseless combat with the Spirit 

of Darkness. "An analysis of the constituent elements of 

Kithraism, like the cross-section of a geological formation, 

shows the stratifications of' this composite mass in their 

regular order of' deposition. ~he basal layer of this 

religion, its lower am primordial stratum, is the faith 



pf ancient Iran, from. which it took its origin. Above 

this Ma.zdean sub-stratum was deposited in Babylon a thick 

sediment of Semitic doctrines, and afterwards the local 

beliefs of Asia Minor added to it their alluvial deposits. 

Finally, a luxuriant vegetation of HelleniQ ideas burst 

forth from this fertile soil and partly concealed from 

view its true original nature." (Cwnont). At first Mithras . 
plainly was a being of subordinate rank. Formally, the 

aspect of subordination may not have been canceled at any 

period, but practically it came in the end to be set aside. 

While Mithras continued to be assigned the office of 

mediator, to a . large extent religious dependence was 

directed rather to him than to the higher and remoter deity. 

The oriental religions found the way prepared for 

them by the bankruptcy of Greek religion and the disinte­

grating influence of Greek philosophy. JU.thraism, however, 

secµred but few converts in the Hellenic domain. But the 

rapid dissemination of Kithraism through.out the West is 

one of the outstanding phenomena of religious propaganda. 

In Mithraism, the most virile of the oriental cults, and 

therefore most attractive to the Roman soldiery, the _con­

oeption o~ the sympathy of god aD'l. man was prominent. Ken 

saw in the struggles of Kithra the Unconquered the proto­

type of their daily; life. The taurootonous mediator, so 

familiar on the revolving slab in the chapels, the champion 

of light against darkness, of men against the demons and 
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cosmic powers, was a human figure, whose triumphant 

struggle encouraged men to higher endeavor. Moreover, 

Mithra compensated for any apparent deficiency in 

sympathetic communion by alliance with the other Eastern 

cults, particularly that of the Great Kothe~, and, in its 

latest stages, with that of the Egyptian Mother of Sorrows. 

Mithraism was represented in Rome as early as 67 B.C. 

(Plutarch), but gained no appreciable foothold till the 

closing decades of the next century. In the second and 

third Christian centuries it :was given a relatively wide 

extension in the West. Being to a peculiar degree the 

religion of soldiers, it was carried wherever the Roman 

legions were sent. Furthermore, it was propagate.d by 

slaves from the East and by the Syrian ~erchants. The 

Emperor Commodus became an adherent, am various of his 

successors regarded it with favor. The climax of its 

progress was probably reached toward the end of the third 

century. Julie,n the Apostate beyond the middle of the nert 

century exerted himself to the utmost to restore its 

fortunes, but his short-lived reaction (361-363) availed 

little to check the movement toward irretrievable clownfall. 

Under Theodosius it oame to an end. 

As respects the extent to which K1thr~ism gained 

a footing in the Graeco-RolDNl world i;here seems to be a 

tendency among scholarq investigators to question the 

warrant for the strong statements which have sometimes been 
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made. Against Renan's representation that at one time 

this religion bade fair to dispute the .ascendency of 

Christianity in the RoJDA.n empire, attention is called to 

the fact that the evidence fails to prove that 1li thraism 

ever prevailed widely outside the cantonments of the Roman . 
legions. Furthermore, as is indicated by the map which 

Cumont has prepared, we have the fact that it failed to 

strike root in most of the territory which could boast a 

high stage of culture. "Almost the entire domain of Hellen­

ism," says HarD.A.ck, "was closed to it, and consequently 

Hellenism itself. Greece, Macedonia, Thrace, Bithynia, 

Asia (proconsular), the central provinces of Asia Kinor 
• I • • 

(apart from Cappad.ocia), Syria, Palestine, and Egypt - none 

of these ever had 8.111' craving for the cult of llithra. And 

these were the civilized countries by preeminence. They 

were closed to Mithra, and as he thus failed to get into 

touch at all, not in an early stage at any rate, with 

Hellenism, his cult was condemned to the position of a 

barbarous conventicle. Bow these were the regions in which 

Christianity found an illimed.iate and open welcome, the re­

sult being that the lat~er religion came at onQe into vital 

contact with Hellenism." Harnack adds that even 1n the 

West, where llithraism had a relatively wide expansion, there 

is inadequat·e ground to conclude th.a:t it became any real 

rival of Christianity. 

In the last struggle with paganism Ki thraism came 

I 
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to the front to oppose Christianity. It gave expression 

to the craving for moral support, purifioation, and oomf'art 

through religion. In the course of time the anoient god 

ot light became the protector of the faithful, the con­

queror of evil demons, who assures to hie followers the 

hope of immortality. Nothing is more familiar on the monu­

ments found than the group in which the young warrior, 

wearing a Phrygian oap and short tunio, and mantle blown 

back by the wind, kneels on the back of a bull and buries 

his pionard in its throat, surrounded by the llll'Btic beasts 

and the two Dod&phori. His worship was conducted in under­

ground grottoes, brilliantly lighted~ adorned with sym­

bolic figures. The symbolism of his ritual has exercised 
-~, 

and puzzled the ingenuity of modern archaeologists. "PJr6bably 

it conveyed many meanings to the devotee; but the central 

idea in the end seems to have been that of a power who 

conquers the spirit of darkness, leads souls from the under~ 

world, and gives peace by purification. There was a kind 

of baptism of neophytes, confirmation, consecration of 

bread am water, cleansing of the tongue with honey, am 

other ablutions. The great festival of the god was cele­

brated on the 25th of December. His IQ'Steries created a 

powerful bond of union, and in this respect satisfied one 

of the most urgent needs of society under the later Empire. 

The initiated formed a close guild or corporation present­

ing lllB.II-Y' points of resemblance to Freemasonry. Women were 
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the heavens a devouring fire which will annihilate all 

the wicked. The defeat of the Spirit of' Darkness will be 

achieved, and in the general conflagration Ahriman and 

hie impure demons will perish and the- reJuvenated universe 

enJoy unto all ,eternity happiness without end. (Oumont) 

A great nwnber of critics assume that both 

Christianity and ?fithraism received their eschatology 

from a common source, the ancient Kazdean belief's of' the 

Persians. Judaism is accused of having copied Zoroastrian­

ism during the Babylonian CA.ptivity.. This is espec-ially 

urged with regard to th~ doctrine of the resurrection. 

It is, however, foolish to suppose that D8ll1el and 

Ezekiel, in whose eyes the exile was itself a penalty pro­

voked by heathenish tendencies, should have slid away in-

to the supereti tione either of the•ir patrons or the 1r 

taskmasters. Where a truly old relationship exists'be­

tween the Hebrew and Persian systems, it is naturally ex­

plained in the hypothesis of aboriginal unity, as for in­

stance the doctrine of the devil; in other oases there is 

either no true pa~all~lism at all, or. else points of 

doctrine said to be imported by the later class of' write~s, 

such as the doctrines of' the angels and the resurrection, 

had been actually current in the Hebrew Church for centuries 

anterior to the Babylonish Exile. Chr 1st shows the Sadducee 

that the dootri~e of' the resurrection is found alree.47 in 

Genesis. Luther points out that the resurrection is taUBht 
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already in Gen. 3• 15. Hofcm&DD &QB: "Biohta kann 

irriger sein ale die Keinung, die Totenauferstehung sei 

eine spaet erst duroh mensohliohes Baohdenken autgekommene 

Idee, deren ersten Spuren, wem1 sie nioht gar erst ¥OD den 

Parsen an die Juden gekolllll8n 1st, wie bei Jesaia und 

Hezekiel, vielleicht auch sohon in den Psalmen Davida 

begegnen sollen ••••Es .1st keine Zeit zu tinden, wo aioh 

der Glaube ohne dieee Hoftnung denken lieese, und kein 

Zeitpunkt naoh der ,ereten Verheissung, wo ale zuerst 

haette aufkommen koem1en •••• Hengstenberg aagt einmal, 

woman den Tod ale Strafe der Suende ansah., habe der 

Glaube an dae ewige Leben notwendig hervorbreohen muesaen, 

sobald die Hoffnung aut die Erloesung Wurzel getasst 

haette. Die Hoftnung aut die Erloesung hat aber Wurzel 

gefaest, ale Jenee ernete Gotteswort naoh der Suende der 

Erstgesohaffenen vom Siege der Kensohheit (aollte he1asen·: 

vom Siege des Weibessamens] ueber ihren Vertuehrer sagte. 

In diesen Sieg 1st auoh der Tod verschlungen. Was aber 

der Mensohheit verheissen war, sollte a1oh der Glaube ·der 

einzelnen das nioht zureohnen? Werm sie wussten, dass 

ihnen die Suende vergeben war·, wie konnten s:l.e anders ala 

s1oh der Hoftnung getroesten, daas s1e n1oht 1m fode 

bleibeD1wuerden?" 

Ki thras shooting arrows at a :rook to draw 

water for the human raoe offers a aim1lar1 t;y to Koaea 

causing the water of Horeb to gush forth. ~• Persian. 



2'1. 

myth is manifestly an adaptation of the historical tact 

, recorded in the Bible. 

Per~ian dualism explains the universe as the 

outcome ot two eternally opposed and coexisting principles, 

conceived as good am evil, light an.c1. darkness. Clrmud 

(later Mithra) is infinite light, supreme wisdom, and the 

author of all good; Ahriman is the principle of darkness 

and ot all evil. This conception differs radicalq from 

the Christian. conception. According to the Christ1an view 

God was the only existence before the Creation. The Devil, 

is a creature of God, one of' His angels, who subsequently 

rebelled against God. 

According to Scripture the cause of sin is two­

f old: a) the Devil, who sinned first, then seduced man, 

and still rules the UJ1believers and tempts the believers; 

b) man himself', because the fact that he is seduced to sin 

does not excuse him for committing sin, nor does it re­

move his responsibility for his sin. 

Both Zoroastrianism am llithraism held the 

mistaken v1:ew that the boccy- is the seat of sin, the sou1 

beil'lg an innocent prisoner. Scripture teaches that the 

seat of' sin is the aou1, the boccy- being the seat of sin 

insofar as it is the organ of the soul. According to 

Mt. 15, 19 the heart is the real seat of sin and the source 

of all sins in thouglit, word, and deed. Zoroastrianism and 
;- ~"'U.• 

Ki thraism assumed two S\lbstances, a good and an evil aubat~ 
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This is in direct contrast to Scriptural teaching. 

Original sin is not a substance but an aooident, because 

the human nature is a o:a!ature ot God also after the Fall, 

and as such it is and remains good. (Job 10, 8). • 

The fraternal. and democratic spirit of Kithra­

ism deserves our approbation - as tar as it went. How­

ever, the small Kithraic 0011gregations were like masonic 

lodges for a few and tor men only - even those mostly of 

one class, the military. A religion that ex~ludes halt 

of. the hwnan race bears no comparison to the religion of 

Christ. Christianity presented itself to the world aa 

an open system, not a fenced-oft Jll1'&tery. Free aoceaa to 

its w~ole message was o~tered to every man and to every 

woman. "There is neither Jew no~ ~reek, there is neither 

bond,, nor ·f'ree, there is neither male nor temale: tor ye 

are all one in Christ Jesu.s.n ·(Gal. 3, 28). 

With the similarities there are equal}7 im­

pressive differences, some ot which have alres41' been 

mentioned. Kithraism presents a pantheon, a personifica­

tion of abstractions and forces; Christianity the one 

living God; the one an eternal dual.ism of good and evi1, 

the other a creation sub~eot to the wil1 of an unrivalled 

Creator; the one the control11Dg am inexorab1e power ot 
• fate, the other the government of a wise aD4 beneficent 

GOd; the one a mythological savior, the other a historic 

person, who lived a reai yet ainl.eaa 1ite am died a 
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heroic death to rescue 1;he world from sin. Kithraism 

saved exclusively by s•oramentalism, Christianity by 

faith. Mithraism was grossly synoretistio, Christianity 

exclusive. Further than this, Mithraism was established 

in the Western world only after the Christian doctrines 

had been wrought out in the Church. Disregard!~ the 

reasons already mentioned, Christianity could never have 

absorbed a religion so disparate from itself without be­

coming radically affected by the act. De Jong is quite 

right in re3eoting utterly the assumption that Chris­

tianity borrowed a.n;y of its tenets from the Kithraio cult. 

"There is no doubt that mile the visions of the 

Bundehesh ~e Persian Genesi3 deri~ed their colouring, 

and in part their substance also, from Semitic or from 

quasi-Christian influences, the advocates of lfithra­

worship in the earlier centuries of our era were engaged 

with more or less of system 1n retarding the triumphant 

march of Christianity. -At a period when the claims of · 

our religion were put forward with an irresistible charm 

alike in the unspotted lives am the heroic deaths ot its 

true-hear~ed converts, many of the heathen, still umrilliDB 

io embrace it, so far yielded to vibrations it excited in 

all quarters, as to recognize in 1 t the hidden 11> rking ot 

a supernatural viDtue. We discern this tendency amid the 

swarm of startling heresies that sprang up in its track; 

for most of them were anxious to embo~ one or more dis-
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severed doctrines of the Gospel with their wild and . 
heathenish speculations; and others have been also 

charged with mimicking the smaller details of its ritual 
, 

system. We discern this tendency still more in one 

particular instance, bearing on the present theme, for 

'almost every thing that Zoroaster taught of Kithra' was 

perpetuated in the school of 1'ani, with the noticeabLe , 
difference that the Persian misbeliever did not scruple 

to transfer it all ~ireotly to his Christ.n (Hardwick: 

Christ and Other Kasters). 

"Vain, however, and unf'ru.itful was the zeal put 

forward in transplanting the fantastic shadows of pagan­

ism; •••• while the :pl"imitive vision of the helper 

Sosiosh, dim and fluotuating at the best, was blotted from 

the Persian mind mitirely, or was fading under the aug­

mented brilliance of K1thra,- Christ am Christ alone, ex­

pected in the old oeconoiv am made manife·st in 'the new, 

the living• reigning, and historic Christ•••• was every­

where imprinti~ on the world an image of His love, which 

neither time nor space could deaden.... While Mithra, 
I 

once His rival, •••• has left no traces, save in mon-

umental sculptures, of the homage rendered to him in the 

early centuries of our era, Christ, the sovereign Lord of 

all, is _going forward on His peaceful. conquest of the 

nations, 'the same yestera.a,-, and to-day, am forever.~• 

(Hardwick). 
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