
REVIEWS

Reinhard Nordsieck, Das Thomas-Evangelium. Einleitung. Zur Frage des histo-

rischen Jesus. Kommentierung aller 114 Logien. Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener
Verlag 2004, 402 pages, ISBN 3-7887-18676, € 19.90.

According to the author of this book, the 114 logia of the Gospel of
Thomas are not gnostic and do not depend upon the synoptic gospels or
the Gospel of John. An analysis of the history of the redaction, tradition
and form of these Sayings shows that ‘Thomas’ originates from an inde-
pendent tradition which must be located in the region of early Judaic
Christianity. It contains in a number of cases traditions which most prob-
ably go back to the historical Jesus or are in his spirit. In order to demon-
strate this, Nordsieck argues again and again that although a logion might
indeed be interpreted as gnostic, it becomes more understandable when it
is seen in the perspective of primitive Christianity.

Nordsieck offers a fair and very complete survey of the secondary lit-
erature, but his knowledge of the primary sources is less obvious. He holds
that Encratism is very close to Gnosticism, but he seems not to have read
the third book of the Stromateis of Clement of Alexandria on the Encratites
of Alexandria. Nor is he familiar with the work of Erik Peterson and Franco
Bolgiani, who proved definitively that Encratism is very different from
Gnosticism. In fact, the only difference between Encratism and Catholicism
is that the first rejected marriage whereas the second condoned it. Moreover,
Nordsieck did not see that the expression: ‘to make the two one’ (logion
22) goes back to the speech of Aristophanes in Plato’s Symposion, and is
basic for the theology and anthropology of the Gospel of Thomas. So there
is much to appreciate and still something to desire in this book.

One might ask whether it is necessary to quote all scholars who were
wrong, now that a majority of critics, including Nordsieck, has come to
the conclusion that the Gospel of Thomas transmits an independent tra-
dition of the Words which Jesus once spoke. It is an established fact that
‘Thomas’ sometimes omits the word ‘hypokritès’ where the synoptics have
it. In logion 39 Jesus is quoted as having said that the Pharisees and the
Scribes have received the keys of knowledge. Matthew, however, passes
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down: ‘Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!’ (23:13). Did Jesus
call his opponents ‘hypocrites’ or not? Christopher Tuckett has made a
casual remark regarding this question which is relevant to our problem.
He wrote: ‘The use of the noun hypokritès in the gospel tradition has
always been regarded as unlikely to go back to Jesus because there is no
obvious Aramaic equivalent to the word with the meaning required’ (‘Q,
Jesus and Aramaic: Some methodological reflections’, Proceedings of the Irish

Biblical Association 26 (2003) 29). From this it follows that ‘Thomas’, at least
in logion 39, is not dependent on the ecclesiastical Gospels. It is not nec-
essary to quote all scholars who did not know what Tuckett knows and
therefore discovered most profound Gnostic mysteries in logion 39 or else-
where in the Gospel of Thomas.

Noordhoudringelaan 32 G Q

NL-3722 BR Bilthoven

J.W. Hargis, Against the Christians: The Rise of Early Anti-Christian Polemic,
New York etc.: Peter Lang 2001, 172 pp., ISBN 0-8204-5741-8, € 29.60 (pb).

This is an unaltered reprint of a book that first appeared in 1999. It
offers a lucid survey of the anti-Christian arguments and rhetoric of the
three greatest ancient polemicists against Christianity, Celsus, Porphyry,
and Julian. As the author himself says, “[t]his book examines the extant
pagan anti-Christian polemic literature with a view toward discovering the
strategies by which the polemicists attempted to marginalize a religious
opponent steadily increasing in numbers, sophistication and power” (3-4).
The introductory chapter 1 sketches elements of anti-Christian polemic before
Celsus, esp. the accusations of incest, cannibalism etc. Chs. 2 and 3 deal
with Celsus and demonstrate that his work marks a transition in substance
of the accusations. “Whereas earlier attacks had focused upon the crimes
of immorality that Christians were alleged to have committed, Celsus’ work
marked the beginning of an era of philosophical attacks combined with
reasoned refutation of the Christian scriptures” (19). At pp. 21-24 Hargis
adduces several reasons for dating Celsus’ True Doctrine not to the years
about 178 but about 200 CE, a suggestion which certainly has its merits,
even though he himself slightly undermines it by saying some pages later
that Celsus’ characterization of Christians as radically isolated and anti-
social “is mildly anachronistic, perhaps several decades too late to be fully
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accurate” (24). Hargis shows how Celsus used comparisons or parallels
between Christian teaching and Greek mythological and philosophical ideas
to undermine effectively the new faith by denying its uniqueness. In this
way Celsus argued that Christianity’s claims to exclusivity were illegitimate.
Celsus’ attacks on the doctrines of the incarnation and the resurrection
and on Christian epistemology are well set out and analyzed by Hargis.

His chapter on Porphyry presents a clear sketch of the major differences
between Celsus’ and Porphyry’s polemics (e.g., the latter’s much greater
knowledge of the Bible and his more positive assessment of Jesus) and of
the background of these differences, but on the whole this chapter is less
than satisfactory. Nowhere the reader is informed about the major problems
in the study of Porphyry’s Contra Christianos, such as the question of how
to identify fragments of this now lost work in later authors. For instance,
more than half of the fragments in Harnack’s edition of Porphyry’s Against

the Christians consist of passages from Macarius of Magnesia’s Monogenes, but
this is a highly debatable position, since the unnamed polemicist in the
Monogenes may well have been someone else (see on this matter now the
fine new edition of Macarius by Richard Goulet, reviewed by me in VC

58 [2004] 332-341). If so, this anonymous certainly deserved a chapter of
his own in this book, but the person is not even mentioned. Even if Hargis’
book is meant to be of an introductory nature, major issues such as these
should not have been swept under the table.

The final two chapters (5 and 6) deal with Julian. Here Hargis high-
lights, among other things, that, while Julian did use some of the argu-
ments of his predecessors, he yet significantly shifted their focus and expanded
them to serve a purpose not envisioned by either Celsus or Porphyry: The
main thrust of Julian’s polemic was an apology for traditional Hellenistic
culture, he passionately wanted to restore the ancient Greek religion, and
therefore he wanted “an open confrontation between pagans and Christians
over the cultural and intellectual property of the Roman Empire” (93).
Hargis also lucidly presents the differences in the general use of Judaism
as a weapon in anti-Christian polemic between Celsus, Porphyry, and
Julian. Julian pointed out that the fundamental problem in both Jewish
and Christian theology was that the deity of these two religions was at the
same time universal and particular. But how could a national or regional
god ever claim to be the creator of the universe and the souvereign of all
peoples? Only a deity like the one in Plato’s Timaeus could. In a final chap-
ter Hargis summarizes the results of his investigation and draws some
threads together.

206 

Vigiliae 59,2_Reviews_204-224  5/12/05  2:52 PM  Page 206



Despite the points of criticism mentioned above I find this a very good
and informative book. It is clearly written and well argued, and I wish it
into many hands.

Faculty of Theology, Utrecht University P. W.   H

Gregorio di Nissa, Contro il Fato. Introduzione, testo, traduzione e com-
mento a cura di Michele Bandini (Biblioteca Patristica 41), Bologna: Edizioni
Dehoniane 2003, 201 pp., ISBN 88-10-42050-0, € 19,00 (pb).

In Gregory of Nyssa’s writings freedom of the will is an important sub-
ject. Gregory strongly believes that man’s struggle for Christian perfection
occurs through a synergy of divine grace and human freedom. Hence he
is opposed to contemporaries who defended that man is but the toy of
blind deterministic forces such as astral elements. In his Contra Fatum Gregory
argues at length against this astral determinism. After a brief prologue he
first presents the case for determinism and then proceeds with a lenghty
refutation of it and a defence of human freedom. The treatise presents
itself in the guise of a letter directed to a high official and also contains
a basic dialogic structure which gradually disappears. The Greek text of
this work can be found in the edition by J. McDonough (GNO III/II, pp.
31-63); an incomplete English translation is offered by A. Meredith in
Gregory of Nyssa (Early Church Fathers), London-New York 1999, pp. 59-
73. The writing has been especially discussed within studies on the patris-
tic concept of free will and on late antique reflections (both pagan and
Christian) on the issue of determinism (e.g. D. Amand, Fatalisme et liberté

dans l’antiquité grecque, Louvain 1945, pp. 405-439). A full study of Contra

Fatum in its own right still remains a desideratum, but the book here under
review is a useful step in that direction.

Michele Bandini presents the Greek text of Contra Fatum with an Italian
translation on the facing page (59-119). A substantial introduction (11-57)
provides information on Gregory’s biography; the place of Contra Fatum in
Greek and Latin literature; its structure, date and sources; the textual trans-
mission. The text is followed by a thorough commentary (119-171). Future
scholars working on the Contra Fatum will do well to consult Bandini’s work.
Besides the fact that it is the first of its kind on the Contra Fatum, it marks
a step forward in two ways: because of its study of Gregory’s sources and
because of its text-critical contribution. To begin with the latter aspect:
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Bandini did not content himself with simply including McDonough’s text
but instead checked it over against a selection of manuscript witnesses. On
this basis he proposes in a significant number of cases another reading
than the one retained in the GNO-edition. The following is a list of these
variant readings as Bandini himself gives it (on p. 55):

GNO 32,7: fulassÒmenow—fulattÒmenow
GNO 32,14: §peidØ d¢—§pe‹ d¢
GNO 32,16: éllå diã tinow—éllå tinow
GNO 34,4: pãnta tå toiaËta—taËta pånta ka‹ tå toiaËta
GNO 40,14: omits the §n
GNO 40,19: d¢ •n‹—d §n •n‹
GNO 41,19: ≤m›n—moir«n ≤m›n
GNO 42,9: mikrã—t“ mikrã
GNO 43,19: oÈden‹—ÉEn oÈden‹
GNO 45,1: parÉ Ím›n—parÉ Ím«n
GNO 47,13-14: [µ] tÒnde tın k. t. §. éneiloÊmenon—µ tÒnde µ tÒnde t«n k.
t. §. éneiloum°nvn
GNO 47,19: t“ purÒenti—t“ PurÒenti
GNO 48,13: di°rxontai—diejerxontai
GNO 48,19: eflmarm°nhn eflmarm°nhw—eflmarm°nhw eflmarm°nhn
GNO 49,29: §ggÒnouw—§kgÒnouw
GNO 51,17: mi& xrÒnou =op˙—§n mi& xrÒnou =op˙
GNO 53,12: ßtero¤—ßtero¤ o·
GNO 53,13: tÚn êntlon—ofl tÚn êntlon
GNO 53,17: »ne›tai—»ne›tai tiw
GNO 54,6: t¤w—t¤na
GNO 54,9: µ ka‹ ı—µ ı
GNO 54,11: ÍperisxÊontew—ÍperisxÊsantew
GNO 55,18: yãlassa—yãlatta
GNO 59,11: ˆntow—ˆntvw
GNO 59,23: l°gv d¢—l°gv dØ t∞w
GNO 60,15: mØ—mØ tosoËton
GNO 60,15: t“ §sfalm°nƒ—˜son t“ §sfalm°n“
GNO 61,10: parek¤nhse—tina parek¤nhse
GNO 62,7: oÈde‹w—blepÒntvn oÈde‹w
GNO 62,19: pãshw—diå pãshw

In his excellent introduction and notes to the text, Bandini makes a significant
contribution in his discussion of the sources on which Gregory was draw-
ing in his Contra Fatum. In this context he mentions passages from Basil of
Caesarea’s Sixth Homily on the Hexaemeron and Contra Eunomium, Bardesanes’
Book of the Laws of the Countries (probably via Eusebius’ Praeparatio evangelica

VI), passages from Origen’s Commentary on Genesis and the writings of Philo
of Alexandria (esp. his On Providence). He disagrees with D. Amand who
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argued for Gregory’s use of a source that would ultimately go back to
Carneades. On the other hand he argues in defense of Gregory’s use of
the treatise Contra Fatum written by Diodore of Tarsus very few years before
Gregory wrote his. Especially the latter is an important point not noted
by earlier commentators nor by McDonough in his explanatory notes to
his edition. For all of these reasons Bandini’s work is a highly commendable
piece of scholarship.

Faculty of Theology, J L

St. Michielsstraat 6,
B-3000 Leuven

Aryeh Kofsky, Eusebius of Caesarea against Paganism ( Jewish and Christian
Perspectives Series, Vol. III), Leiden-Boston-Köln: Brill 2000, xiii + 337
pp., ISBN 90-04-11642-7, € 118/US$ 148 (clothbound with book jacket).

The Praeparatio Evangelica and Demonstratio Evangelica, completed during
the first quarter of the fourth century by Eusebius of Caesarea, stand
together as one of the greatest achievements of the early Christian apologetic
enterprise. Yet, these monumental works, as well as Eusebius’ other apolo-
getic undertakings (for instance, the Theophania and Contra Hieroclem) have
received strikingly little modern attention. Until A. Kofsky’s Eusebius of

Caesarea against Paganism (a revision of his Hebrew University dissertation),
no full-scale treatment of Eusebius’ apologetic method existed. The impor-
tant contributions of J. Sirinelli (Les vues historiques d’Eusèbe de Césarée [Dakar,
1961]) and J. Ulrich (Euseb von Caesarea und die Juden [Berlin, 1999]), though
dedicating a considerable number of pages to the Praeparatio and Demonstratio,
were concerned with the specific issues that their respective titles indicated.
At the outset, then, Kofsky is to be thanked for filling an unfortunate
lacuna in the scholarship on Eusebius and the early apologetic tradition.

Eusebius’ apologetic efforts are best examined, for Kofsky, as part of
the polemical exchange between Christians and pagans, on the one hand,
and Christians and Jews, on the other. His emphasis falls on the former.
Hence, following a brief overview of apologetics and the historical back-
ground to Eusebius’ works, Kofsky offers a helpful survey of the frag-
mentary remains (as collected by Harnack) of Porphyry’s scathing critique
of the faith in his Against the Christians. In spite of the frequent criticisms
against the legitimacy of many of Harnack’s fragments, Kofsky accepts
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them all as faithful, if not exact, representations of Porphyry’s work.
Porphyry’s anti-Christian polemic, for Kofsky, stands as the background
for properly appreciating the thrust of Eusebius’ apologetic arguments. The
salient question thus becomes: to what extent, and in what manner, did
Eusebius meet the attacks of his hostile opponent(s)? Kofsky turns to Eusebius’
non-apologetic works for an initial sketch of the polemical issues that could
be addressed in works such as the Chronicle, Ecclesiastical History, Life of

Constantine, and In Praise of Constantine. Next, Kofsky examines the early
apologetic texts of the Prophetic Eclogues, Against Hierocles, and the lost Against

Porphyry. Aside from brief mention in a note (50 n. 74), Kofsky infelicitously
ignores the issue of the Against Hierocles’ authenticity.

Following his survey of these other works, treatment of the Praeparatio

and Demonstratio receive the bulk of Kofsky’s attention. He sees the two as
comprising a single apologetic undertaking addressed to recent converts
and interested pagans. His discussion contains three parts. The first identifies
the major polemical issues of Eusebius’ double-work. The most significant
of these lies in Eusebius’ portrayal of Christian prehistory, what others
have named an Altersbeweis. Eusebius identifies the ancient Hebrew patri-
archs with the Christians, while at the same time creating a fissure between
those Hebrews and their later Jewish descendants who had fallen from the
high standards of their forebears (100-114).1 If pagan polemicists had criti-
cized the Christians for abandoning their ancestral (Greek) ways for a new
and innovative religious option, Eusebius’ rendering of Hebrew history
would have squarely faced this challenge, while even turning the tables on
his opponents by arguing for the chronological lateness and cultural depen-
dency of the Greeks. The second and third major polemical issues that
Kofsky identifies are those of prophecy and miracles. The former contained
both a critique of pagan oracles and “proofs” of the fulfillment of biblical
prophecies; the latter centered upon pagan assertions that Christ’s mira-
cles were mere magic or trickery.

The second section of Kofsky’s treatment of the Praeparatio and Demonstratio

addresses minor apologetic-polemical arguments in the two works such as
the late date of Christ’s appearance, the low literary style of Scripture, and
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Daniel’s prophecy. A third section of Kofsky’s treatment of the double-
work evaluates Eusebius’ rhetorical tactics (e.g., favoring a pagan position
to refute another, while later rejecting it), and returns to the role of Porphyry
in Eusebius’ apologetic enterprise. Rather than a straightforward rebuttal
to Porphyry’s arguments, Kofsky admits (rightly) that Eusebius did not
“specifically target Porphyry’s Against the Christians, and he does not directly
confront Porphyry’s arguments” (273); instead, the quotations from Porphyry’s
other works are used to highlight Porphyry’s own contradictions or to refute
the statements of other pagans.

Kofsky closes the book with the first extended discussion in English of
Eusebius’ Theophany. Here Kofsky isolates the themes of Eusebius’ attitude
to Plato, his conception of the Roman Empire, apologetic use of the res-
urrection, and his argument from prophecy. In each area, Kofsky detects
change in Eusebius’ later formulations compared with those of the Praeparatio

and Demonstratio: his evaluation of Plato becomes harsher; the relation of
Church and Empire solidifies; his conception of the resurrection is trans-
formed from a theological to an apologetic use; and the salience of Jesus’
fulfilled prophecies is increased. While this reviewer might disagree over
details (for instance, analysis of the Theophany’s attitude towards Plato ought
to be tempered by recognition of Eusebius’ attack against Plato in earlier
works, e.g., PE 2.6.21-2.7.8), Kofsky’s general aims and approach in this
section are admirable.

Kofsky’s treatment of Eusebius’ apologetic method covers much impor-
tant ground. The identification of particular themes that may have been
of importance in Christian-pagan polemics is a useful enterprise in more
fully understanding the complexities and richness of the cultural, philo-
sophical and religious world of late antiquity. Yet, at the end of the book,
one is left wondering to what extent Eusebius had a single coherent idea
of what he was doing in the Praeparatio and Demonstratio after all. Kofsky’s
approach involves the selective culling of polemical issues from diverse pas-
sages in the double-work. This results in the overlooking of some important
passages (indeed, entire books), on the one hand, and the neglect of the
context in which those polemical issues were situated, on the other. For
instance, Eusebius’ historical, euhemerizing narrative of Phoenician, Egyptian
and Greek history (in PE 1-2, echoed in Theoph. 2.1-18) receives scarce
mention. Likewise, Eusebius’ mocking criticisms of Greek allegorical prac-
tices in PE 3-4 hardly receive the attention they deserve (see only the brief
comments on 153-154). In fact, the apologist’s attack of Greek allegory is
closely connected to his euhemerizing history. Allegory by Greeks such as
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Porphyry or Plutarch (a figure woefully underrepresented in Kofsky’s dis-
cussion) attempted to salvage myths that were otherwise deserving of rejec-
tion for their violent, impious and irrational characters. Eusebius’ defense
of his euhemerist, historicizing interpretation of the myths simultaneously
stood as a defense of the Christian rejection of those myths. If allegorical
approaches were left untouched, the Greeks would always be left with a
way around Eusebius’ moral objections to their myths.

This example highlights not only a missed opportunity in Kofsky’s work,
but also a hint at how one might go about looking for a unified argument
in the Praeparatio and Demonstratio. What might at first be deemed a smattering
of sources on Phoenician, Egyptian and Greek myths, or on Greek allegorical
interpretations, begins to emerge as a more unified and coherent argument
upon closer reading. Repeated assertions that Eusebius’ treatment of various
polemical issues is given at random and “piecemeal” (225) give the impression
that his magisterial apologetic project was nothing more than the mar-
shalling of indiscriminate retorts against a diverse array of pagan arguments
patched together in a hackneyed fashion. Yet, Eusebius repeatedly evinced
a concern for the order and arrangement of the parts of his work so as
to offer a coherent, even monolithic, apology (see most notably: PE 1.6.5;
4.1.2-5; 15 praef.). The unity of Eusebius’ overall argument is sacrificed by
the attempt to isolate particular polemical motifs. Even within the limits
of Kofsky’s investigation his attempt to be comprehensive is inadequate:
aside from the issues of euhemerism and allegory, the themes of Fate,
demonology, ancient cosmogonies, the discord of Greek philosophers,
national chronologies, and Greek cultural dependency deserve more sub-
stantial treatment.

Kofsky is to be commended for tackling Eusebius’ apologetic method—
a topic long since overdue in Eusebian scholarship. The range and general
aims are commendable; yet Eusebius, the master apologist who possessed
a remarkable ability to marshal a single unified argument through an amaz-
ingly complex and disparate collection of sources, deserves more.

Department of Classics, Baylor University, A P. J

One Bear Place, Box 97352,
Waco, TX 76798-0002
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Éric Rebillard, Religion et sépulture. L’Église, les vivants et les morts dans

l’Antiquité tardive (Civilisations et Sociétés 115), Paris: Éditions de l’École des
hautes études en sciences sociales, 2003, 243 p., ISBN 2-7132-1792-X, 
€ 22 (pb).

Starting in the mid-1990s, Éric Rebillard began to publish a series of
revisionary articles in which he investigated key aspects of early Christian
funerary practice. In the book under review, Rebillard recapitulates his
earlier work, systematizes it, and further develops it. His aim is to provide
us with a more or less comprehensive history of early Christian burial cus-
toms, and thus to supplement P. Ariès’ famous L’homme devant la mort. Using
the written sources as his main source of information, Rebillard concludes
that the early Church did not play a very conspicious role in the struc-
turing of early Christian funerary rites in general, and in the organization
and administration of early Christian cemeteries in particular. In Rebillard’s
view, Christian burial in Late Antiquity was essentially a family affair; sys-
tematic Church involvement does not predate the Middle Ages. Seeing
continuity where other scholars see change, Rebillard’s conclusions are thus
at odds with what is generally believed to have been the Church’s role in
funerary matters during the late antique period.

In a short introductory chapter, Rebillard recapitulates his earlier work
on the meaning of the terms coemeterium and area, or, more precisely, on
whether these terms can be understood to refer to Christian communal
cemeteries. This is an excellent little chapter in which Rebillard shows
what he is best at: a detailed analysis of the literary sources, with special
emphasis on what we can infer from them. He concludes, convincingly,
that there is no evidence to argue that mentioned terms in themselves help
to document the existence of separate (let alone of Church-run) early
Christian cemeteries.

In Chapter 2 Rebillard turns to the question of whether groups with
separate identities always and inevitably constructed separate, communal
cemeteries. This chapter is particularly commendable because of its inclu-
sion of evidence bearing on the adherents of mystery cults and on Jews.
This is a crucially-important context that is almost always overlooked in
studies dealing with the genesis of early Christian burial customs. Using
archaeological evidence, Rebillard seeks to show that nuclear families rather
than religious communities were normally responsible for the proper bur-
ial of their kin. He also argues that normally there was no religious sep-
aratism in the cemeteries of the ancient world.
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A closer investigation of this chapter reveals, however, that the desire
to document mentioned thesis has led Rebillard to interpret the archaeo-
logical evidence in ways that are not convincing. With regard to the Jews,
the archaeological evidence clearly demonstrates that once a community
was large enough numerically speaking, Jews did construct separate ceme-
teries—cemeteries that are so large as to make the identification of the
nuclear-family element impossible. The rabbinic sources cited by Rebillard
do not prove, as he believes, that Jews did not generally care about “con-
fessional separatism of corpses.” They rather document the opposite: for
example, the sources do not forbid explicitly the burying together of Jews
and non-Jews simply because it was self-evident from the beginning that
this was not normal procedure. Last but not least, even early Christian
sources show that Jews disposed of separate Jewish cemeteries that were
identifiable as such by outsiders (e.g. Ambrose, Exh. Virg. 1.7).

Equally skewed is Rebillard’s interpretation of early Christian archaeo-
logical remains: whereas in his discussion of Jewish materials, his emphasis
was on a survey of Diaspora materials, and smaller cemeteries, now Rebillard’s
focus is on catacombs and on Rome, or, more precisely, on Pergola’s case
study of the Domitilla catacombs. That Domitilla provides evidence in sup-
port of Rebillard’s nuclear-family theory and non-separate character of
early Christian and pagan burial is well known. Yet, precisely because
Rebillard argues against the wide-held belief of Church involvement, he
should have investigated in detail the evidence that is most relevant here,
namely the Area I of the Callixtus-catacomb. After all, not the Domitilla
catacomb but the Area I of Callixtus has always been referred to by archae-
ologists in material support of the hypothesis of Church involvement. In
addition, this is also the area that has been linked to Hippolytus’s passage
discussed by Rebillard in Chapter I.

Along similar lines, it seems hard to believe, as Rebillard tries to argue,
that the larger catacombs of Rome were all the result of private initiative:
they are simply too extended for that. Rather than saying that we should
perhaps investigate this (p. 48), reflection on this issue is exactly what one
would expect from a book that deals with the history of early Christian
burial customs in a comprehensive manner.

In Chapter 3, Rebillard focuses on collegia, putting to an end Mommsen’s
theory of separate collegia funeraticia, stressing that even within collegia fam-
ilies continued to play a central role, and arguing convincingly that the
early Church should not be viewed as a collegium. In addition, Rebillard
points out that Christians could acquire membership in collegia, and that
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the Christianization of the Empire did not automatically result in the demise
of the traditional collegia. This leads Rebillard to suggest that collegia may
have been responsible for the construction of the catacombs. All of this
also serves to support Rebillard’s hypothesis that when it came to burial,
religious boundaries were much less defined than is commonly supposed,
just as membership in one religious group did not inevitably result in the
construction of cemeteries designed for one’s co-religionists exclusively. Even
though these are all good points—Rebillard’s presentation of the evidence
being straightforward, well-structured, and carefully argued—it is not clear
to the present reviewer why the above would exclude or prevent involve-
ment of the Church in burial matters. Rebillard maintains that had this
been the case, it would have been necessary for the Church to justify itself
(p. 70).

Chapter 4 is a carefully-researched chapter that seeks to argue that the
discovery of “the body” in Late Antiquity, and the concomitant efforts to
control it, are reflected indirectly in sources that deal with burial, in par-
ticular in those focusing on tomb violation, and in discussions of how to
dispose of a corpse. Here, Rebillard stresses continuity: for example, fines
imposed on those who break into tombs were not necessarily to be paid
to the Church but rather, as had always been customary, to the State.
This, in turn, could be used as an argument in support of the hypothesis
that the Church did not possess its own cemeteries (p. 89).

Perhaps most interesting in this chapter is Rebillard’s analysis of Chris-
tianity’s justification for inhumation (as opposed to cremation). Rebillard
argues consistently that this happened out of general respect for the body
rather than with an eye to a specific belief in the resurrection of the dead.
Even though Rebillard’s interpretation of the relevant early Christian sources
is sound, he never answers the question of why pagan interlocutors that
appear in these sources thought there existed a connection between inhu-
mation and resurrection in the first place. Were these pagan contemporaries
mere inventions by Christian authors wishing to make a point? If so, why
would such authors think it necessary to make it? Or did their pagan con-
temporaries perhaps really believe that such a connection made sense, as
Rebillard himself seems to suggest in another context (see p. 120)? Clearly,
Rebillard’s conclusion (p. 101) that religious considerations played no role
in the shift from cremation to inhumation requires further analysis to make
it really convincing.

On the basis of a thorough analysis of patristic sources Rebillard argues,
in Chapter 5, that the duty to bury one’s co-religionists is not of central
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concern in early Christianity, and that, therefore, it cannot, and should
not, be considered as an important early Christian identity marker. Rebillard
also points out that even though there is some evidence in support of the
idea that the Church was responsible for the burial of poor, this evidence
can hardly be called plentiful. He explains that the practice of burying the
poor was first administered by the Rome state, before it became, in due
course, the prerogative of the bishop. Particular worthwhile in the context
of these considerations is Rebillard’s analysis of the transmission and tex-
tual history of Hippolyte’s Apostolic Tradition (pp. 130-34).

In Chapter 6, Rebillard investigates early Christian funerary rituals, only
to conclude that throughout the fourth and fifth centuries there were no
standard rituals or liturgy that the Church sought to impose on its believ-
ers. In Chapter 7 Rebillard stresses once again the Church’s limited role,
this time vis-à-vis the individual commemoration of the early Christian
dead. He argues that commemoration was essentially a family affair—a
private sphere that the Church did not invade unless strictly necessary.
Thus, this is yet another area in which cultural continuity outweighs reli-
gious change, and in which Church involvement was limited.

In his two-page conclusion Rebillard observes, among other things, that
he does not claim to have resolved all problems. The aim of his book is
rather to draw attention to the fact that there exists preciously little liter-
ary evidence in support of the idea of third-century cemeteries controlled
exclusively by the Church and specifically destined for the burial of the
Christian dead.

All things considered, it is clear that Rebillard has surveyed an impres-
sive array of material, both as regards the primary and the secondary
sources. This is obviously a book that no one interested in early Christian
funerary rites can dispense with. Whether Rebillard’s central thesis con-
vinces, is another matter. Leaving aside the fact that few modern scholars
actually defend the thesis Rebillard criticizes, his insistence on the essen-
tial non-involvement of ecclesiastical authorities is too exclusivist to be per-
suasive. First of all, the fact that our fragmentary literary sources do not
document Church involvement, does not automatically preclude the Church
from having played or tried to play a role in these matters. Secondly, one
scenario (burial as family affair) does not automatically and/or wholly
exclude other scenarios (Church involvement). And lastly, Rebillard fails
to offer an alternative that could serve to explain the existence of the early
Christian cemetery par excellence, namely the catacombs. How was it possi-
ble for the larger of such cemeteries, including the ones in Rome, Naples,
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and on Sicily, to take such an enormous size? Were they all dug by groups
of collegia-type associations as Rebillard suggests in passing? Do such clubs
really suffice to explain the enormous size of some of these catacombs?
Were they capable of planning and financing these gigantic sites?

In more general terms, one may also wonder, whether it is possible to
write a comprehensive history of early Christian burial customs à la Ariès
without a systematic investigation of archaeological, art historical and, in
particular, of epigraphic remains. Why should the literary sources, incom-
plete as they are, always be our point of departure and serve as the guid-
ing principle that structures our reconstructions of the past? Similarly, why
not include an investigation of early Christian iconography, since this might
have resulted in a different view regarding the relationship between bur-
ial and early Christian identity formation? In light of Rebillard’s theses, it
would also have been worthwhile if his book had included a thorough dis-
cussion of inscriptions, including the one erected by the archdeacon Severus
in the Gaius and Eusebius region in Callixtus (ICVR IV, 10183)—to cite
but one telling example.

To conclude. None of the above remarks are meant to downplay the
importance of this book. It is certainly true that Rebillard has looked at
the literary sources in a way that no archaeologist working with these
sources ever has. It is also clear that Rebillard’s insistence on analyzing
the literary sources in a comprehensive manner, will certainly help archae-
ologists who refer to these sources from jumping to conclusions all too
hastily. It is fair to say, therefore, that even though Rebillard’s main the-
sis might not convince everyone, he has certainly succeeded in writing a
book that will occupy a central place in discussions of early Christian bur-
ial rites for years to come.

Faculty of Theology, Utrecht University L V. R

Adolf Martin Ritter, Vom Glauben der Christen und seiner Bewährung in Denken

und Handeln. Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kirchengeschichte (ISBN 3-934285-51-1),
Mandelbachtal/Cambridge 2003

Im Vorwort zu diesem inhaltsreichen Sammelband erklärt der Verfasser,
er habe während seiner gesamten akademischen activitas zu beherzigen
versucht, was sein Meister H. von Campenhausen seinen Schülern einschärfte:
“Wir sind keine Patristiker, sondern Kirchenhistoriker mit patristischem
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Schwerpunkt.” Das zeigt sich tatsächlich an dem Inhalt auch dieses Buches.
Seine vier Teile repräsentieren ‘Zeitübergreifendes’, ‘Patristisches’, ‘Mittelalter-
liches’ und ‘Neuzeitliches’.

Innerhalb der patristischen Studien wird dem Problem der Hellenisierung
des Christentums und der Gedankenwelt des Dionysius Pseudo-Areopagites
grosse Aufmerksamkeit gewidmet. Letzerer erscheint auch in dem Abschnit
‘Mittelalterliches’ innerhalb der Rezeptionsgeschichte. Gerade dieser Autor
ist ein Beispiel der vielbesprochenen Frage nach der Rechtmässigkeit der
Aneignung des griechischen Geistes durch die Christen. Der neuzeitliche
Abschnitt beschäftigt sich mit den herausragenden Gelehrten Adolf von
Harnack und Hans von Campenhausen, mit der Geschichte der Theolo-
gischen Fakultät der Universität Heidelberg während der Nazizeit, mit der
Kirchengeschichte der Umgebung Heidelbergs, sowie mit der deutschen
Kirchengeschichte in der Nachkriegszeit im Schatten der Verbrechen des
Naziregimes, die in deutschem Namen begangen wurden und denen zu
wenige Deutsche sich widersetzt hatten. In den letzteren Aufsätzen kommt
das existentielle Engagement Ritters voll zum Ausdruck. Wie sich auch aus
seinen anderen dogmengeschichtlichen Studien ergibt, liegt ihm insbeson-
dere das Verhältnis zum Judentum am Herzen. Das Engagement beeinflusst
allerdings in keiner Weise die historischen Analysen. Ritter schliesst nir-
gendwo ‘messerscharf, dass nicht sein kann was nicht sein darf.’ Das zeigt
sich bei den patristischen Aufsätzen nicht nur in seiner Beurteilung der
Hellenisierung der christlichen Theologie, sondern auch in seiner Darstellung
des Konstantin und in seiner Behandlung der Stellung der Christen zur
Sklaverei. Das Handeln der Christen ist ihm genauso wichtig wie ihr
Denken, aber moralische Urteile werden historischer Umsicht untergeord-
net und erst nach sorgfáltiger Analyse vorsichtig ausgesprochen.

Über viele Jahre war der bekannte Heidelberger Kirchenhistoriker ein
Gesprächspartner, auf den jeder gerne mit grosser Aufmerksamkeit hörte
und der selbst seine Ansichten erst zu erkennen gab, nachdem er zuge-
hört hatte. Was auch in diesen Aufsätzen auffällt ist, wie sorgfältig neben
den Quellen die Sekundarliteratur verarbeitet worden ist. Ritters Literatur-
berichte legten immer ein Zeugnis davon ab. Wer an der Heidelberger
Universität Professor war, der hatte einen Job, der weit weniger Zeit zum
eigenen Studium liess als man sich es wahrscheinlich wünschen würde. Der
Verfasser hat diese ihm noch vergönnte kostbare Zeit zu nutzen gewusst.
Die dem Band hinzugefügte Bibliographie seit dem Jahre 1994 zeigt dieses
in beeindruckender Weise. Die gesammelten Aufsätze laden zur Lektüre
der übrigen Veröffentlichungen des Verfassrs ein. Man kann dem inzwi-
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schen gut Siebzigjährigen neben einem otium cum dignitate nur weitere
Schaffenskraft wünschen, von der viele lernen können und wollen.

Ridderspoorlaan 8 E.P. M

NL 2343 TZ Oegstgeest

Siegfried G. Richter, Studien zur Christianisierung Nubiens (Sprachen und
Kulturen der Christlichen Orients, Bd. 11), Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag
2002, 216 p., ISBN 3-89500-311-5, € 42.

Nubia, the Middle Nile region south of Egypt, entered the orbit of the
Christian world at a relatively late date. Situated for the most part outside
of the frontiers of the Roman Empire, its conversion to Christianity is usu-
ally dated to the sixth century, specifically to the era of Justinian and his
immediate successors, with Narses’ closure of the great temple of Isis in
Philae in 535-537 seen as a pivotal moment. Then Christian kings held
sway in the present-day northern Sudan for almost thousand years afterwards.

After a period of waning interest, Christian Nubia is back again at the
center of scholarly attention. The year 2002 saw the publication of D.A.
Welsby’s The Medieval Kingdoms of Nubia, a comprehensive history of the
region in medieval times, based mainly upon archaeological evidence.
Almost simultaneously, Richter’s Studien, the book under review here,
appeared. Originally a Münster “Habilitationsschrift”, it focuses on the
beginnings of Christianity in Nubia, assigning a central place to the written
evidence. Thus it could be said to replace a far older Münster dissertation,
Die Anfänge des Christentums in Nubien, by J. Kraus (1930).

The major part of Richter’s book (pp. 29-98) consists of a German trans-
lation and a painstaking, almost word-by-word, discussion of an “outside”
source, the relevant chapters of the Syriac Church History of John of
Ephesus, written in Constantinople from a Monophysite perspective. These
chapters (6-9 and 49-53) contain, among a lot of other information, the
famous story about the two competing imperial missions sent by Justinian
and Theodora. Richter’s cautious analysis is of great value because he con-
vincingly demonstrates the significance of John’s near-contemporary account,
while at the same time pointing out its limits as set by genre conventions
and author’s bias, for example. Both internal criticism and comparison
with external evidence clearly show that John’s account, when judiciously
used, is a first rate source for the history of sixth-century Byzantine missionary
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activity in Nubia and its background in contemporary Byzantine (church)
politics, including the conflict over the Council of Chalcedon. Whether it
is also the best source for the Christianization of Nubia remains to be seen.

In the second half of the Studien, the emphasis shifts to other sources,
most of them local. These are used, first of all, as a point of comparison,
supplementing and sometimes indeed confirming the information provided
by John of Ephesus. To this end, the author discusses a wide variety of
sources, ranging from inscriptions and papyri to archaeological and archi-
tectural information about early Nubian church building and the Christian
re-use of pagan temples. Thus, chapter 4 considers the so-called Documenta

monophysitica as well as other witnesses attesting to the missionary activities
of Bishops Theodore and Longinus described by John. In chapter 5, lit-
erary and epigraphic sources for the conversion of Philae, a site that holds
a key-position in the events under study, are discussed. The short chapter
6 deals with earlier, mainly fifth-century witnesses to Christianity in Nubia,
and in chapters 7 and 8 evidence for temple conversion and the estab-
lishment of the early Nubian church, both institutionally (dioceses) and
physically (church buildings) is presented.

In these later chapters, too, the discussion of the various sources is usu-
ally careful and erudite. The author’s treatment here, however, may be
more easily open to criticism, perhaps on account of the diversity and dis-
persion of the material and its inherent difficulties of interpretation. Thus,
I find his extensive argument (pp. 128-135) for what he calls a “Kultadaption”,
an intentional replacement of the cult of Isis of Philae with the cult of the
Virgin Mary, far from convincing. The main support for his thesis comes
from a single passage in an eighth-century Coptic dedicatory inscription
from a Philae church (SBKopt I, 302). The Virgin’s epithet in l. 7 of the
inscription would, according to Richter, echo similar titles of Isis of Philae.
In fact, the epithet in question is one of the most popular in the entire
Christian world (“Notre Dame”) and hardly distinctive enough to connect
it with specifically local and far earlier cult forms of Isis. The thesis of a
schemed cultic reshuffle on Philae is not only insufficiently supported by
the inscription (the analogy with Menouthis, p. 135, is misleading since
the evidence is far more conclusive there), but it also reflects a nineteenth-
century mechanical view of Christianization that I find not very attractive.
Technically, too, Richter’s treatment of the inscription cannot claim to be
final. The foggy reproduction on p. 130, where most ends of lines are lack-
ing, is hardly helpful; the one given by W. Brunsch in 1993, cited on 
p. 128, is an outright fake (the editor has been tampering with the photo).
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Another point of criticism concerns the many church plans that are strewn
over the later chapters of the book. These are potentially valuable mate-
rial for a synthetic picture of Christian beginnings in Nubia. Since hardly
any interpretational framework is provided, however, their usefulness for a
reader who is not an expert in Byzantine church architecture is virtually
nil. Nonetheless, here again, the author brought together a wealth of mate-
rial and references that will certainly serve future discussion.

This being said, I think Richter’s book calls for a few remarks of a 
general nature. Its Münster predecessor, Kraus’ Anfänge, was published 
in a series entitled “Missionswissenschaftliche Studien”. Surprisingly, 
Richter’s book might have been given the same title. Directly from the
outset (p. 11: “Einleitung: 1.1 Die Problemstellung”), “Christianisierung”
and “Missionierung” are identified without further ado and that identification
remains unquestioned throughout the book. Self-evident seventy years ago,
this one-track traditional view of Christianization is hardly a viable option
anymore. At first glance, it might seem to be justified by the heavy emphasis
on John of Ephesus, a source clearly dominated by ecclesiastical concerns.
Still, even the traditional heroic missionary exposing the Creed to hostile
barbarians can perhaps be better understood when viewed as an actor in
complex processes of cultural and political transformation. In my opinion,
Richter’s book would have profited from a more conceptual approach to
Christianization and, on the individual level, conversion. Recent models
for such an approach are not lacking and I cite only one here, N.J.
Higham’s well-informed book about practically contemporaneous conver-
sion processes in another peripheral region, England (The Convert Kings:

Power and Religious Affiliation in Anglo-Saxon England, 1997).
Post-Meroitic Nubia, in the period between about 300 and 700, went

through a long process of profound political and cultural restructuring
which was not merely ethnic and military in nature, but affected all aspects
of its economic, social and religious life. New and more complex polities
were created; a new cultural orientation northward implied, among other
things, the adoption of new cultic forms and administrative structures, a
greater spread of literacy and a revised relationship with the Christian Empire.
In this context, conversion to Christianity is only one aspect of a much
more comprehensive process of “acculturation”, affecting the entire life of
a region on the fringe of the Empire. Considered from a less exclusively
missionary point of view, precisely the local, “inside” sources have much
more to offer than mere names of bishops and dates of temple conversions.

This may be illustrated by two examples. First, the three Coptic letters
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addressed to Tantani, a Nouba chieftain apparently resident in Qasr Ibrîm,
that are usually dated to the second half of the fifth century, several decades
before the reign of Justinian. Tantani may have been a Christian, but that
is in my opinion not the most interesting aspect of these letters (summar-
ily discussed by Richter, pp. 146-147). All are in Coptic, a language foremost
associated with Egyptian monasticism. One is apparently even translated
from the original Greek into Coptic (FHN III, 320), while another one is
written by a monk based at Philae (FHN III, 322). The latter is not con-
cerned with religious matters, however, but mainly with commercial trans-
actions involving luxury commodities (purple dye and pepper). In a nut-
shell, this letter reveals some of the things that may have really mattered
in the Christianization of Nubia: the prestige of a modern and successful
Christian lifestyle, the technological advantages of a literary culture that
allows communication by letters and, above all, commercial interests.
Adopting Christianity for the members of the Nubian elite meant gaining
access to a culture that was intellectually and technologically more advanced
and enhanced their economic and, eventually, political chances within their
own group.

The dedicatory inscription of Dendûr (FHN III, 330; extensively dis-
cussed by Richter, pp. 164-172) conveys a very similar impression. It post-
dates, although probably not by very long, as Richter convincingly argues,
the official acceptation of Christianity by the leading political circles of
northern Nubia. The text is again in Coptic and its style and contents
reflect Christian Egyptian epigraphic habits. The individuals mentioned in
the inscription are Church dignitaries and representatives of the Nubian
administration, including a “king”. Among the individuals from the latter
group, who all must have been Nubians, two bear traditional Egyptian
names (Shai and Papnoute), two “catholic” or biblical names ( Joseph,
Epiphanius, as do the clerics, Theodore and Abraham), while two bear
Nubian names (Eirpanome, the king, and Sirma). The non-clerical titles
that appear show a similar mixture. Only one is Nubian (samata), while
the others are counterfeited after Byzantine ones. That of “exarch” might
even seem to link Talmis (Kalabsha) with Justinian’s Ravenna! Whereas
the underlying social structures must have remained Nubian, the functions
within the royal administration were apparently restyled to conform at least
nominally to Byzantine models. Thus, even samata is replaced in later doc-
uments with the Greek domestikos only to become Nubian samet- again in
late medieval times (Studien, p. 170). Finally, the use of Coptic again sug-
gests the input of Egyptian monasticism, as do the Tantani letters and the
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so-called “Histories of the monks of Upper Egypt” (or Vita Aaronis), an
important source for the Christianization of the region, grossly neglected
by Richter (pp. 121-123).

As these few examples show, the “inside” sources are invaluable in iden-
tifying the authoritative models (which means much more than “influences”)
that informed Nubian Christianity in its early years. They reveal the
Christianization of Nubia and the conversion of its elites as part of a process
of acculturation and thereby automatically call into question the traditional
missionary model as articulated by “outside” sources such as John of
Ephesus’ Church History. Richter’s adherence to this traditional model can
be respected. Nevertheless, adopting a more sophisticated approach to the
very processes that he is studying would have enabled him to do fuller
justice to his sources and create a more convincing picture of what
Christianization may have actually meant for the Nubians themselves. In
spite of these critical remarks, however, there can be no doubt that Richter’s
Studien provide a learned and thorough discussion of a number of impor-
tant sources for the establishment of Christianity in Nubia, from which the
scholarly debate will certainly benefit.

Universiteit Leiden, J   V

Faculty of Arts, j.van.der.vliet@let.leidenuniv.nl

Department of Middle Eastern Studies
Witte Singel 25, 2300 RA Leiden

Javier Teixidor, Aristote en syriaque. Paul le Perse, logicien du VIe siècle, Paris:
CNRS Éditions 2003, 152 pp., ISBN 2-271-06161-X, € 24 (pb).

In this book the author presents a collection of several older publications
which underline the importance of the Syriac tradition for the reception
of Aristotle’s philosophy in the Arabic world. Syriac Christians studied the
treatises of the Organon and Porphyry’s Isagoge in order to clarify the relation
of Christian belief to science. The flourishing of Syriac philosophy was
stimulated by the general desire of people in the Roman province of
Osrhoene to speak carefully and correctly about the divinity of Christ and
about the Persons of the Trinity, abiding by the guidelines of the Council
of Ephesus in 431 which condemned Nestorius.

The special attention paid to Aristotle’s logical writings during a long
period seems to have been furthered by the idea that logic were a kind
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of ‘neutral’ science, where there was no need to deal with controversial
topics such as the immortality of the soul or the beginning in time of the
cosmos.

Foremost among these Christian scholars was Paul the Persian from the
region of Nisibis, who went to the court of King Chosroes in Seleucia-
Ctesiphon in 529 AD. He dedicated a treatise on logic to this king.

The book of Teixidor contains many interesting details about scholars
writing in Syriac. However, because it is composed of rather heterogeneous
parts, it lacks unity and coherence. The ‘Avertissement ’ (p. 5) promises, among
other things, a translation of Paul the Persian’s version of Porphyry’s Isagoge
and Aristotle’s Categories and On interpretation. But the book itself (pp. 79-
121) gives only select passages from Paul’s text, with a commentary by
Teixidor.

On the Syriac translations of the Categories, see now the splendid new
edition by R. Bodéüs, Aristote [Catégories], texte établi et traduit (Paris: Les
Belles Lettres, 2001) pp. clxvii-clxx.

A.P.Bos@ph.vu.nl A.P. B
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