Mandatory retirement: Ideas in
the study of Christian origins
whose time has come to go

PAULA FREDRIKSEN

Summary: Historians of ancient Christianity routinely describe its
social and religious environment by relying on certain common-sense
academic terms. In this essay, the author argues that four of these
terms—conversion, nationalism, religio licita (“legit cult”) and monothe-
ism—in fact import anachronism and distortion into historical descrip-
tions of the cultural context of Christianity and its origins, in the end
obscuring precisely the evidence that they are mobilized to illumine. In
making the argument that these terms be dropped, the author also
presents a synthetic reconstruction of the ways that Jews, Christians and
pagans interacted during the formative centuries of the new movement.

Résumé : Les historiens du christianisme ancien décrivent habituelle-
ment I'environnement social et religieux de cette époque en s’appuyant
sur certains termes académiques usuels. Dans cet essai, I’auteure soutient
que quatre de ces termes — conversion, nationalisme, religio licita (« culte
permis ») et monothéisme —sont anachroniques. Leur utilisation gé-
nére une distorsion dans les descriptions historiques du contexte cul-
turel du christianisme et de ses origines, obscurcissant ainsi ce qu’ils veu-
lent éclairer. Tout en proposant que Ces termes soient abandonnés,
l'auteure présente une reconstruction synthétique des interactions
entre Juifs, Chrétiens et paiens interagissaient durant les siécles de for-
mation du nouveau mouvement.

1 would like to propose the speedy retirement of four much-used terms that
routinely appear in scholarship on Christian origins. These terms serve schol-
ars of ancient Christianity both as a kind of academic short-hand and as
interpretive concepts. Their use affects historical reconstruction in similar
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ways. They lead us down the path of anachronism and abstraction, ultimately
obscuring the lives and concerns of the ancient people whom we seek to
understand. In exploring how this is so, I will of course be venturing my
own descriptions of religious life in the ancient Mediterranean. I constructed
these descriptions in the course of thinking through what description itself
is like once we try to avoid using these terms. And this effort was inspired in
part by my realization that continuing to think with these terms was making
it progressively harder to work with what primary evidence we have.

Before I begin, then, let me confess openly what I have just implied:
every error of judgment, every distortion of the historical environment, every
inadvertent anachronism that I am about to sketch, I have gone into print
with myself. I would like to thank the Society, then, not only for its gracious
invitation to speak at its annual meeting, and not only for its conferring on
me the very special privilege of offering this lecture to honor the memory of
Peter Craigie, but also for giving me this opportunity for public repentance.
I need it.

I begin by offering some ideas to hold in mind while I present my argu-
ments. These are generalizations that I find helpful to think with when look-
ing at the ancient Mediterranean and tracking the interrelations of its two
main populations, gods and humans. In Antiquity:

¢ gods run in the blood;

e cult is an ethnic designation/ethnicity is a cultic designation;
*® cult makes gods happy;

¢ unhappy gods make for unhappy humans.

With these ideas in mind, I come to my first term: conversion. In the field
of New Testament studies, the question has especially been debated whether
this term can properly be applied to the apostle Paul. Earlier scholarship,
which had seen the first generation of the Christian movement as a commu-
nity already distinct (indeed, self-consciously distinct) from Judaism, had
no problem either with this term or with its application to Paul: after all, Paul
had rejected Judaism in favor of Christianity, and he had condemned his for-
mer allegiance as servitude to the “works of the Law.” This scholarly under-
standing both of Paul the convert and of the term “conversion” cohered
easily with a classic definition, on display in A.D. Nock’s great study, which
held that conversion is “a deliberate turning ... which implies that a great
change is involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right” (Nock 1933:
7).

A generation later, Krister Stendahl, among others, urged that scholars
adopt the term that Paul himself had used to describe his shift of allegiance
toward the ekklésia: not “conversion,” but “call” (Stendahl 1976). Seeing
Paul’s transformation as his call to be an apostle to the Gentiles, argued the
advocates of this position, had a double benefit. It was both truer to Paul and
truer to Paul’s historical context. Besides the advantage of this term’s being
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anchored in Paul’s own text (Gal. 1:15: theos ... kalesas), “call” did not suggest,
as “conversion” did, the idea of a rupture with Judaism. Rather, it placed
Paul and his idea of himself within a trajectory of Israel’s continuing
prophetic role vis-a-vis the nations. In other words, “call” had the virtue of
implying or presupposing no sharp contrast between the native religion of
Paul, or of the first apostles, and the makeup of the movement which they
dedicated themselves to spreading in the Diaspora. “Conversion” too readily
facilitated imagining the Jesus movement circa 34 as already something other
than Judaism; “call” more readily allowed imagining the Jesus movement as
a type of Judaism.

Against this view, indeed perhaps in response to it, other scholars more
recently have brought arguments urging that “convert,” after all, be kept.
These scholars emphasize the benefits of using modern methodologies
(whether derived from social science or psychology or cultural anthropol-
ogy) when reconstructing ancient figures. Thus, though they do regard ear-
liest Christianity as a species of late Second Temple Judaism, they emphasize
the contrast—sociologically or psychologically or behaviorally—between
Paul as a persecuting outsider and Paul as a committed, indeed as a mis-
sionizing, insider. The virtue of the term “convert,” these scholars claim, is
not historical so much as functional: only “conversion” seems adequately to
express the degree of difference between Paul’s old life and his new one. The
term’s analytic utility, in this view, offsets any supposed problem with descrip-
tive anachronism. Besides (as these scholars rightly point out), historians
routinely rely upon words developed well beyond the time-frame of the phe-
nomena that they analyze. If economic historians, for example, can speak
without anguish of “inflation” in the 3rd century, why should New Testa-
ment historians not speak without anguish of Paul’s “conversion” (Gager
1983: 209-11; 2004; Segal 1990)?

I have never been persuaded by these last arguments. This is in part
because I routinely work on another ancient figure, namely Augustine, who
really does conform much more readily to the definition of a “convert” than
does Paul (whom Augustine recasts as his own theological model of a con-
vert). “Conversion” necessarily implies something about the person’s envi-
ronment as much as about his mental state: a convert goes from A to B. In
386, for example, Augustine converted from something (Manichaean Chris-
tianity) to something else (that is, to Catholic Christianity). But if B cannot
be said to exist yet in any way that would distinguish it in telling ways from A,
we have a problem. Thus, while Augustine does indeed “convert” to Catholi-
cism, can we say similarly of Luther? Does he “convert” to Protestantism?
And if not, then for that same reason, can we speak of Paul “the convert”
(Fredriksen 1986)?

The problems with using the word “conversion” for this first generation
of the Christian movement become even more confounding when it
describes a seemingly much less controversial case: not that of Paul himself,
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but that of Paul’s Gentiles. These folk are routinely identified as Paul’s “con-
verts.” Here is a genuine and clear case of a move from A to B, namely from
the worship of traditional or native gods with all their pomps and ways—
that is, with all their cult and images—to the aniconic worship of the god of
Israel, who in the Diaspora, in principle, received no offerings. What could
possibly be the problem with using “convert” to describe these people?

The problem, once again, is confusion leading to anachronism. Both
Paul (certainly) and his apostolic colleagues (probably; cf. Gal. 2:7) con-
ceived their universe as composed of two religious communities: Israel, and
everybody else, that is, “the nations” (Hebrew, goyim; Greek, ta ethné; cf.
Galatians’ division of humanity into tds peritomds or tds akrobustias). These
apostles expected the return of Jesus and the establishment of God’s king-
dom within their own lifetimes: they were not establishing institutions for the
longue durée. The convenient distinction between “pagan” and “Gentile” had
not yet occurred to anyone. So firmly is Paul set within this dual-option uni-
verse that he is reduced, when scolding his Gentiles in Corinth, to telling
them that they are acting worse than Gentiles (1 Cor. 5:1; some English trans-
lations strive to create wiggle-room here by translating ethnéas “heathen,” but
this simply imports back into the mid-1st century the Gentile/pagan distinc-
tion, using the idea “pagan” but not the word).

Recall now Paul’s argument in his letter to the Galatians. In that letter,
Paul rails against other Christian missionaries who attempt to persuade his
Gentiles-in-Christ to receive circumcision. If the Galatian Gentiles do so, he
warns, they will be responsible for the whole Law (Gal. 5:3). Circumcision,
and then keeping the Law, is thus tantamount to saying that these Gentiles
would “become” Jews; that is, they would convert. (I will discuss conversion
to Judaism in antiquity shortly.) But what distinguishes Paul’s mission from
that of these other apostles—quite precisely—is that he in principle opposes
“conversion.” His Gentiles are to stay Gentiles. True, they must cease the
worship of their own gods and instead worship only the god of Israel. But,
insists Paul, they are not to convert, and therefore they must not consent to
circumcision. In other words, the only potential Christian “converts” in the
Diaspora scenario presupposed by the letter to the Galatians are those Gen-
tiles who heed Paul’s rivals. And in that case, they would be converts to
Judaism, motivated to become such by their commitment to Christ.

The point about Paul’s Gentiles—the ones, that is, of whom he still
approves—is precisely that they are not converts. If we slip into calling them
“converts”—as I, alas, have routinely done—then we confuse the very situa-
tion that we are trying to describe. The term “converts” entangles us in
anachronism, letting in by the back door the idea that “Christianity” is some-
how already a tertium quid, something that exists for these people to convert
to. (For precisely this reason, Gager {2002: 64] insists that the words “Chris-
tian” and “Christianity” must not be used for this first generation: “There was
no Christianity as such in Paul’s time.” This conviction does not, alas, prevent






