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Preface

I first conceived the idea for this book in 1994 when Prof. Mark Kiley asked me to provide a new
translation of and commentary on The Acts of Paul and Thecla 28-31 for a volume he was editing on
prayer in the ancient world. As I studied this text, I was struck by Thecla's prayer to rescue the pagan
Falconilla, and I wanted to know more about the context of her prayer and whether other early Christians
had envisioned similar types of rescue for the non-Christian dead. So, first of all, I wish to thank Prof.
Kiley and the other members of the "Prayer in the Greco-Roman World Group" of the Society of Biblical
Literature for their inspiration and comments on the early stages of my research.

The next major phase of the work came during my 1998 sabbatical, when I was a fellow at Harvard's
Center for the Study of World Religions. The bulk of the research was carried out during those months.
Thanks are due to the Center's director, Prof. Larry Sullivan, and staff members Malgorzata
Radziszewska-Hedderick and Janey Bosch for providing me with an excellent environment for research. I
also appreciate the efforts of the staff at the Harvard Divinity School Library, Laura Whitney in particular,
to secure for me whatever books I needed. While at Harvard, I had many fruitful conversations about the
project with a number of scholars, including Frangois Bovon, Annewies van den Hoek, Jon Levenson,
Gary Anderson, Avriel Bar- Levav, and Gene McAfee. At the center, two of the fellows in particular made
my life there a true home away from home: Lydia Nakashima Degarrod and Puneeta Kala. Even if this
book had never been published, their enduring friendship would have made the time spent at Harvard
worth all the effort.

After returning to my teaching duties in Vermont, St. Michael's College continued its generous support of
this project through summer faculty development grants and resource acquisition. Special thanks go to the
Interlibrary
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Loan staff here, who scrambled to find some very obscure material in a variety of languages. The dean of
the college, John Peter Kenney, also a scholar of the early Christian world, provided a helpful sounding



board for many of my ideas. I am in tremendous debt to my colleague in the St. Michael's Classics
Department, Ron Begley. He generously gave of his time to help me with the translations of several
previously untranslated Latin texts found in this volume. Any mistakes that remain are my own, but
without his help, I could not have covered so wide a range of material. His contributions are
acknowledged in the notes. My colleague Ray Patterson provided some much needed help on the early
medieval period, and several of my students challenged me with intriguing insights and questions along
the way. No one could ask for a better faculty mentor than Joseph Kroger; I wish to thank him for all the
help and advice he has provided over the years. I also need to acknowledge the generous assistance of my
neighbor Dawn Hill, who lives just up the road from us. She is a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, and she provided me with some of the resources on Mormon theology found in the
introduction. My own Unitarian Universalist minister in Burlington, Gary Kowalski, has been a great
dialogue partner for some of the ideas contained here, and he has also provided me several times with a
public forum in the church to present and discuss my research.

As the manuscript began to take its final shape, I received a number of useful comments from readers,
many of whose insights have been incorporated into the final product. In addition to the anonymous
reviewers for Oxford, I am grateful to Alan F. Segal for his remarks and especially to David Brakke for
his extensive commentary. David was able to see some of the larger implications of my work that I had
not yet articulated fully, and for that, I am in his debt. Even though I have written this volume alone, the
term "monograph" is hardly appropriate, since so many people have helped me along the way. Only I am
responsible for the errors and omissions, but they can take much credit for whatever is of value here.
Some of the material on the Apocalypse of Peter in relation to Thecla and Perpetua will be published in E.
J. Yarnold, ed., Studia Patristica Vol. XXXVI (Leuven: Peeters), and is reprinted here by permission. In
addition, portions of chapter 3 appeared earlier in my contribution to Mark Kiley, ed., Prayer from
Alexander to Constantine: A Critical Anthology (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 280-84, reprinted here by
permission. Biblical passages in English are from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise
noted.

No one can undertake an extensive project such as this without the help of family and friends. As I
acknowledged in my first book, which was dedicated to them, I continue to appreciate the support of my
parents, Jerrold S. and Anita T. Trumbower. My two sisters, Ann T. Peters and Jean T. Hartsaw, also have
followed my scholarly pursuits with great interest and enthusiasm. My friends Richard Thorngren and
John Olson helped keep me grounded on
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earth while my mind was off exploring the underworld. Finally, this book is dedicated to my life-partner
Christopher French, who had to endure months of separation while I was at Harvard, and even worse,
years of preoccupation on my part with rescue for the dead. Through it all he has provided a loving home
to return to, along with encouragement and inspiration.

JLA.T.

Colchester, Vermont

February 2001
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Jeffrey A. Trumbower

Christianity is a religion of salvation in which believers have always anticipated some type of postmortem
bliss. This belief in salvation for the faithful has usually meant non-salvation for others, variously
imagined as eternal torment, alienation from God, or annihilation at some point after death. A self-




understanding as a set-apart community of the saved or at least the potentially saved has been a hallmark
of Christian communities since their earliest days, and the Christian imagination in the West has usually
drawn a sharp boundary at death, following this general principle: If an individual did not join up with the
saved community during this life, joining it after death would be impossible. This book examines how and
why death came to be perceived as such a firm boundary of salvation chiefly by analyzing exceptions to
this general principle from ancient Christianity. It finds that the principle itself was slow to develop and
not universally accepted in the Christian movement's first four hundred years. In fact, only in the West
was this principle definitively articulated, due in large part to the work and influence of Augustine. Many
early Christians were able to retain their sense of chosenness and their sense of God's justice while
allowing for the possibility of posthumous salvation for non-Christians. Many others argued vehemently
on the other side, and this volume documents the development of that conflict and its resolution in the East
and West.

Two examples from American history serve to illustrate what it can mean when a Christian community
envisions the possibility of posthumous salvation for non-Christians. These examples will help to define
some of the issues at stake in the ancient sources. At the Shaker community in Lebanon, New York, 1842,
the first "taking in of the Native Spirits" occurred, a phenomenon in which many Shaker faithful were
possessed by the souls of dead Native Americans, as well as Eskimos and Hottentots. The practice soon
spread to
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other Shaker communities; the scene at a Sabbath meeting in Union Village, Ohio, 1843, was described by
one Shaker as "inexpressible, to see so many persons possessed of the Indian spirits acting out all the
barbarian gestures, and speaking the Indian language with the utmost fluency."" Shaker author Isaac M.
Youngs wrote in 1842 that one purpose of these possessions was to "administer the gospel, and faith and
conviction to those rude spirits, who could receive the gospel by coming in contact with us, better than
they could of the unbodied spirits."* Youngs's comment indicates that while posthumous salvation was
possible for anyone at any time in Shaker theology, the process could be accelerated if the heathen spirit
possessed a living believer. While the intermittent Shaker missions among living Native Americans had
not had much success during the previous sixty years,” in the 1840s there was no shortage of dead Indian
souls who wished to possess the bodies of living Shakers and thereby gain salvation. Shaker hymns
attributed to these souls of the dead express their new-found beliefs: "In me canoe me will go to Mudder"
(i.e., Shaker founder Mother Ann Lee [1742-1784], the female incarnation of Christ in Shaker theology);
likewise, "Me want de joy to fill me soul and love what be de merry. Come holy power and through me
roll, old bondage will me bury."*

More recently, a different conception of posthumous salvation has been the cause of great controversy in
the United States and Israel. It was reported in the New York Times, April 29, 1995, that the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter- day Saints would issue a new directive against its members' posthumously
baptizing victims of the Holocaust and would remove from church rolls the names of 380,000 Jews who
had been so baptized.> The ritual entails "proxy baptism," wherein a living Latter-day Saint is physically
baptized with water for the benefit of a specifically named dead person. Ernest W. Michel, founder of the
100,000-member American Gathering of Jewish Holocaust Survivors, and the son of posthumously
baptized Holocaust victims, was instrumental in that group's lodging a complaint with the church in
November 1994.

The practice of proxy baptism was established by the Latter-day Saints prophet Joseph Smith (1805-
1844), who was given a vision of his brother Alvin in heaven in January 1836, even though Alvin had died
before the revelations that began the new sect.® Three months later, on April 3, 1836, the biblical prophet
Elijah returned to earth as a resurrected being and appeared to Smith and Oliver Cowdery. This
appearance restored a "sealing power of priesthood," meaning, among other things, that now Smith and his



followers were empowered to gain salvation for the dead by baptizing them vicariously.” Two biblical
passages were key to this development. The first was Mal. 4:6 (3:24 in Hebrew), "He (Elijah) will turn the
hearts of the children to their parents," interpreted to mean that the living can now, with Elijah's advent,
help save the dead. Even more important was 1 Cor. 15:29 (KJV), "Else what shall they do which are
baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all?
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Why then are they baptized for the dead?"® More will be said about this famous passage below in chapter
2; here suffice to say that Paul's reference to vicarious baptism in ancient Corinth inspired Smith to revive
it among the Latter-day Saints.

The year 1841 saw 6,818 carefully recorded proxy baptisms among the Saints at Nauvoo, Illinois. In
addition to dead friends and relatives of the Mormons, the church's salvation was also offered to the dead
American heroes John Adams, George and Martha Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and most of the
signers of the Declaration of Independence.? In the church's theology, the dead who are posthumously
baptized have until the general resurrection to accept or reject the salvation offered to them.'® The idea is
that eventually, all human beings who have ever lived will be offered salvation in this way, the work will
continue into the millennial reign of Christ, and repentance after death will be possible for those who
never heard the gospel while alive. This openness to posthumous repentance does not apply, however, to
apostates from the church. According to the Doctrine and Covenants 71:31-36, revealed directly to Joseph
Smith, those who once possessed the saving knowledge of God but then spurned it will endure eternal
punishment. Also, those who had an opportunity to receive the gospel in life, but neglected it, may be
saved posthumously from torment, but their reward and station will not be as great as those who became
Latter-day Saints in this life.!!

Baptism for the dead has been controversial in later Mormonism; the small Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints no longer practices it, while it is still well established in the much larger LDS
church.*? Church officials in 1995 claimed that the baptism of Holocaust victims was not sanctioned by
the church and that some of the baptisms violated the church's "95-year rule," which forbids the baptizing
of anyone born less than 95 years ago unless they are an ancestor of a living church member or unless
family permission has been obtained.* Monte Brough, executive director of the church's family history
department, said that church officials had directed members to stop baptizing Holocaust victims in 1991,
"but the ban was violated by some over-zealous record gatherers who were motivated by love and
compassion after visiting Holocaust museums and memorials."** Brough acknowledged the action could
be perceived as insensitive. It is estimated that even after the 380,000 Holocaust victims are removed from
the rolls, the official membership of the LDS church will stand at approximately 10 million living
members (growing rapidly) and over 200 million dead ones baptized by proxy."

As interesting as the Mormon ritual itself is the reaction of the living Jewish relatives of those baptized.
They could have merely shrugged off the Saints' actions as inconsequential, but for many of these
relatives, the posthumous "salvation" of the dead clearly violated the sacred memory of Holocaust victims.
They had died for one particular religious and ethnic identity, only to

end p.5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

have that identity redefined by strangers after death. The church's "95-year rule" is an attempt to respect
such sacred memories while there is still anyone alive left to care, while at the same time it allows for the
widespread salvation of those born long ago. Everyone in the world who is interested in family history and
genealogy has benefited from the enormous resources the Latter-day Saints have put into research for
saving the dead.



From the surviving records of ancient Christianity there is no clear evidence of anything approaching the
large-scale salvation of the dead practiced by Shakers and Latter-day Saints. A few ancient Christians
speculated about an ultimate universal salvation, notably Origen (third century) and Gregory of Nyssa
(fourth century, see chapter 6, this volume). Modern Universalists hold a similar view, but that is not what
the Latter-day Saints and Shakers were and are about. In the Shaker examples above, the dead person him-
or herself had to make known to the living a desire to be saved. In Mormon theology, only individuals
named in the baptismal ceremony can be saved, and in addition, the dead individuals must assent to their
posthumous baptism. Apostates were strongly excluded from posthumous salvation by Joseph Smith
himself, helping to maintain identity and cohesiveness among the converts. Neither Shakers nor Mormons
envision universal salvation, thereby preserving the special privilege of belonging to the chosen group,
whether one joins in this life or after death. What do survive from ancient Christianity are isolated
incidents of and occasional remarks about rescue for the dead, as the following two examples illustrate.
Two early Christian women, one fictional, the other historical, believing their own deaths to be imminent,
prayed for the posthumous rescue of non-Christians. In The Acts of Paul and Thecla, a fictional Greek
work of the second century c .e ., the heroine Thecla has been condemned to the beasts, but before she is
taken to the arena she prays for the posthumous salvation of Falconilla, the dead daughter of her recently
acquired pagan friend Tryphaena.'® In the story, Falconilla had appeared to her mother in a dream to
request Thecla's salvific intercession. Similarly, in the early third-century Latin Passion of Perpetua and
Felicitas, one section purports to be a first-hand diary kept by Perpetua in prison, and in it she recounts a
vision of her brother Dinocrates who years earlier had died at age seven of a facial tumor. In the vision he
comes out of a dark place, thirsty, with the tumor still present on his face. A chasm separates him from his
sister. Nowhere in the vision does Dinocrates speak, and while it is not clear whether Perpetua "saves"
him for all eternity, she is at least able to improve his posthumous condition greatly. After her prayer she
sees him playing, with the tumor gone, and able to drink.!?

The fictional character Thecla and the real woman Perpetua have much in common. Though the first was a
virgin and the second was married, both were recent converts to Christianity who defied their families and
abandoned
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the traditional obligations of Greek and Roman women in order to become and remain Christians. Both
practiced their extraordinary intercessions before an appointment with the beasts, and while the fictional
Thecla miraculously survived her ordeal, the flesh and blood Perpetua died violently in the arena. Like
that of Thecla, Perpetua's prayer is directed toward someone known, a family member or relative of a
friend. Both were, in some sense, recruiting new members for their sect among the dead, perhaps
compensating for the living family and friends who had rejected them. Both Falconilla and Dinocrates,
dead recipients of the confessors' largesse, had appeared in dreams, and it is virtually certain that neither
had been a member of the Christian community while living. While Falconilla expressed an active desire
for salvation when she appeared to her mother in the dream, Dinocrates was the passive recipient of his
sister's prayer. Neither the author of the Thecla story nor the historical Perpetua saw anything wrong with
praying for the non-Christian dead, though later interpreters of their stories would have serious problems
with this simple fact. The re-interpreted tales of each heroine, Perpetua in the West and Thecla in the East,
played critical roles in the development of late antique and medieval beliefs about intercession for the
non-Christian dead.

Comparing these two ancient examples of posthumous salvation with the more recent American ones, a
number of issues emerge that help define the questions of this study. Falconilla's expressing her desire for
salvation in a dream is similar to the native spirits' taking the initiative to possess Shaker bodies and obtain
salvation. Dinocrates as the passive beneficiary of his sister's action has more similarities to those who are
baptized posthumously by the Latter-day Saints. Both Perpetua and Joseph Smith came to their



conclusions about posthumous rescue in part because of a vision of a long-dead brother. The settings of
the Thecla story, the Perpetua diary, and the early Latter-day Saints were all contexts of fierce persecution
by outsiders in which the insiders rescued the dead. This raises the question of the motivating factors of
those who practice the posthumous salvation of others. The Latter-day Saints cite love and compassion,
God's justice in giving everyone a chance, and a desire for extended families to be "sealed" together in the
afterlife; no doubt these factors apply as well in the early Christian contexts. Tryphaena clearly hopes
eventually to be with her daughter one day in "the place of the righteous," and Perpetua expresses her deep
love and compassion for her suffering brother, even if they cannot be together because of the chasm
separating them.

But is there more? In what ways does the practice of posthumous salvation co-opt the dead for viewpoints
and opinions they might not have held in life? The recent Mormon baptism of Holocaust victims raises
this issue most starkly, but it is a relevant question for the others as well, e.g., would Dinocrates have
wanted his sister's help? What was the effect on those still living of Perpetua's claim that she had prayed
for him and rescued him from
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his agony? How did that rescue help her negotiate her difficult relationship with the hostile world of the
living, including her very hostile pagan father? Related are the early Christian notions of Jesus' descent to
Hades to rescue the long-dead patriarchs and prophets; does this have any similarities with the Mormon
baptism of George Washington? In both cases, famous culture heroes are brought into and co-opted by the
new sect, and the insiders expect this will give them added legitimacy in the eyes of both insiders and
outsiders. Having the dead on one's side can be a powerful resource in a context of persecution.

What about those who wished to control or stamp out the practice of post- humous salvation? The Shaker
sources speak of the elders' "testing" the native spirits to see if they were genuine;™ some Shakers thought
the possessions unseemly and they feared the potential for disorder in the community brought by the
uncontrollable native spirits.ﬁ In the late fourth century, Philaster, Bishop of Brescia, and John
Chrysostom, among others, railed against those who believed in the possibility of salvation for the wicked
after death. Continuing this line of thought, Augustine in the fifth century engaged in vigorous debate
about just who could be helped posthumously and who could not. In all these cases, ideas and practices
concerning posthumous salvation were closely related to the concrete religious, social, and political
agendas of Christians on various sides of the issue.

This study is concerned with the posthumous salvation of non-Christians in a wide variety of forms in
early Christianity. For our purposes, "posthumous salvation" may be defined as a non-Christian's turn
toward God after death, or the extension of God's grace to a non-Christian at some point after death. In
other words, for "posthumous salvation" to be present, death cannot be conceived as a boundary beyond
which the ultimate fate of a non-Christian is sealed. Some forms of posthumous salvation involve
intercession by the living or by the dead; some do not. Thus, the study does not focus solely on Thecla and
Perpetua, but the brief comparison of the two with each other and with the more recent examples has
touched upon many of the topics to be addressed in this book, listed here in the order of chapters to
follow.

Chapter 1 looks at Greek, Roman, and Jewish traditions of succor for the dead that formed the cultural
milieux of early Christians, helping to explain why some wished to rescue the dead. Chapter 2 examines
those Christian traditions earlier than Thecla and Perpetua where the non-Christian dead are imagined as
turning toward God or receiving God's grace. There follows a detailed analysis of the Thecla story in
chapter 3 and the Perpetua text in chapter 4, considering their intercessions for the non-Christian dead in
light of their identities as recent converts, women, soon-to-be martyrs, and the subjects of literary
accounts. Chapter 5 explores another way in which Christians expressed hope for the posthumous
salvation of non-Christians, outside the contexts of intercessory prayer and martyrdom: traditions about
Jesus'
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descent to the underworld to rescue some or all of the dead. Chapter 6 examines those early Christian
thinkers who posited a posthumous progress for the soul, with or without reincarnation, leading in some
cases to speculation about universal salvation.

Chapter 7 focuses on Augustine and asks how and why he came to reject all forms of posthumous
salvation for non-Christians, including all those discussed in chapters 2 through 6. How did new ideas
about purgatory/purgation as a vehicle for the posthumous salvation of sinful Christians replace earlier
speculations about the posthumous salvation of non-Christians? Augustine's specific formulations
interpreting universalism, the descent to Hell traditions, and the Perpetua/Dinocrates episode played a
decisive role. Finally, chapter 8 explores ways in which the interpretation of the Thecla and Perpetua
stories, and another similar to them (Gregory the Great's prayer for the posthumous salvation of the
Emperor Trajan) relates to the divergent paths taken in Eastern and Western Christendom on posthumous
salvation. Some Eastern Orthodox theologians remained relatively more open to the possibility of
efficacious prayer for the salvation of non-Christians, while in the Western medieval imagination, the
Augustinian limitations held sway. In each case, the formulation of dogma had a profound effect on the
directions taken by the religious imagination in later centuries. Official teachings of post-Vatican II
Catholicism, influenced as they are by the Enlightenment and European contact with the wider world,
have evolved away from some of the harsher Augustinian formulations, meaning that some contemporary
Catholics now envision the possibility of posthumous salvation for at least some non-Christians,
especially infants.

This book traces the history of theological ideas, but its aim is larger than that. Ideas arise only in specific
cultural contexts, and in turn the new ideas help give shape to new cultural contexts. Perpetua, Augustine,
the author of the Thecla story, and the other principals of this study did not simply expound ideas but they
also acted in concrete situations. For all of them, one major action was the writing of texts with implicit
and/or explicit views about the posthumous salvation of non-Christians. Each one's views were formulated
in a concrete social context that this study is anxious to explore when the sources are extensive enough to
allow it. As with the more recent examples of Shakers and Latter-day Saints, beliefs and practices
concerning salvation of the dead can disclose a great deal about the world of the living.
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Jeffrey A. Trumbower

The character Thecla is portrayed as a Greek-speaking resident of Iconium in Asia Minor." Vibia Perpetua
was a literate Roman matron from the area near Carthage in North Africa, probably educated in both
Greek and Latin.? Both had joined that relatively new form of Judaism known as Christianity, so an
acquaintance with at least some of the Jewish scriptures lies in the background of each one. Thus, it is
necessary to study these three ancient realms (Greek, Roman, Jewish) for insight into the reported
behavior and beliefs of the two women and other early Christians who envisioned rescue for the dead.
Specifically, our interest lies in actions taken in those cultures by the living for the benefit of the dead.
Solomon Reinach once wrote, "Pagans prayed to the dead, Christians prayed for the dead," and this
statement is quoted with approval by Jacques LeGoff in his landmark study, The Birth of Purgatory.?
LeGoff goes on to cite a few examples where pagans prayed for their dead, but largely he sees prayer for
the dead as a Christian innovation. As one casts the net more widely, however, one sees that there were a
variety of practices in Greek and Roman antiquity in which the living sought to improve the lot of the
dead, and after all, that was the ultimate aim of Christian prayer for the dead. Thus, the Christian practice




grew out of ancient concern for the welfare of the dead generally; such concern was not limited to the
category "prayer."

Methodological Considerations

Before launching into a survey of ancient practices and beliefs, some methodological considerations must
be addressed. This chapter will focus on the
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Hellenistic, late republican, and imperial periods through the third century c.e . as the time most relevant
to the experience of early Christians, including Perpetua and the Acts of Paul and Thecla author. Older
material, such as Homer, Plato, and the texts of the Hebrew Bible, will be introduced inasmuch as they
had become "classical" and widely known in later periods. Certainly, not every one of the traditions
adduced here would have been known to all the Christians in this study; in fact, probably only a few
would have had any direct influence, and those will be highlighted in later chapters. The point here is to
understand the wide range of cultural options open to early Christians concerning succor for the dead.
Such an understanding will be vital throughout the study and especially at the end of it, when we come to
see which of these options perdured into later centuries, which were transformed, and which fell by the
wayside. To anticipate one key conclusion, the preoccupation with salvation based on a confessional or
religious stance, already present in some forms of Hellenistic Judaism and continued in Christianity, had
the potential to create a rupture between the living and the dead. No longer could family-based cultic
action for the dead and the continuity of memory and homage be maintained if the dead were not part of
the community of the "saved." The actions of some Christians to rescue the dead should be seen in this
light.

Obviously this chapter cannot be a comprehensive survey of ancient Greek, Roman, and Jewish beliefs
and practices involving the dead; for that, a number of excellent works already exist.* Rather, the focus
here is on those traditions wherein the living undertake specific actions to benefit the dead. Some of those
traditions may be found as part of the funerary rites, understood as the rite of passage between life and
death, while others may be found in the ongoing contexts in which the dead and the living maintained
contact over the long term.> The motivations of the living can vary. Often they wish to appease the dead to
gain some benefit for themselves, but sometimes they may simply wish to do something kind for their
dead, with the hope that they, in turn, will be so treated when the time comes. As Sarah Iles Johnston
points out, motives can often be mixed, and the line between kindness and appeasement can be a thin one.
The fundamental sources for this inquiry are (1) the archaeology of grave sites, (2) inscriptions associated
with burials, and (3) literary sources. lan Morris has detailed the methodological issues one needs to
consider when dealing with grave sites. As he points out, burials generally take place within some type of
ritual context, and this context limits the range of interpretations that may legitimately be drawn from
graves.” The majority of ancient burials were not accompanied by any written material, so speculation on
the thoughts and beliefs of the dead person and the survivors can only be inferred from the placement of
the body and the types of material remains found with it. Was the body cremated or buried? Were the
remains later touched by the
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survivors for some purpose? Is the body alone or in a group? How is the tomb constructed? Are there
grave goods? In each case, the bare data must be interpreted carefully.

For instance, it is known from archaeology that the Latin-speaking Roman world adopted Greek practice
and changed rapidly from cremation to burial during the second and third centuries c.e . Does this
represent some deep theological shift or was it simply a matter of fashion? The second-century satirist
Lucian made the point that both cremation and burial lead to the same thing, the corruption of the body.



Cremation just does it more quickly.® Morris thinks that the changeover was largely a result of Roman
elites' wishing to jump on the Hellenophile bandwagon in the second century, but it had the effect of
unifying the empire under a single type of burial practice, which then became the "Roman way."” The
change in practice was not accompanied by a change in beliefs about the soul or the resurrection of the
body. Thus, a shift in burial practice does not necessarily correspond to a shift in fundamental beliefs. In
addition, one must evaluate carefully anecdotal literary evidence, as when Lucian erroneously claims "the
Greeks burn" their dead (On Mourning 21). He was probably basing his statement on ancient literary
sources and not on the Greek practice of his own day.*

Archaeology of Grave Sites

Three aspects of the archaeology of grave sites with bearing on our subject are the existence of so-called
"pipe burials," the presence of grave goods, including coins, and the particularly Egyptian practice of
mummification, which continued into the Greco-Roman period. "Pipe burials" are found with both
cremated and buried remains throughout Italy and are also attested in Roman Britain, Gaul, Greece, and
North Africa. In these burials, a pipe was inserted with one end into the grave and the other end above
ground. Pausanius, in his second-century c.e. Description of Greece 8.4.10, provides evidence for the
function of these pipes when he relates that at Tronis in Phocis (a region of Greece), the Phocians every
day brought sacrificial animals to the tomb of the founder-hero (either Xanthippus or Phocus; Pausanius is
unsure) and poured blood "through a hole into the grave."" J. C. M. Toynbee and J. Ward Perkins apply a
similar interpretation to pipes and holes found with pre-Christian tombs excavated in the Vatican, seeing
the pipes as conduits for wine or other libations for the dead.'* James Frazer describes a discovery in two
Roman cemeteries near Carthage, the city where Perpetua had her vision of Dinocrates:

Each tomb encloses one or more urns containing calcined bones. Each urn is covered with a saucer, in the
middle of which there is a hole; and this
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hole communicates with the exterior of the tomb by means of an earthenware tube placed either upright so
as to come out at the top of the tomb, or slanting so as to come out at one of the sides. Thus libations
poured into the tube ran down into the urn.'

The living must have thought the dead needed or desired the libations provided through these pipes or
otherwise poured onto the ground, as Richmond Lattimore puts it:

What does it mean to spill wine or scatter flowers on a grave? There are many answers. Is it the
propitiation of a possibly malignant spirit? Is it the feeding of a hungry ghost? Who profits by the action,
the dead man or the survivor who performs such acts of devotion? Is the latter worshipping the dead, or
clearing his conscience, or doing an act because it is fashionable, or decorous? Any of the explanations
might be true, for all the gravestones tell us; and several might be true together.™

One recently published lead tablet from Selinus, dated to about 450 b .c.e. , may help answer these
questions, at least in one case. The tablet, discussed by Johnston, clearly indicates that as part of a larger
ritual, the pouring of wine on a grave was intended to cleanse the ghost of a polluted ancestor who had
been bothering the living.>

Grave goods usually imply that the living are providing the deceased with objects they will need in the
hereafter, but at times, the grave goods were displayed and then removed by the family, or given away as
prizes at funeral games, so one cannot always assume they were meant to benefit the dead person.'® One
particular grave good is of special interest: in a small percentage of burials from the fourth century b .c.e.
to the fourth century c.e. , the dead person was provided with a coin or coins, often in the mouth.
Aristophanes (Frogs 140), Strabo (8.6.12), Juvenal (3.267), and Lucian (On Mourning 10) all attest that
the coins were to be used by the dead to pay the ferryman Charon for the journey across the river Styx into
Hades. Lucian jokes that it would be better to send the dead off without a coin, so that Charon wouldn't
take them and they could come back to life. Morris adds a note of caution, however: he estimates that only
5 percent of the burials studied in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds have coins in them, and the presence
of coins does not necessarily indicate a belief in the need to pay the ferryman.™ The literary sources,



however, demonstrate that at least some of the coins can be interpreted this way, and this provides us with
an example of the living seeking to help the dead by providing them with a very useful grave good.

In the Greco-Roman world, Egypt was seen as a culture particularly devoted to an elaborate care for the
dead. Herodotus, Histories, 2.85-91 (fifth century b.c.e. ) provides the earliest Greek account of Egyptian
practices; Diodorus of Sicily expands on Herodotus's remarks four hundred years later
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(1.91.1-93.4). They describe the various types of mummification that were available for a range of prices,
as well as other Egyptian death customs. The archaeology of grave sites confirms that it was still
customary in the Hellenistic and Roman periods for the survivors of a wealthy Egyptian to supply the
mummified body with food, amulets, images of divinities, and figurines representing servants and
concubines for the next world, although the number and quality of amulets and figurines declined in the
Roman period.” Silius Italicus (Punica 13.475; first century c.e. ) and Lucian (On Mourning 21) both
claim that the Egyptians held banquets in the presence of the mummified body, and Barbara Borg
connects this with the development in Roman Egypt of the realistic death mask, replacing the earlier usage
of an idealized image of Osiris. In the Roman period, a realistic portrait of the person covers the mummy's
face, and thus, at the banquet, the deceased is regarded as actually present; he or she is a participant in the
festival."” Such "feeding" is one more example of the living providing for the needs of their dead and will
be discussed at greater length later.

Epitaphs

Turning to evidence from inscriptions, even though the number of edited and published epitaphs from the
Greek and Roman worlds is exceedingly large, numbering into the hundreds of thousands,?® we must
remember that most people in the ancient world did not have the financial resources to establish an
inscribed memorial for themselves or their loved ones. Keith Hopkins and Melinda Letts give a sobering
account of mass graves at Rome, some of which were established to deal with epidemics. One from the
late republican period contained the remains of 24,000 bodies.?' Many of the city's poor were simply
thrown into collective pits called puticuli, located outside the city.?* Thus, when one turns to inscriptions,
one taps into the values and beliefs of the higher strata of society, though the sample is not so rarefied as
the literary sources.

What can the inscriptions reveal about succor for the dead? Most only give the name and perhaps a few
bare details about the life of the deceased. Of those that express some notions about the state of the dead,
some are wholly negative, as in the famous formula found in both Greek and Latin in various parts of
[taly: SV Vi sod Syeedny, Gur el Wl ob Aumu U (1 was not, and I came into being; I am not, and
I do not suffer);é non fui, fui, memini, non sum, non curo (I was not, [ was, I remember, I am not, I don't
care).2 Such sentiments dovetail with the Hellenistic philosophy Epicureanism and its Latin expositor
Lucretius, who held that the soul, composed of atoms, simply passes out of existence upon death.
"Therefore death is nothing to us, it matters not one bit, since the nature of mind (or soul: animi) is
understood
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to be mortal; and as in time past we felt no distress [before we were born] . . . so, when we shall no longer
be . . . nothing at all will be able to happen to us" (De Rerum Natura 3.830).2

Other epitaphs, however, give an indication of belief in some type of continued existence beyond death,
and at times it is asserted that actions of the living can affect the dead. The living can affect the dead
negatively by disturbing the tomb, positively by honoring it, as in the following example from
Cappadocia, second century c.e. : "Whoever in passing gives me in tribute a rose or some other flower,
may he have grace from all the heavenly gods. But if another comes with wicked designs, may he have the



hostility of all the underworld gods."*® Such blessings and curses are very common, but as Lattimore

points out, one cannot automatically assume that they attest to a belief in continued existence of the dead,
because protecting the holiness or sanctity of the burial place might be enough to warrant this kind of
language.*’

Sometimes there is a clear indication that the dead benefit from the actions of the living. One such action
may be the commissioning of the epitaph itself, in which a living person expresses a wish or prayer for the
deceased. Most striking is a second-century c.e. epitaph from Egypt that reads:

aeh ke sonmepriero A ol welete gy, Seiloves 1Ana Exveape

SEFETE

But you underworld divinities who dwell by the plain of Lethe, welcome Epichares and be kind to him.**
The author of this inscription is in effect "praying" to the chthonic deities for the welfare of the dead
person.

Another inscription, this one in Latin of uncertain date, contains a similar view that the living can do
something to help the dead, in this case, the living need continually to invoke the name of the deceased
and sprinkle wine on the tomb so that the dead person continues to live: "if you, dear parent, wish always
to call me with a sweet voice to the deities above, I shall live, as long as you are always safe."® Lattimore
interprets this inscription to mean that "immortality depends on the repetition of the dead youth's name,
and the continuance of his cult."*” The fact that the mother is supposed to sprinkle wine on the tomb
"forever" (in aevo) probably indicates the expectation that this aspect of the family cult will be maintained
throughout the generations. In this case, it is clear that familial piety has a real effect on the dead person in
the imagination of the survivors.

One very common sentiment on epitaphs found in both Greek and Latin is "may the earth be light upon
you." The Greek expressions vary, while the Latin is usually the formulaic "sit tibi terra levis." It was so
common that in Latin inscriptions it is often simply abbreviated s.t.t.1.*! While people often repeat such
common expressions without thinking about them or believing deeply
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in their content, it is still significant that this most common of epitaph inscriptions expresses a desire that
things go well for the person in his or her postmortem existence, whatever it is.

Feeding the Dead

The benefit accruing to the dead could be conceived in a physical way, similar to the Egyptian banquets
for the dead discussed above. J. C. M. Toynbee describes a number of Latin inscriptions that attest to the
practice of the wealthy leaving behind sums of money to ensure that they would be supplied with food,
wine, cakes, sausages, fruits, and flowers after their deaths.*2 An example from the city of Rome expresses
hope that the dead couple to whom it was dedicated will "come in good health to the funeral feast and
enjoy themselves along with everybody else."** Of course, not everyone believed that providing the dead
with offerings at their graves had any effect; the following epitaph states this explicitly:

Do not bring anything for me to drink, for I drank when I was alive, and it does no good; nor anything to
eat, [ need nothing. All that is nonsense. But if for the sake of remembrance and the life we had together,
you bring saffron or frankincense, then, friends, you are giving appropriate gifts to those who have taken
me int<3)4their keeping. These things belong to the gods below; dead men have nothing to do with the
living.~

Lattimore thinks this inscription signifies that the dead man has "no part in immortality,"*> but I would see
the phrase ™ HE VEBSESIIEWAIS” (those who take me into their keeping) as indicating that the dead
person may still exist, but he does not benefit directly from the offerings brought to the grave.

Turning from the inscriptional evidence for feeding the dead to the literary sources, one finds that
providing food, wine, and ointment for the dead has deep roots in preclassical Greece. As Walter Burkert
describes the passage in Homer's Iliad 23.218-20, "Achilles pouring wine for his dead friend Patroklos [is]



an unforgettable poetical image."*® This scene is a funeral libation, but other texts indicate that offerings

could be provided for the dead long after the funeral. A famous example from the Roman world is the
annual festival of the Feralia, also called Parentales, held in February and described by Ovid in his Fasti
2.535-42 (written just before his exile in 8 c.e. ):

Appease the souls of your fathers and bring small gifts to the tombs erected to them. Ghosts ask but little;
they value piety more than a costly gift . . . a tile wreathed with votive garlands, a sprinkling of corn, a few
grains of salt, bread soaked in wine, some loose violets, these are offerings enough: set these on a potsherd
and leave it in the middle of the road. Not that I
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forbid larger offerings, but even these suffice to appease the shades: add prayers and the appropriate words
at the hearths set up for the purpose.®’

Ovid notes that the dead spirits demand these offerings and become upset if they are not appeased. Once,
he says, in time of war, the Romans neglected to celebrate the Parentalia, and the spirits came up from the
tombs as "misshapen ghosts and they howled in the city streets and the countryside at large" (Fasti 2.547).
Another Roman ritual for the dead, the Lemuria held on May 9, 11, and 13, had as its aim not the care and
feeding of ghosts, but rather the dismissal of them from the household so that they wouldn't bother the
living (Fasti 5.443).

Lucian, in his satirical look at funeral rites of the second century c.e. , describes the beliefs of the majority
of people:

Those (dead) of the middle way in life, and they are many, wander about in the meadow without their
bodies, in the form of shadows that vanish like smoke in your fingers. They get their nourishment,
naturally, from the libations that are poured in our world and the burnt-offerings at the tomb; so that if
anyone has not left a friend or kinsman behind him on earth, he goes about his business there as an unfed
corpse, in a state of famine. (On Mourning 9-10)**

Though Lucian is contemptuous of these practices, his account provides valuable evidence of popular
attitudes. Clearly, the continuity of family piety toward the dead was an enduring feature of Mediterranean
culture, and it was widely held that the dead needed these pious activities of the living to maintain their
well-being in the afterlife.

In the Hebrew Bible there are indications that among ancient Judeans there was also a tradition of caring
for and feeding the dead, practices similar to the ancient Mesopotamian kispu-rituals, which involved the
monthly offering of food and libations and the invocation of the dead person's name.>* Deut. 26:13-14
concerns the misuse of tithed produce in mortuary offerings: "You shall say before the lord your God . . .
'T have not eaten of it while in mourning, I have not removed any of it while I was unclean, and I have not
offered any of it to the dead." On this passage, Elizabeth Bloch-Smith remarks, "Offering consecrated
food to the dead was sufficiently widespread to require a verbal disavowal."*" Ps. 106:28 specifically
condemns the Israelites because "they attached themselves to the Baal of Peor and they ate sacrifices
offered to the dead." The Baal of Peor story in Num. 25:1-13 makes no explicit mention of sacrifices to
the dead, but this action is a prominent feature of the Psalm; it is likely that "Baal of Peor" represented a
chthonic aspect of Baal.*! In addition, the phrase "other sacrifices" in Deut. 12:27 has been interpreted to
mean private family funereal sacrifices or sacrifices for the dead; the Deuteronomists permit the eating of
the meat from such sacrifices, but
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stipulate that the blood must be poured out onto the altar of Yahweh.* This stipulation may have been to
counter the practice of offering the blood to the dead. Archaeological remains tend to confirm the picture
presented by these biblical passages, as numerous graves in Judah from the period of the monarchy have
jars, bowls, animal bones, and other food remains apparently offered to the dead.** While wizards,



mediums, and necromancy are often condemned by biblical writers, nowhere in the Hebrew Bible is there
a blanket prohibition of feeding the dead. Deut. 26:14 and Ps. 106:28 only castigate offerings of tithed
produce and eating the offerings in the context of Baal worship.** Some rabbis (Sifre Numbers 131)
associated the latter with the institution of the "marzeah," also attested at Ugarit (fifteenth century b .c.e. )
and described by Marvin Pope as a banquet "held in both mourning and revelry for the dead, with
drunkenness and sacral sexual intercourse."*>

As just stated, a number of biblical writers do find fault with necromancy and deification of the dead, and
the story of the disfavored King Saul in 1 Sam. 28 is the only narrative account of such necromancy in the
Hebrew Bible. This is the famous episode of Saul's seeking advice from the dead prophet Samuel, where
Samuel is called a "god" (28:13). The eighth-century prophet Isaiah condemns such necromantic practices
most strongly in Isa. 8:19-20: "Now if people say to you, 'Consult the ghosts and the familiar spirits that
chirp and mutter; should not a people consult their gods, the dead on behalf of the living, for teaching and
for instruction?' Surely those who speak like this will have no dawn!"

Similar ridicule and polemic are found in Isa. 19:3 and 29:4, and an outright prohibition of necromancy is
found in Deut. 18:11 (cf. Exod. 22:18; Lev. 19:31, 20:6, 20:27). In these cases, the focus is on what the
dead might do for the living. This study is interested in the reverse, traditions where the living help the
dead and try to improve their postmortem existence. These latter activities do not necessarily imply
worship of the dead or asking advice from them, though at times the various activities could be closely
linked.

For the Hellenistic period, there are two major pieces of literary evidence for a Jewish practice of feeding
the dead in a manner similar to their Mediterranean neighbors, Sirach 30:18 and Tobit 4:17. Around the
year 180 b .c.e., Sirach, according to the Septuagint, wrote, "Good things poured out upon a mouth that is
closed* are like offerings of food placed upon a grave. Of what use to an idol is a sacrifice?" Here, a dead
idol and a dead person are equated in that offerings to either one are deemed ridiculous (cf. Dan. 14:1-22
[LXX], the story of Bel and the Dragon, for Jewish ridicule of food offered to idols). Ben Sira is not
inveighing against the practice of offering food to the dead, but he is noting its futility, in a manner similar
to the sarcastic Greek epitaph discussed earlier. But his ridicule does indicate that such a practice was
known among Jews. In addition, while Sirach does ridicule feeding the dead, elsewhere he also says, "do
not withhold kindness even from the dead" (7:33).
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Tob. 4:17 may encourage feeding the dead, depending on how the verse is read. In the context of this late
Persian era or early Hellenistic book, in which providing the dead with a decent burial is the highest virtue
(more on this later), Tobit tells his son Tobias, "pour your bread on the grave of the righteous, but give
none to sinners." The concept of "pouring bread" is strange; it is possible that the text originally read
"pour wine," in line with the Aramaic Ahiqar text from which parts of Tobit were derived.*” The important
issue for our purposes is whether the author of Tobit recommends providing offerings to the dead, be they
wine, bread, or both. Carey Moore asserts that Deut. 26:14 and Ps. 106:28 would prohibit such offerings,
but these passages speak only against offerings of tithed produce and offerings in the context of Baal
worship.*® I am inclined to follow Jonas Greenfield's view that Tobit did indeed counsel such a "pagan"
act, indicating that at least one Jewish author in the Hellenistic era believed in feeding the dead in a
manner similar to many Greeks and Romans.*

Providing a Proper Burial

There is one most striking theme related to our topic attested in the literary sources among Greeks,
Romans, and Jews: the obligation of the living to provide the dead with a decent burial. This concern is
expressed on epitaphs as well.** Its centrality is showcased by Diogenes the Cynic (d. 320 b .c.e. ), who
reportedly shocked his audience by proclaiming he wanted his body to remain unburied, to be devoured by
scavengers.” Remembering Hopkins and Letts's caution that many in the Greek and Roman worlds did



not receive a decent burial only heightens the impact of these traditions: Among many ancient authors
there was a fear that one's body might not be properly disposed of, and that this might have severe
consequences not only for the perception of one's social position but also for one's own postmortem
existence. Elements of this theme are found in the most classical of sources: Homer, Greek tragedy of the
fifth century b.c.e ., and the Latin epic poet Virgil (70-19 b .c.e.).

In the lliad 23.62-107, the spirit of Patroclus appears to Achilles in a dream and asks him for a proper
cremation. Patroclus says: "Bury me with all speed, so that I may pass within the gates of Hades. Afar do
the spirits keep me aloof, the phantoms of men that have done with their toils, neither suffer they me to
join myself to them beyond the River, but vainly I wander through the wide-gated house of Hades" (Iliad
71-74).

Performing the cremation rites has a clear effect on the dead man's condition in the afterlife; leaving the
body unburied is deleterious.>* Similarly, as part of Odysseus's famous trip to the underworld in Odyssey
Book 11, the shade of Odysseus's dead comrade Elpenor asks for a decent cremation since his corpse had
been left behind by Odysseus and his men (11.51-80). Unlike
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Patroclus, Elpenor does not state explicitly that he is suffering in the afterlife because his body was left to
rot, or that his condition will improve if Odysseus carries out his request. But even though no clear reason
is given, Elpenor does wish to have this service performed, and Odysseus and his men are most eager to
oblige (12.8-15).

The need to provide a decent burial was a common theme also in Greek tragedy, as in Antigone's famous
need to bury her dead brother Polynices. King Creon wished to leave Polynices' body unburied as a moral
example since he had died fighting against his own city (Antigone 194-210). In addition to all the issues of
earthly honor and justice that motivate her, Antigone says in lines 27-29 that her brother Eteocles, who
had received a proper burial, "has his honor among the dead men in the earth." This statement is vague; it
could indicate that Antigone's action will improve Polynices' status in the afterlife, and/or it could have as
its focus the way the living view the dead (i.e., the unburied dead are held in lower esteem by the living).
She labels her pious action as "helping the dead" T®wis Becvoiory @éeheiv: 56k, but speculates aloud in
line 521, "who knows if his deed [Polynices' fighting against his own city] is free from blame in the world
below?" These passages indicate that something is going on in the world of the dead; moral judgments are
made there, concepts of shame and honor may apply, though Antigone is unsure how they would apply to
her brother. Aeschylus may help elucidate the issue here: in Eumenides 94 we learn that the ghost of
Clytaemestra is "dishonored" (aptipacpgvn) among the other dead because she had committed murder;
"they never cease reviling me," she laments. One could understand that Antigone does not want her
brother to be so dishonored.>® In a depiction similar to that of Homer's Elpenor, Euripides' character
Polydorus (Hecuba 28-34), whose body is unburied, flutters around the head of his mother Hecuba
(probably meaning he appears to her in dreams).> The idea that the unburied need to be helped by the
living is clearly implied in Homer and in the tragic settings adduced here; in the late Roman republic and
early imperial periods, the notion is even more strongly developed in literature and in the reported events
from real life, as seen in Virgil and the other examples to follow.

Virgil's counterpart to Book 11 of the Odyssey is found in Book 6 of the Aeneid, and it contains a story
similar to the request of Elpenor. Virgil enunciates an explicit doctrine about the terrible fate of the souls
of the unburied. Aeneas in his trip to the underworld sees a great crowd of souls at the bank of the river
Styx waiting for Charon to ferry them across, and the Sybil tells him that "these are the helpless and
graveless . . . Charon may not bear them over the dreadful banks and raging waters until their bones have
found a resting place. They wander and flutter around these shores for one hundred years; only then at
last, being admitted, do they revisit the longed-for pools" (6.325-30). Soon thereafter Aeneas sees the soul
of Palinurus who had fallen overboard from the stern of his ship during the Libyan voyage. It turns out



end p.20

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

Palinurus had not died in the sea, but he had managed to swim to the Italian coast, only to be killed there
by "barbarian folk" (gens crudelis). Now his body remains in the surf, tossed back and forth by the waves.
Palinurus's shade beseeches Aeneas to cast some earth on his corpse and thereby "rescue me from these
troubles" (eripe me his, 6.365). Palinurus would be ferried across the river one hundred years sooner if
Aeneas were able to fulfill his request. Unfortunately for Palinurus, heaven has decreed a different fate for
him, and the Sibyl commands him, "stop hoping that the decrees of the gods will be changed through
prayer" (6.376). She does offer him comfort, however, telling him that the neighboring people of the
region where his body lies will establish a shrine to his memory, bring offerings, and the place will be
named in his honor (Capo Palinuro; 6.377-84). This news brings great joy to Palinurus, making the point
in a different way that the actions of the living can have a direct beneficial effect on the condition of the
dead in the afterlife.”

A number of texts indicate that this literary theme was reflected in and perhaps helped to shape the real
attitudes of actual people. Pausanius (second century c.e. ) reports that the "shade" (€idwAov) of Acteon at
Orchomenus troubled the people until they performed proper burial rites for him (Desc. Gr. 9.38.5). In
addition, Pausanius praises the pious actions of ancient worthies who provided the proper burial of
strangers and washed up bodies (2.1.3; 10.5.4). Pliny the Younger reports that the philosopher
Athenodorus successfully dehaunted a house in Athens by exhuming the bones from the house and giving
them a public burial (Ep. 7.27; the same story is told by Lucian, Lover of Lies 30). In Silius Italicus's
Punica 13.475, the ghost of Appius Claudius is not able to find rest because his friends did not cremate
and bury his body. All these stories indicate a widespread belief that the dead themselves wished to have a
proper burial, that they benefited from this pious action, and that without it they would not leave the living
in peace. Though they ask for favors other than a proper burial, the appearance of Falconilla to Tryphaena
in the Acts of Paul and Thecla and the appearance of Dinocrates to Perpetua just before her martyrdom
make sense in these Mediterranean cultural contexts where the dead appeal to the living, often in dreams,
for aid and comfort, broadly conceived.

The importance of a proper burial also finds a strong place in some Jewish traditions. In the Hebrew Bible,
however, these burial traditions were not clearly tied to any benefit the dead person might derive. Part of
Jezebel's punishment as announced by Elijah in 1 Kings 21:19-23 was that the dogs would lick up her
blood, a grisly prophecy that was realized in 2 Kings 9:30-37. The author has Jehu, on learning of
Jezebel's violent death, expand Elijah's oracle by attributing this saying to the prophet, "the corpse of
Jezebel shall be like dung on the field in the territory of Jezreel, so that no one can say 'This is Jezebel' "
(2 Kings 9:37). Her status as a king's daughter entitled her to a decent burial (9:34), but Jehu the usurper
and coup leader wished to erase her
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memory, probably for political reasons so that no gravesite could serve as a rallying point for supporters
of the previous regime. Thus, it is not explicit here that burial or non-burial affects the postmortem
existence of the dead person, though it is possible that many people assumed this, since the care and
feeding of the dead attested in the archaeology of ancient Judah could not take place without a specific
location for the corpse. Rather, the biblical text sees Jezebel's lack of burial as a function of the lack of
honor due her by the survivors. The biblical writers use Jehu's denial of burial in a way similar to
Sophocles' character Creon: The unburied corpse serves as a negative moral example and makes a clear
political statement to the populace. Likewise, Jer. 8:1-3, 22:19, and Deut. 28:26 all use the threat of
scattered bones and lack of decent burial as a social weapon to promote certain codes of behavior in this
life.



In the book of Tobit, written in the late Persian or early Hellenistic period, providing a decent burial is
seen as a primary good worth a great deal of risk. Tobit is a fictional Northern Kingdom Israelite who had
always remained loyal to the house of David and Jerusalem, and who was taken into exile when the
Assyrians captured Samaria in the eighth century b .c.e. While in exile in Nineveh, Tobit performed many
acts of charity: "I would give my food to the hungry and my clothing to the naked, and if I saw the dead
body of any of my people thrown out behind the wall of Nineveh, I would bury it" (1:17). He also buried
the bodies of those Israelites whom King Sennacherib put to death, and this earned him the wrath of
Sennacherib, but the praise of the angel Raphael (12:12). Throughout the book a distinction is made
between the righteous and the wicked: Though Tobit is righteous, he is afflicted for a time with blindness,
but he is eventually cured and rewarded for his good deeds with happiness and a long life. Conversely,
one constant refrain of the book is "see what injustice does—it brings death!" (14:11). In this context, the
advice of Tobit to his son in 4:17, discussed earlier, becomes even more interesting: "Pour your bread on
the grave of the righteous, but give none to sinners." The Ahiqar text from which this is derived reads "My
son, pour out your wine on the graves of the righteous rather than drink it with evil men." The Ahiqar text
is clear: Rather than drinking with evil men, it is better to pour wine on a grave. The Tobit text is more
obscure: Does it mean that Tobit's son should prefer giving bread to the dead over giving it to living
sinners, or does it mean that he should give bread only to the righteous dead and not to the sinful dead? If
the latter, then the author of Tobit is making a distinction among the dead and limiting human charity to
the righteous among them. This would bring Tobit's advice into line with Elijah and Jehu's denial of
proper burial to Jezebel and with Creon's attitude toward Polynices: The living treat the dead person in
accord with his or her activities while alive. This can be true even in those contexts (1 and 2 Kings, Tobit)
where it is not assumed that the actions of the living actually affect the status of the dead person in the
other world. Such
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attitudes will extend to God's treatment of the dead person when the notion of differentiated fates after
death arises among Jews later in the Hellenistic period.

Rescue for the Dead in a "Salvation" Context

When Qohelet, the "preacher," author of Ecclesiastes, speculates on human fate after death, he treats all
humanity as one undifferentiated mass: "Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit
of animals goes downward into the earth?" (3:21). Similarly, most of the Greek, Roman, and Jewish
contexts introduced so far have dealt with actions of the living on behalf of the relatively undifferentiated
dead: All the dead can be honored in the Parentalia; all need a decent burial in Homer, Virgil, and Tobit
(though some are honored with more elaborate rites than others); all can potentially be honored or
appeased with libations. The exceptions have been those contexts, such as that reflected in Antigone or in
Jehu's treatment of Jezebel's corpse, where the body of a "sinner" is left unburied for political purposes or
as a moral example. From Egypt, there is further evidence of an attempt at differentiation of corpses: A
"trial" was sometimes held to determine whether or not the corpse should receive the elaborate burial rites,
with all the attendant benefits in the afterlife. As Diodorus of Sicily describes it:

If anyone presents himself and makes a charge, and shows that the dead man had led an evil life, the
judges announce the decision to all and the body is denied the customary burial; but if it shall appear that
the accuser has made an unjust charge he shall be severely punished. When no accuser appears, or the one
who presents himself is discovered to be a slanderer, the relatives put their mourning aside and laud the
deceased. (1.92.4-5)*°

Not content to take this anecdotal literary evidence at face value, Rheinhold Merkelbach has confirmed
the general reliability of Diodorus's report from the papyri.>

There are two pre-Christian contexts, one Greek and one Jewish, where the dead were differentiated
between the "saved" and "unsaved," and where succor for the dead lay in attempts of the living to transfer
dead persons from one category to the other. For the first time in these contexts we may be able to speak



of posthumous "salvation," the category most productive for understanding the early Christian texts. In the
Republic 2.362E-367E, Plato portrays Adimantus discoursing on justice (dikotoouvn) in the company of
Glaucon and Socrates. The central point of Adimantus's speech is that people do not do justice for its own
sake, but rather for the benefits they can derive, and if it is possible to act unjustly and still derive those
benefits, people will do so. True,
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he says, Homer, Hesiod, Musaeus, and Orpheus all declare that the gods reward the righteous and punish
the wicked both in this life and after death, but there's a way out for those who want to continue in their
injustice:

Begging priests and soothsayers go to rich men's doors and make them believe that they, by means of
sacrifices and incantations, have accumulated a treasure of power from the gods that can expiate and cure
with pleasurable festivals any misdeed of a man or his ancestors, and that if a man wishes to harm an
enemy, at slight cost he will be enabled to injure just and unjust alike, since they are masters of spells and
enchantments that constrain the gods to serve their end. (364B-C)*

Adimantus cites Homer, Iliad 9.497, as an authority for this view that the gods can be moved by prayers,
sacrifices, soothing vows, incense, and libations. Adimantus then goes on to tell of the "bushels of books"
attributed to Musaeus and Orpheus:

These books they use in their ritual, and make not only ordinary men but states believe that there really are
remissions of sins and purifications for deeds of injustice, by means of sacrifice and pleasant sport for the

living, and that there are also special rites for the defunct (Tsksurncmcw), which they call functions (teAeta
¢), that deliver us from evils in that other world, while terrible things await those who have neglected to
sacrifice. (364E-365A)

These rites for the dead are mentioned again in 366A, as Adimantus sums up his argument in this section
of the speech:

For if we are just, we shall, it is true, be unscathed by the gods, but we shall be putting away from us the
profits of injustice. But if we are unjust, we shall win those profits and, by the importunity of our prayers,
when we transgress and sin we shall persuade them and escape scot free! Yes, it will be objected, but we
shall be brought to judgment in the world below for our unjust deeds here, we or our children's children.
Nay, my dear sir, our calculating friend will say, here again the rites for the dead (tehetai) have much
efficacy.

Plato has Socrates himself speak to this problem when he advances the types of myths to be allowed in the
ideal city: "People must not chant 'Gifts move the gods and gifts persuade dread kings' " (3.390E). The
problem is that the gods might be persuaded to forgive injustice at any time; for Plato's point, no
distinction need be made as to whether the persuasion takes place during the lifetime of the unjust person,
or after his death. Both are equally objectionable. Plato's own myth of judgment in the afterlife does not
include any such persuasion or forgiveness ("Myth of Er," Rep. 10, especially 614C-E and
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617E), and his Laws 885D and 907E specify that a good religion bolsters morality by doing away with
such notions of persuading the gods to transgress justice.

Many commentators have understood these passages in the Rep. 364-65 as evidence that Orphic religiosity
did contain some sort of ritual for the posthumous remission of dead people's sins.”> W. K. C. Guthrie, in

his classic work on Orpheus and Greek religion, disagrees. The key word is in Rep. 365A, 1eAeV IGO0V,
which Guthrie admits could mean that the rites are performed for those who have already died, or (his
preferred reading), that the rites are performed now for the living and what they learn therein will also be
useful for them after they have died.® Discoveries of a number of Orphic/ Bacchic texts since 1970 may
shed some light on this question; gold lamellae, gold leaves, bone tablets, and other media with short texts
have turned up in graves dating from 400-100 b.c.e. in southern Italy, Crete, Thessaly, and southern



Russia.®! Most important for this study are two almost identical gold lamellae from a woman's grave in
fourth century b .c.e. Pelinna:
(1)Now you have died and now you have come into being, O thrice-happy one, on this same day.

(2)Tell Persephone that Bakkhios himself has set you free. . . .

(7)And l:gglow the earth there are ready for you the same prizes [or "rites", Téhea] as for the other blessed
ones.™

Line 7 only appears on one of the lamellae, not both. After connecting the text with other Orphic
traditions, Fritz Graf proceeds to interpret it: "With verse 2, the situation becomes somewhat clearer: the
deceased is instructed what to say in the netherworld, where a confrontation with Persephone will
occur. . . . There is only one answer possible: the deceased is to refer to the Aloic, the freedom procured by
Bakchios. . . . One becomes Baiyoc only after personal initiation."®
Graf's interpretation of this text, therefore, falls into line with Guthrie's interpretation of the Platonic
passages: the initiate has learned something in a ritual during her lifetime that will help her after death,
namely, that Bacchus (Dionysus) has delivered her. She doesn't need any further rituals to be conducted
for her after her death.
A case can be made for the other side, however, seeing a true ritual for those already dead in Rep. 365A,
366A, and the gold lamella. The arguments include the following: (1) The myth of Orpheus's near-rescue
of Euridyce from the underworld connects up well with the notion of Orphic rituals improving the lot of
those who have already died. (2) The teitai of line 7 in the lamella above could refer to rites conducted by
the survivors on behalf of the recently deceased woman and all the other blessed ones.®* (3) Rep. 366A
(not discussed by Guthrie) repeats the claim about the usefulness of the teAetai in the underworld;
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the preceding context describes helpful rituals that take place during the lifetime of the unjust man, and in
parallel the tedetai of 366 A would appear to take place after he is already deceased. (4) Johnston invokes
a parallel with the recently published lead tablet from Selinus, dating to 450 b .c.e. The text of the tablet
clearly outlines a ritual to be performed by the living for the dead that has as its object the cleansing of
impure ghosts. The benefit of the ritual is for both the living and the dead.®®
The case is indeed ambiguous, and I agree with Guthrie's dismissal of the other supposed evidence for the
Orphic practice of rites for the dead, Orphicorum Fragmenta 232 and Rep. 364B.% In the matter of Rep.
365A, 366A, and the lamella, however, I am inclined to see evidence of rituals that had as their focus
posthumous succor for the dead. In the lamella line 7, the teletai probably take place after the woman's
death, whether under the earth or above ground, and since she was already an initiate, it seems most
logical that the dead being helped were those who had already participated in the rituals during their
lifetimes. In this way the rituals would not be creating new initiates among the dead, but rather would be
of extra assistance to those initiates who had died.
"Orphism" is notoriously difficult to define and interpret, but most agree that it was a broad movement
within Greek religion lacking institutional or theological unity, but concerned with "salvation," conceived
of as the soul's release from cycles of rebirth and success in reaching the soul's true home.®” Similar to
Christian rituals later, Orphic rituals were not the purview of the extended family unit or the city or the
nation, but rather were for individual initiates. In both Christianity and Orphism, the sense of solidarity
with the dead is not primarily among family members, but rather among living and dead initiates. If my
readings of Plato and the lamella are correct, then we have evidence that some people participating in the
Orphic salvation movement wished to extend the benefits of the salvific rituals to those initiates already
dead.



Even if my readings of these Greek sources are wrong, however, it is beyond dispute that for at least one
Hellenistic Jewish author, a salvific ritual for the posthumous forgiveness of sins was seen as possible and
desirable. The key text is 2 Macc. 12:39-45. Here, in an account set in 164 b .c.e. , some members of the
Jewish community fighting for independence have sinned, and they have been punished by God with
death in battle:

On the next day, as had now become necessary, Judas (Maccabaeus) and his men went to take up the
bodies of the fallen and to bring them back to lie with their kindred in the sepulchers of their ancestors.
Then under the tunic of each one of the dead they found sacred tokens of the idols of Jamnia, which the
law forbids Jews to wear. And it became clear to all that this was the reason these men had fallen. So they
all blessed the ways of
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the Lord, the righteous judge, who reveals the things that are hidden; and they turned to supplication,
praying that the sin that had been committed might be blotted out. The noble Judas exhorted the people to
keep themselves free from sin, for they had seen with their own eyes what had happened as the result of
the sins of those who had fallen. He also took up a collection, man by man, to the amount of 2,000
drachmas of silver, and sent it to Jerusalem as a sin offering. (2 Macc. 12:39-43a, NRSV)

Up to this point there is nothing at all in the text about the posthumous salvation of those who had died.
Rather, Judas's collection should be interpreted in line with Joshua 7, where the Israelite community had
averted God's wrath by stoning to death one sinner and burning his body along with the illicit plunder he
had taken (cf. 2 Sam. 24:24-25).%% The point was to protect and purify the survivors, without any concern
for the postmortem fate of the sinners. It is also possible that Lev. 4:13-21 may be in view in 2
Maccabees: In Leviticus, if the "whole congregation" sins unintentionally and the sin is exposed, a bull of
the herd must be offered as a sin offering. Jonathan Goldstein notes that the rabbinic tradition would not
have applied this verse to Judas's situation, but Judas lived well before the rabbis. In addition, Goldstein
states, "(2 Macc. 12) speaks in v. 43 only of a singular sin offering. Had the sin requiring the sacrifice
been the individual sin of the possessors of the idolatrous objects, there would have been an offering for
each sinner."®

The recounting of the episode ends at 2 Macc. 12:43a, but the narrator in 12:43b-45 inserts an editorial
comment to interpret Judas's actions:

In doing this he acted very well and honorably, taking account of the resurrection. For if he were not
expecting that those who had fallen would rise again, it would have been superfluous and foolish to pray

for the dead 1'@ip vespineiygeatienl Byt if he was looking for the splendid reward that is laid up for
those who fall asleep in godliness, it was a holy and pious thought. Therefore, he made atonement for the
dead, so that they might be delivered from their sin. (2 Macc. 12:43b-45, NRSV)

From this one learns nothing about the historical Judas's views in 164 b .c.e. Rather, one gains access
either to the views of Jason of Cyrene (modern Libya), a Jew who wrote a five-volume history of the
Maccabean conflict (2 Macc. 2:23), or to the author who epitomized his work. Jason's five volumes, now
lost, were condensed into one volume (now known as 2 Maccabees) by an anonymous epitomizer at some
time in the late second or early first century b .c.e. (2 Macc. 2:23-32).” Jason, the anonymous epitomizer,
or both, thought that Judas's collection for the sacrifice was for the posthumous salvation of the individual
sinners.

Why the shift in perspective? It is apparent that the author of 2 Macc. 12:43b-45 adheres to the ideology
of differentiation of the dead quite clearly expressed within Judaism in the Book of Daniel, chapter 12
(165b .c.e.). He
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believes that God will provide rewards for the righteous and punishments for the wicked after death in the
form of resurrection. In Daniel, the form of new existence for the righteous will be astral, "Those who are



wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars
forever and ever" (Dan. 12:3). In 2 Macc. 7 and 14, the form of resurrection is expressed in terms of a
reconstituted body, as the third martyred brother proclaims to his persecutors, "I got these (tongue and
hands) from heaven, and because of his laws I disdain them, and from him I hope to get them back again"
(2 Macc. 7:11; cf. 14:46). In both Daniel and 2 Maccabees, the hope of resurrection is set in a context of
intense persecution of the faithful Jews; if God is just, he cannot let the righteous perish in this way. He
must have a plan to set things right by restoring life to the righteous and posthumously punishing the
wicked.

It is this context that makes 2 Macc. 12:43b-45 so interesting. After all, the dead soldiers had sinned by
relying on idols, so one might assume that they should be classed among the wicked. The narrator even
says that they had died in battle precisely because of their sin; one wonders if any of the survivors had
worn the tokens, too. No mention is made of a search of the living to test the hypothesis! It is remarkable,
then, that Jason and/or the epitomizer wished to extend sympathy to those dead who could no longer
repent for their error. Of course, these soldiers were not as wicked as the Greek and Jewish persecutors of
the righteous, and indeed they were fighting for the right cause in the view of the author. There is a sense
of nationalistic solidarity here, and the author wishes to include within salvation even sinners who are still
part of the nation. With this in the background, we can understand why he wished to see these sinners
restored to the category of "those who fall asleep in godliness" (v. 45). If the soldiers had remained alive
they might have been able to repent of the sin and offer an atoning sacrifice on their own behalf. The
author of 2 Macc. 12:43b-45 would not accept death as an artificial boundary that would prevent the
glorious resurrection of these sinful soldiers. Later rabbinic tradition asserted that there is no atoning
sacrifice for the dead (b. Zebahim 9b),”" but it also developed the theory that suffering and death itself,
accompanied by repentance, can atone for sin (m. Yoma 8:8).”2 The view underlying 2 Macc. 12:43b-45 is
quite different on both issues.

It should be noted that the author here is not depicting a creation of new initiates (Jews) among the dead,
the sinful soldiers were presumably born Jews and had received the routine circumcision for infant Jewish
males. Contrast this with what Thecla, the Shakers, and the Mormons later do to expand their
comparatively new sects in the world of the departed. In these later examples, there was no sense of
national solidarity, but rather a transnational grouping based on religious ideology. The sinful soldiers of 2
Macc. 12 have violated the covenant and endangered their status among God's chosen people, and the
author interprets Judah's sacrifice as an attempt to obtain posthumous

end p.28

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

atonement for them without their having repented before death. This is similar to the care and feeding of
the dead in family cults from the Greek and Roman worlds, but here in 2 Maccabees an ideology of sharp
differentiation of fates for the righteous and wicked has entered into the equation. Care and feeding can be
undertaken for any of the relatively undifferentiated dead; the actions of the living in that case do not
usually affect the eternal fate of the dead person. In the Maccabean case, however, the expiatory action
that the living undertake for the dead is of much greater urgency and significance. The old criteria of
national and familial solidarity are fused with the new criterion of dying in the proper religious state, and
the result is an attempt by the living to rescue the dead.

The author(s) of 2 Maccabees believed not only in intercession by the living for the dead, but also the
reverse.” Judas at one point encourages his soldiers by recounting a dream he had in which the recently
killed high priest Onias III prayed for the Jewish people and the long-dead prophet Jeremiah handed Judas
a sword from God with which he might strike down his enemies (15:11-16).” This is ironic because the
historical Jeremiah had counseled the Jews not to resist the foreign occupying power (Babylon); it was
God's instrument to punish the nation. 2 Maccabees also believes that Greek harshness is God's
punishment for Jewish sins (6:16), but it nonetheless champions the Maccabees' resistance movement. In



Judas's dream the holy prophet of old is made to authorize a stance that he had opposed during his lifetime
(see Jer. 28). Of course, the historical circumstances were entirely different, so no one knows what
position Jeremiah might have taken had he lived in the second century b .c.e.

2 Macc. 12:43b-45 is unusual in allowing for a postmortem atonement; more typical Second Temple
Jewish texts assume that actions during one's lifetime determine one's postmortem fate (1 En. 5:5, 22:8-
11; Dan. 12:10; 2 Bar. 85:11-15; Pseudo-Philo, LAB 33:2-3). Some texts indicate that Gentiles who
convert to Judaism might participate with the chosen people in postmortem bliss (Joseph and Aseneth 8:9,
15:7, 22:13), while others restrict future blessings to righteous Jews circumcised on the eighth day
(Jubilees 15:26-27), but in all these cases, the focus is on this life as the time frame for human beings to
establish the right relationship with God. Another notable exception, more in line with 2 Macc. 12, is the
Testament of Abraham, A recension, 14:1-15, probably dating from around 100 c.e. © In this text
Abraham is given a vision of the final judgment, in which the standards apply equally to Jews and
Gentiles. God is shown delaying individuals' deaths so that they might repent (A 10:14), and Abraham is
depicted beseeching God for mercy even for some who have already died. In one case Abraham gains
release for a soul whose sins were exactly equal to his righteous deeds (14:1-5) and in another he obtains
pardon for sinners he had erroneously cursed and destroyed during his lifetime (14:10-15). E. P. Sanders
remarks that "this may be the earliest
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instance in Jewish sources in which intercessory prayer is considered effective after the death of the
person on whose behalf it is offered."” Curiously, Sanders does not discuss 2 Macc. 12 here, perhaps
because it involves intercessory sacrifice, not prayer, but the beneficiaries in both cases are equally dead.
The other main difference is that Judas in the story of 2 Macc. 12 is a living person who makes atonement
for the dead. Abraham in the Testament of Abraham is a long-dead patriarch who has a special
relationship with God.”

Another Jewish text to address head-on the issue of posthumous forgiveness is 4 Ezra (also known as 2
Esdras). This apocalypse, written soon after the destruction of the Jewish Temple by the Romans in 70 c.e.
, raises starkly the issue of theodicy (God's justice) in the face of that great calamity (4 Ezra 3:1-3).”* In 4
Ezra 7:82 the angel reveals to Ezra that in the time period between death and the final judgment, wicked
souls "cannot now repent and do good that they may live." Ezra then asks in 7:102-103 "whether on the
day of judgment the righteous will be able to intercede for the ungodly or to entreat the Most High for
them, fathers for sons or sons for fathers, brothers for brothers, relatives for their kinsmen, or friends for
friends." Note the value placed on personal bonds inherent in Ezra's request; that is, what good is an
eternal reward without family and friends? Ezra's poignant question reflects the prevailing piety among
Greeks, Romans, and Jews of his day, and not surprisingly, of most people everywhere: The living are
most concerned with the welfare of their dead friends and relatives. But it is clear that the author of the
text, through his character the angel, does not agree with his character Ezra. The angel answers with a
resounding "no" to Ezra's query: "No one shall ever pray for another then, neither shall anyone lay a
burden on another; for then everyone shall bear his own righteousness and unrighteousness" (7:105). Ezra
complains that such harshness is inconsistent with the biblical tradition, in which Abraham, Moses,
Joshua, and many other biblical heroes prayed often on behalf of others. Notable in the list is Elijah,
whose intercession revived a dead child (1 Kings 17:21-23; 4 Ezra 7:109). The angel responds that what
pertains now in this sinful age will not apply on the last day (7:112-115). This might imply that the door is
still open for repentance or intercession now, in the interim between death and the final judgment, but that
possibility was closed in 4 Ezra 7:82. For 4 Ezra's angel, who speaks with authority, this life is the only
chance to set things right.

As Michael Stone points out, the intercession of the righteous for the less righteous, even in an
eschatological context, is a common theme in rabbinic literature (b. Sukka 14a; Gen. R. 33:3; Exod. R.



42:1; Deut. R. 3:15), though some texts also hold with 4 Ezra that at the final judgment intercession will
no longer take place.” As rabbinic tradition develops, Gehinnom comes to be seen as a place of temporary
punishment for twelve months (m. Eduyyot 2:10; t. Shabbat 33b; t. Rosh Hashanah 17a), after which most
persons will gain release,
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"after going down to Gehenna and receiving the punishment due him, the sinner is forgiven all his
iniquities, and like an arrow from the bow he is flung forth from Gehenna" (Pesikta Rabbati 53:2).5 At
times, a rabbi would express an opinion that some sinners are condemned for eternity: heretics, informers,
scoffers, adulterers, those who deny the resurrection (t. Rosh Hashanah 17a; t. Baba Metzia 58b), but no
consistent theory was developed in rabbinic literature. At least two late rabbinic traditions think it is
possible for the wicked dead to be redeemed even before the punishment is completed in Gehenna. In
Midrash Rabbah Ecclesiastes, a collection dating to the seventh century c.e. .2 it is reported that Rabbi
Judah ben Ilai (second century c.e. ) said that children who died for the sins of their fathers will plead for
their fathers' salvation and be successful: " 'And they shall live with their children and shall return' (Zech.
10:9), which means that they returned from the descent to Gehinnom and were rescued through the merit
of their children. Therefore every man is under obligation to teach his son Torah so that he may rescue
him from Gehinnom" (Midrash R. Eccl. 4.1).

Similarly, Midrash Tanhuma Ha'azinu 1, f. 339b, of uncertain date but no earlier than 800 c.e. ,* states
that if the living say prayers for the dead on the Day of Atonement and vow charity in their name: "God
brings them out of Sheol and they are shot forth as an arrow from a bow. Straightaway a man becomes
tender and innocent as a kid. God purifies him as at the hour of his birth, sprinkling pure water on him
from a bucket . . . he eats of the tree of life continuously and his body reclines at the table of every single
saint and he lives for eternity."®

Thus, in these rabbinic traditions, moral seriousness is upheld, and the threat of posthumous punishment is
real, but not necessarily eternal. God's mercy is permitted to win out in the end. By contrast, 4 Ezra 7:82
makes it clear that an individual's death is the most significant boundary for salvation. If the person has
not repented by that point, there can be no further help from either the living or the righteous dead. The
character Ezra is most upset by the prospect that so many human beings will be damned (7:116-126), to
which the angel retorts, "Many have been created, but few shall be saved" (8:3).

The action of Judas as understood in 2 Macc. 12:43b-45 would not have been acceptable to the author of 4
Ezra or his character the angel (who gets the final say), but the character Ezra would have shown much
sympathy for Judas's intent. Ezra's clear articulation of his request for intercession, as well as the
vehemence with which the angel refutes it, may reflect a real debate among Jews at the end of the first
century c.e. Alfons Kurfess posits that the character Ezra represents the more lenient view of the nascent
rabbinic tradition, while the author himself, through the angel, opposes such lenience.** One Jewish-
Christian text, probably from the second century, also reflects this debate over intercession at the final
judgment: the Apocalypse of Peter, to be discussed in the next chapter.
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As we have seen throughout this chapter, there were many contexts in Greek, Roman, and Jewish
antiquity where people endeavored to do something to help the dead, usually family members or friends;
the stakes grew even higher when the context was one of differentiation of the dead between the saved and
the damned. Such differentiation had the potential to undermine the familial piety toward the dead so
important in all three cultures, and indeed a debate arose among Jews over the extent to which dead family
and comrades could be helped by the intercessions of others. This inquiry has set the stage for the study of



posthumous salvation in early Christian traditions, early Christianity being a form of Judaism in the
Greco-Roman world that made a sharp distinction between the saved and the damned.
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At first glance it appears that this chapter should have very little to say, since there is nothing in the New
Testament comparable to 2 Macc. 12:43b-45, and indeed the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke
16:19-31) eftectively closes off the possibility of posthumous salvation when Abraham says to the rich
man being tormented in Hades, "Between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who
might want to pass from here to there cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us" (Luke 16:26). It
is fair to characterize the general thrust of the New Testament and early Christian literature on
posthumous salvation with two statements, one from Paul, "For all of us must appear before the judgment
seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body, whether good or
evil" (2 Cor. 5:10), and one from an anonymous second-century Christian sermon known as 2 Clement,
"Once we have departed this world, we can no longer confess there or repent any more" (2 Clem. 8:3). In
addition, a number of early Christian texts speak of "eternal" punishment or destruction for the wicked (2
Thess. 1:9; Matt. 25:46; 2 Clem. 6:7), or speak of "birth from water" (baptism) as a requirement to "enter
the kingdom of heaven" (John 3:5). In all these cases it appears that death is a boundary beyond which
salvation may not be procured.

The early Christian traditions, however, were neither univocal nor unequivocal. Numerous conceptions of
posthumous rescue found their way into the earliest Christian speculations: an implicit universal salvation
(Rom. 11:32), vicarious baptism "on behalf of the dead" (1 Cor. 15:29), talk of proclaiming the gospel
among the dead (1 Pet. 4:6), the dead apostles' baptizing the righteous dead (Shepherd of Hermas, Sim.
9.16.2-7), and even God's granting the righteous the privilege of saving some of the damned at the final
judgment
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(Apocalypse of Peter 14:1-4; Sibylline Oracles 2:330-38). We should not be surprised at the appearance of
these traditions, since Christianity was a new religious expression embedded in a culture where the
boundaries between the living and the dead were often quite permeable, as we saw in the last chapter. This
chapter proposes to examine each of the above texts in turn, in roughly chronological order, with an eye
toward setting the stage for later Christian treatment of these foundational traditions as the issues were
more sharply debated in subsequent centuries.

Paul

The apostle Paul is the logical place to start since he is the author of the earliest known Christian
documents that survived on their own, unincorporated into later texts. As already noted, in 2 Cor. 5:10
Paul stated that each person would be judged for his or her deeds in the body, and the same view is found
in Rom. 2:16. At one point, however, Paul indicates that the Christians themselves will be judges over the
world and even over the angels (1 Cor. 6:2-3; cf. Matt. 19:28, Luke 22:30, Rev. 20:4). He is also famous
for his conviction that faith in Christ, not works of the Law, is the key to salvation (Gal. 2:15-21). He
states this clearly in Rom. 3:23-25: "since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are now
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a
sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith." Some of Paul's opponents understood all this
to imply that ethics should be irrelevant to Paul and that in his view the Christians would escape God's
judgment simply by virtue of their status as Christians. He reports his opponents as caricaturing his
position, "Let us do evil so that good may come" (Rom. 3:8). Paul is well aware that his talk about God's




gratuitous grace could lead to the conclusion, "Should we continue in sin, in order that grace may
abound?" (Rom. 6:1).

Much of Rom. 1-8 is Paul's attempt to answer these charges. He lays stress on the post-faith, post-
baptismal transformation of the believer, "How can we who died to sin go on living in it?" (Rom. 6:2);
"But you are not in the flesh, you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you" (Rom. 8:9). Paul
does not naively hold that the new Christian life in the spirit will be automatic, sinless, or easy.
Throughout his letters he rails against behavior on the part of Christians inconsistent with what he
considers righteous. These transgressions will not go unpunished by God, and they may entail a loss of
salvation (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 9:24-10:13; Gal. 5:13-26; Rom. 14:10). In all these cases, the deeds necessary
for salvation (belief and participation in Christ's saving death, correct behavior afterward) occur in this
life, and Paul makes no explicit mention of or provision for posthumous salvation.
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Three texts, however, give a hint that Paul at times could conceive of the possibility that God's grace for
salvation might extend to persons already dead: 1 Cor. 5:5, 1 Cor. 15:29, and Rom. 11:32. In the first, Paul
advocates a magical cursing ritual for a sinning Christian, "handing him over to Satan for the destruction
of his flesh in order that (his?) spirit might be saved on the day of the Lord" (1 Cor. 5:5). Paul could be
hoping here that the excommunication will cause the man to repent in this life, and some scholars think
that 2 Cor. 2:5-8 speaks of the restoration of this man." But 1 Cor. 5:5 may also envision the possibility of
a salvation for this individual that takes place only after his death, at the final judgment, when his spirit
might be saved on the day of the Lord. Alternatively, since the possessive pronoun "his" is absent before
the word "spirit," Paul may have in view the salvation of the communal "spirit," purged of the evildoer.?
In the second text, 1 Cor. 15:29, Paul is trying to convince the recipients of his letter that there will indeed

be a "resurrection of the dead" in the form of a spirit body ( F##&* B¥EVHEEIEUY 1 Cor, 15:44) and that
believers will receive the same type of resurrected body that Christ received when he was raised up by
God. It will not be the same flesh and blood that we have now. To this end Paul invokes a number of
arguments. If the dead are not raised, then Christ was not raised, and if Christ has not been raised, then
Christian faith is futile and those who have died in Christ have perished forever (1 Cor. 15:16-18). If the
dead are not raised, then why are Paul and other Christian missionaries constantly risking death to spread
the gospel (15:30)? He even alludes to a specific incident at Ephesus where he "fought with wild animals"
(literally??), and he came near to death at various points in his ministry (1 Cor. 15:32; cf. 2 Cor. 1:8-10,
Phil. 1:12-26). Only his conviction that the dead will be raised keeps him going; otherwise he should just
"eat and drink, for tomorrow we die" (Isa. 22:13, quoted in 1 Cor. 15:32). In this context Paul alludes to a
practice of some Corinthian Christians in 1 Cor. 15:29, "Then what are they doing, those who are baptized
on behalf of the dead? If the dead are not raised, why are they baptized on their behalf?" Paul does not
here object to this practice, whatever it is, and he uses it to convince the Corinthians that if they are
baptized on behalf of the dead, they must also believe in the resurrection as Paul understands it.
Enormous vats of ink have been emptied in both pre-critical and critical scholarship speculating on
precisely what those Corinthian Christians were doing, why they were doing it, and Paul's attitude toward
it. A thorough 51-page survey of opinion from the second century down to 1962 was assembled by Mathis
Rissi; there is no need to rehearse that entire history here.* I agree with Rissi and Hans Conzelmann (and,
for that matter, with Mormon prophet Joseph Smith), that the grammar and logic of the passage point to a
practice of vicarious baptism of a living person for the benefit of a dead person.’

The main issue is to ascertain who was eligible for such a posthumous benefit. Were the Corinthians
baptizing by proxy dozens or hundreds of dead
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Gentiles and Jews, like the Latter-day Saints began to do 1800 years later? That is certainly a possibility,
but it is so alien to Paul's theoretical statements about the effects of baptism and individuals' acceptance of
the gospel that I consider it highly unlikely. Perhaps the practice was more limited. Richard DeMaris
thinks that the vicarious baptism was performed for members of the Christian community who had died,
as an additional ritual to aid them in the afterlife.® This view would line up Paul with my reading of the
Orphic materials in Plato, Rep. 364-65 (see chapter 1, "Rescue for the Dead in a 'Salvation' Context").
DeMaris's conjecture would require positing a second baptism for some believers, one in life, and another
vicarious one after death.

Rissi favors an interpretation close to that of the Marcionites as reported in John Chrysostom (fl. 386-403
c.e.), Hom. in Epist. ad | Cor. 40.1: Baptism for the dead was performed at Corinth for those who
happened to die while preparing for baptism (i.e., those who in later times would be called catechu-
mens).” The Marcionites were followers of Marcion, a Christian devoted to Pauline texts who had been
deemed a heretic by other Christians in Rome ca. 140 c .e . Most objectionable to more "mainstream"
Christians was Marcion's belief that the god of the Old Testament was not the God that Jesus revealed, but
rather an inferior demiurge.® According to Chrysostom, if a Marcionite catechumen died before baptism,
an already-baptized living Marcionite would be placed under the couch on which the corpse was laid; he
or she would answer a baptismal question on behalf of the corpse; and then the living person would be
baptized with water, the benefits accruing to the dead person. In contrast to the Mormon baptism by
proxy, in Chrysostom's account the Marcionites used the rite sparingly and only for individuals who had
indicated a clear desire to be baptized while still alive.

In my opinion, such an interpretation is the most logical explanation for the original practice referred to in
1 Cor. 15:29, because it helps explain why Paul could approve of it: It set a posthumous seal onto a faith
that was already present in life. Earlier in the same letter, when attempting to deal with factions that had
arisen in the Corinthian community, Paul indicates that he had not baptized all his converts, nor did he
always do so as a matter of course: "I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so
that no one can say that you were baptized in my name. (I did baptize the household of Stephanas; beyond
that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.) For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim
the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power" (1
Cor. 1:14-17).

It is easy to envision the writer of these lines allowing for a posthumous vicarious baptism, so long as the
beneficiary had accepted the saving gospel while still alive. Paul obviously left the baptism of many of his
converts to others, so why not allow them to be baptized posthumously if the necessity should arise? This
also fits in well with the overall argument Paul puts forward
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in 1 Cor. 15: The vicarious baptism only makes sense if the beneficiaries (already members of the
community) one day will rise from the dead (15:23). Another argument supporting this view is the role of
vicarious action in Pauline theology generally. Paul's very religion was based on the vicarious salvific
effects of the sufferings and death of Jesus (1 Cor. 15:3; Rom. 3:25). In addition, either Paul or a close
follower of his wrote that Paul's own sufferings were "completing what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for
the sake of his body, the church" (Col. 1:24). Given this profound discourse of one person's standing in for
another within Pauline theology, it is not a stretch to imagine a Pauline community practicing vicarious
baptism for those who had died "in the faith," but without baptism. In other contexts, Paul stresses the
transformative centrality of baptism (Rom. 6:3-6; Gal. 3:27; 1 Cor. 12:13), and these passages serve to
reinforce my conclusion here. Paul had stressed to the Corinthians the vital importance of baptism, but had
not seen to it that all his converts were baptized. Thus, when some of the converts died before baptism, the
Corinthians made sure that the deceased did not lose out on the benefits of that saving ritual by giving
them a vicarious posthumous baptism.



One may legitimately question John Chrysostom as a source for the practices of the Marcionite Christians,
whom he considered to be heretics, but a close reading of two texts of Tertullian, some 200 years before
Chrysostom, may serve to confirm the picture painted by the later author. Tertullian refers to 1 Cor. 15:29
in two places. In the earlier text, De Resurrectione Carnis 48.11, he admits that perhaps some at Corinth
had been baptized on behalf of the dead, and like Paul himself, he goes on to use that fact to argue for a
particular understanding of the nature of the resurrection:

Supposing however that some are actually baptized for the dead, we will see if this makes sense.
Certainly, on that supposition, their having started such a practice does indicate how far they think that
baptism will benefit the flesh, even when it is other than that of the person baptized, and the baptism
vicarious. They have the hope of the resurrection in view, and that a bodily resurrection, or it would not be
tied up with a bodily baptism—as he says, what good is it for them to be baptized themselves even, if the
bodies that are so baptized do not rise again—for the soul is sanctified not by bodily washing but by
spiritual response.”

This text seems to accept the practice as legitimate, at least in theory.

Tertullian's later text, Adversus Marcionem 5.10, refers to the earlier work, but this time, in a context of
combating the Marcionites, Tertullian is careful to reject any reading that might imply the legitimacy of
vicarious baptism for the dead. The text is worth quoting at length:

Your alleged practice (baptism for the dead) I dismiss as quite out of the question (Viderit institutio ista).
The Kalends of February and Praying for
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the dead (as in that month) will perhaps offer a parallel for it. But you must not on that account stigmatize
the Apostle as the immediate originator or as the endorser of it. . . . We have him (St. Paul) elsewhere

laying it down that a man can only be baptized once (cf. Eph. 4:5). So then, here too, "to be dipped for the
dead" means "to be dipped for corpses"—for we use the word "mortuum" or "dead man" to denote a
corpse. (So the passage says this): What will they achieve, who are baptized (merely) for corpses if
corpses do not rise again?°

Note that here Tertullian connects the Christian practice of vicarious baptism with the more general
Roman practice of providing for the dead and praying for them during the Parentales festival (chapter 1,
"Feeding the Dead"). This means he probably envisions "baptism for the dead" carried out for dead
persons known to the living, deceased family members, or friends, as in the Parentalia. This could
possibly indicate that the rite in some circles was conducted for more than just deceased catechumens, but
the evidence is too thin here to say anything with confidence. Tertullian also presages (in Latin) the later
Greek Patristic interpretation of the passage, which will interpret the "dead" in 1 Cor. 15:29 as the
"bodies" of living persons being baptized in the normal way for the first and only time.™ It is significant
that Tertullian only makes these moves when combating the Marcionites, leading me to conclude that
between the writing of De Resurrectione and Adversus Marcionem he had learned of their practice based
on 1 Corinthians, some 200 years before it received a full reporting in John Chrysostom. He found it
distasteful partly because it was associated with Marcionites.

The Marcionites may not have been the only Christian group who practiced a posthumous baptism for
dead catechumens. Epiphanius (315-403 ¢ .e .), in his Panarion Against 80 Heresies 1.28, gives a brief
account of the Jewish-Christian heretic Cerinthus from the first century, whose followers in Asia Minor
baptized the living on behalf of the dead: "Among them (the Cerinthians) there also exists the tradition of
which we have heard, namely that when some of them die before being baptized, others are baptized in
place of them in their name, so that when they rise in the resurrection they may not pay the penalty of not
having received baptism and become subject to the authority of the one who made the world."
Epiphanius himself prefers a different interpretation of 1 Cor. 15:29: Paul meant that those catechumens
who were about to die ought to be granted a speedy baptism.” Finally, we should note that the Council of
Carthage in 397 issued an explicit directive against baptizing a corpse and offering the Eucharist to a



corpse.** Though not the same as vicarious baptism, these rituals would have been intended for the same
purpose, ensuring that the dead are full participants in the sacramental life of the church.

If my reading of 1 Cor. 15:29 is right, then Paul's and the Marcionites' and the Cerinthians' "baptism on
behalf of the dead" cannot truly be categorized
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as the posthumous salvation of non-Christians, since in each case the beneficiaries were already within the
Christian fold before their deaths, albeit not as fully baptized members. The boundaries of the community
are not being thrown open in the realm of the dead, but rather, every possible avenue is being pursued to
ensure that the unbaptized but deceased members of the community participate fully in the future
salvation. The one passage from Tertullian that makes a parallel with the Parentales ritual might indicate
an expanded usage of vicarious baptism in some circles, but the evidence is not very strong.

The last Pauline text concerning the posthumous salvation of non-Christians is more global in its import:
Rom. 11:32. In Rom. 9-11 Paul is wrestling with the fact that most of his fellow Jews have not become
Christians. At first he attributes this to the predestination of God: Some vessels are simply made for
menial use, and God can mold, shape, and even destroy human beings like a potter treats his pots (Rom.
9:21-22). As Paul quotes God from Mal. 1:2-3, "Jacob I loved, Esau I hated" (Rom. 9:13). Contrast this
explanation with 2 Cor. 4:4, where Paul attributes Jewish and pagan unbelief to a blinding by the "god of
this world" (i.e., Satan). As he continues in Romans, however, Paul is not satisfied with his own
explanations of seemingly permanent unbelief, and we know that he is tormented by the question, since he
says he would be willing to give up his own salvation if it meant the salvation of the rest of his people, the
Jews (Rom. 9:2-3). He ends the section, therefore, by proclaiming:

I want you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of
Gentiles has come in, and then all Israel will be saved, just as it is written, "Out of Zion will come the
Deliverer; he will banish ungodliness from Jacob" [Isa. 59:20]. "And this is my covenant with them, when
I take away their sins" [Isa. 27:9]. As regards the gospel they are enemies of God, for your sake, but as
regards election they are beloved, for the sake of their ancestors; for the gifts and calling of God are
irrevocable. Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their
disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may
now receive mercy. For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all. (Rom.
11:25-32)

Paul here expresses a notion of universal salvation convincingly explicated by Richard Batey in a 1966
article.” Batey documents the tortured exegesis of those who wish to deny that Paul was speaking about
the salvation of every individual, and he connects Paul's introduction of universal salvation with the

apostle's conviction that God's saving purposes cannot be thwarted. Paul indicates that the "fullness" (n?»r]
poua) of the gentiles will enter in, as well as "all Israel" (11:25-26), but he does not speculate on precisely
how God will
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accomplish this. After all, it is a mystery (Rom. 11:25); God's judgments are unsearchable and his ways
inscrutable (11:33). One thing is clear, however, "all" will only be saved on Christian terms, according to
Paul. The unbelieving Jews are currently enemies of God, beloved for the sake of their ancestors (11:28),
but disobedient (11:30). The only way for them to be saved is for them to have a change of heart
analogous to what has occurred among Gentile believers (11:31). Note that Paul cites as a warrant for all
this biblical passages in which God promises to "banish ungodliness from Jacob" and "take away their
sins" (Isa. 59:20 and 27:9, cited in Rom. 11:26-27). What is Jacob's sin at the present moment, according
to Paul? Disobedience and lack of belief in Jesus. Since Paul obviously knows of unbelieving Jews and



Gentiles who have died, he can only have in mind here some type of posthumous change of heart and
salvation for the "fullness of the Gentiles" and "all Israel." It is possible that the "fullness of the Gentiles"
means only the "full number" of the Gentiles, and not all of them. But a posthumous salvation is still
clearly in view with regard to unbelieving Jews, and Paul does assert that God will show mercy to "all"
(11:32).

Closely related to the posthumous and universal salvation in Rom. 11:32 is the annihilation of all evil
powers and God's finally being "all in all" in 1 Cor. 15:24-28, the passage just before the discussion of
baptism for the dead. This is a cosmological statement, and it is unclear if any human beings are among
the enemies to be destroyed. I agree with M. Eugene Boring that 1 Cor. 15:24-28 presents an image of
God's "lordship" over all and not necessarily the "salvation of all," but Rom. 11:32 completes the picture:
there the salvation issue is paramount in Paul's mind.*®

The specific details of the ultimate fates of human beings are anything but clear in Paul's surviving letters.
The Christian dead are variously waiting patiently for Jesus' imminent return (1 Thess. 4:16) or are
immediately "with Christ" upon death (Phil. 1:23). For Paul and his followers the time was short (1 Thess.
4:15; 1 Cor. 7:29; Rom. 13:11), so consistency and accuracy on these matters were not of utmost
importance; God would unfold the true scenario soon enough. Paul often states that the reward for
steadfast Christians is eternal life (Rom. 5:21, 6:22-23; Gal. 6:8; 2 Cor. 5:1); the reward is the same for
"doing good" (Rom. 2:7), though in this context all people are under the power of sin, so no one can "do
good" without Christ (Rom. 3:9-12). Paul believes that "death" (Rom. 6:23) or "wrath and fury" (Rom.
2:8) await the wicked, and he often indicates the possibility that errant Christians might lose their
salvation (1 Cor. 6:9-10; Gal. 5:21). Only in 2 Thess. 1:9, a letter considered by many to be
pseudonymous,” does Paul or someone in his name state clearly an eternal penalty for the wicked:

For it is indeed just of God to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to give relief to the afflicted
as well as to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire,
inflicting vengeance
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on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. These will
suffer the punishment (8iknv) of eternal destruction (5AeBpov aitdviov) from the presence of the Lord and
from the glory of his strength. (2 Thess. 1:6-9)

Note the element of reversal in this passage: The justice of God demands a stern future punishment for
those who are wicked now and demands a future reward for those who are now suffering unjustly. But the
punishment named is eternal destruction, i.e., annihilation, not necessarily torment. This coheres with the
eschatological annihilation of all evil powers in 1 Cor. 15:24-28. Paul does not explicitly address in any of
these passages the question of what happens between death and the final judgment. This is probably due to
the fact that Paul assumed such an interim time period would be very short.

Thus, the Pauline letters contain resources for many of the later Christians who will draw upon them:
those who believe the wicked will be annihilated, and those who believe in universal salvation. Those
advocating eternal punishment of the wicked will have to turn to other New Testament texts, principally
Matt. 25:46 and its scene of the final judgment: "These (sinners) will go away into eternal punishment (ko
Aacw)." 2 Pet. 2:9 goes a step further and declares that the wicked will even endure punishment between
the day of their deaths and the day of the last judgment: "the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from
trial and how to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment." Thus, the later author
of 2 Peter has filled in the logical gap that was not addressed in the earlier Pauline correspondence.
Universal salvation based in part on Rom. 11:32 and 1 Cor. 15:28 will have a vibrant history in
subsequent Christian theology; Origen (third century), Gregory of Nyssa (fourth century), and Hosea
Ballou (nineteenth-century leader in the Universalist church) will be its chief proponents, while the
majority of theologians (Tertullian, Augustine, John Chrysostom, Gregory the Great, and many others)



will reject it vehemently. A belief in universal salvation necessarily entails the posthumous salvation of
non-Christians, and Origen and Gregory of Nyssa each speculated on the process by which God would
bring that about, the topic of chapter 6 in this book. Other theologians based their rejection of universal
salvation on a variety of factors, chief among them ethical considerations; i.e., why make sacrifices to do
the right things now, in this life, if we shall all be saved posthumously in the end? A detailed discussion of
some of these debates will be provided in subsequent chapters.

Luke 16:19-31 and 2 Clement 8

While Paul, writing his letter to the Romans, may have entertained the notion that non-Christians might be
saved after their deaths, Luke's Jesus appears to close the door on such a possibility in the famous story of
the rich
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man and Lazarus. In the New Testament, this story appears only in the third gospel, but Egyptian, Greek,
and Jewish stories with key similarities to the Lukan version are known.™ It will be helpful to provide the
full text from Luke:

There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day.
And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with
what fell from the rich man's table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. The poor man died and
was carried away by angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where
he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out,
"Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my
tongue; for [ am in agony in these flames." But Abraham said, "Child, remember that during your lifetime
you received good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you
are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might
want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us." He said, "Then, father,
I beg you to send him to my father's house—for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they
will not also come to this place of torment." Abraham replied, "They have Moses and the prophets; they
should listen to them." He said, "No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead they will
repent." He said to him, "If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced if
someone rises from the dead."

Unlike the Pauline texts, the key to posthumous bliss in this story is not whether one is a believer in the
saving power of Jesus' death and resurrection, but rather, whether one is rich or poor. One cardinal theme
of Luke's gospel is the eschatological reversal of fortunes for the rich and poor (Luke 1:52-53; 4:18-19;
6:24-25), and in this vein C. F. Evans claims that the story "is not a morality tale, but a story of
reversal." I disagree with Evans, however, for while one searches in vain for a clear indication that the
poor man was pious and good, the story does make clear that the rich man was particularly greedy,
ignoring Lazarus at his gate day in and day out.”® True, in verse 25 Abraham indicates the reason for their
postmortem fates is simply a reversal of fortunes, but Abraham's admonitions in verses 29 and 31 also
make the parable a morality tale, since they presuppose that there is something the five surviving brothers
might do to alter their fates, something they can derive from Moses and the prophets. What did Luke have
in mind? Should they give away all their wealth? Engage in a more compassionate treatment of those poor
who, like Lazarus, might find themselves at their gate? The story does not specify, though Luke-Acts as a
whole does imply such obligations for the wealthy.
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Luke's Abraham is not too optimistic that the brothers will take heed, but we, the readers and hearers of
the gospel, receive via this story the warning that was denied to the rich man's brothers, and Luke makes
his point: repent and act properly now, before it is too late. Two Hellenistic Jewish texts make this same
point. The biblical heroine Deborah in Pseudo-Philo Liber Anti-quitatum Biblicarum (LAB) 33:2-3 says,



"Direct your heart to the Lord your God during the time of your life, because after your death you cannot
repent of those things in which you live." Similarly, in the British Library Cotton Manuscript of The Book
of Jannes and Jambres, Jannes returns from the dead to his brother Jambres and says to him, "I died and
was brought from among the living to the netherworld where there is great burning and the pit of
perdition, whence no ascent is possible. Now then, brother Jambres, make sure you do good in your life to
your children and friends, for in the netherworld no good exists."*" It is unclear if this is a call to
repentance or simply a call to enjoy life while it is still possible.

Elsewhere, Luke places great faith in the power of repentance even at the last moment of life, as seen in
his story of the repentant thief crucified next to Jesus (Luke 23:39-43), in the parable of the prodigal son
(Luke 15:11-32), and in Peter's speech to the Jews who had killed Jesus "in ignorance" (Acts 3:19). In the
story of the rich man and Lazarus, the rich man has failed in two areas: he neither paid attention to Moses
and the prophets nor repented before his death. The stern statement of Abraham in Luke 16:26 reveals the
finality of the situation in Luke's mind: "no one can cross from there to us." The rich man has come to a
posthumous realization of his error, but it is now too late.?* The decision has been made. There is no
indication in Luke that the rich man's torment might be temporary, even though this issue is not explicitly
addressed in the text. It strikes me that any notion of a posthumous salvation or even comfort for the rich
man, whether by intercession of the righteous (living or dead), or by forgiveness at the last judgment, or
by universal salvation, would violate the spirit of the story. After all, Abraham even denies him the
comfort of a drop of water! The rich man has made his bed and now he has to lie in it. Of course, this
story does not specifically deal with conversion to Christianity; after all, Lazarus is no Christian, yet he
enjoys a posthumous reward. When baptism and becoming a follower of Jesus become the sine qua non of
salvation in Christian thinking, then this story is reinterpreted to mean that conversion and baptism must
be accomplished in this life (see the discussion in chapter 7 on Augustine's interpretation).

Before leaving Luke's gospel, another early Christian text should be introduced, written not long after,
which spells out most clearly the conviction that this life is the one and only chance human beings have to
establish the right relationship with God. 2 Clement is an anonymous Christian sermon of the second
century, of unknown provenance. Karl P. Donfried has noted that chapters 6 through 8 of 2 Clement are
addressed to baptized Christians ("thus,
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brothers," 2 Clem. 8:4) in the context of an exhortation to repentance for post-baptismal sins.* 2 Clement
warns:

(8:1) So while we are on earth, let us repent. (2) For we are clay in the hand of the craftsman. It is like a
potter making a vessel: if it becomes misshapen or breaks in his hands, he molds it again, but if he has
already put it into the kiln, he can no longer repair it. So it is with us. While we are in this world let us
repent with all our hearts of the evil we have done in the flesh in order that we may be saved by the Lord
while we still have opportunity to repent. (3) For after we have passed out of this world we shall no longer
be able in the next either to confess or repent.é

As in Luke, for 2 Clement this life is the only chance one has to establish the right relationship with God.
If this is true for the Christians addressed by 2 Clem. 8, we can be certain there was no possibility of
salvation for non-Christians, as stated in 2 Clem.1:7, "since [Jesus Christ saw] that we had no hope of
salvation unless it came from him."

1 Peter 3:19-20 and 4:6

These three verses have received an extraordinary amount of attention through the centuries because they
might indicate that a person could die an unrepentant, unconverted sinner, yet still be saved by responding
positively to the gospel in the afterlife. For the exposition that follows, the full text of 1 Pet. 3:16b-4:7 will
be needed, not because this selection forms any particular "unit" within the epistle, but rather because it
covers the territory needed for the discussion:



(3:16b) Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good
conduct in Christ may be put to shame. (17) For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be
God's will, than to suffer for doing evil. (18) For Christ also suffered for sins once and for all, the
righteous and the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made
alive in the spirit, (19) in which *¥ #!a]so he went and made a proclamation (éKr'pUésv) to the spirits in
prison, (20) who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the
building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water. (21) And baptism,
which this prefigured, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a
good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, (22) who has gone into the heavens and is at the
right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him. (4:1) Since therefore Christ
suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same intention (for whoever has suffered in the flesh
has finished with sin), (2) so as
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to live for the rest of your earthly life no longer by human desires but by the will of God. (3) You have
already spent enough time in doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in licentiousness, passions,
drunkenness, revels, carousing, and lawless idolatry. They are surprised that you no longer join them in
the same excesses of dissipation, and so they blaspheme, but they will have to give an accounting to him
who stands ready to judge the living and the dead. (6) For this is the reason the gospel was proclaimed
even to the dead ixet vekpuig sunyresiatlal so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone
is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does. (7) The end of all things is near, therefore be serious
and discipline yourselves for the sake of your prayers.

The list of vexing questions concerning this passage is long; here I shall provide the major ones with
relevance to the topic of posthumous salvation for non-Christians.*® (1) Who is the author of this epistle
and when did he live? (2) Who are the "disobedient spirits in prison" to whom Christ preached in 1 Pet.
3:19-20? (3) What was the purpose, content, and effect of that preaching, and can any of these details be
known? (4) When did Christ preach to these spirits, in a descent to Hades, in an ascent to heaven, or at
some other time? (5) Are the "dead" who received a preaching in 1 Pet. 4:6 the same as the "disobedient
spirits" of 1 Pet. 3:19-20? (6) When did the dead of 1 Pet. 4:6 receive a preaching, while they were still
alive, or after they were already dead?

William J. Dalton has compiled an excellent survey and categorization of nineteen centuries of opinion on
these and other questions related to 1 Pet. 3:19-20 and 4:6.2” On question (1), the author of 1 Peter, the
majority view is that the letter is pseudepigraphical (i.e., not by the apostle Peter, but rather written in his
name at some time before 120 c .e ., probably well before this date). The epistle was known to Papias,
Polycarp, and the author of 2 Peter, all writing near the middle of the second century.?! Two main options
have been proposed to resolve question (2): the disobedient spirits are either the spirits of the fallen angels
from 1 En. 6-11 who were imprisoned before the flood (cf. Gen. 6:1-4), or they are the spirits of the
people living in Noah's time who were wiped out in the flood. Bo Reicke put forward the view that both
categories of creatures could be covered in the phrase "disobedient spirits."* If the spirits of human beings
are to be included,” then this raises the possibility of posthumous salvation for these people when Christ
preached to them, the heart of the matter in question (3). Why did Christ preach to these spirits, in the
author's mind, and what was the outcome? Was it simply to announce to them that salvation had occurred,
without their being able to participate? Or was it an offer of salvation to them? Reicke provides a good
caution here:

(The text) does not say that the spirits were released from prison, it does not say that some or all of them
became believers, . . . it does not say that Christ pronounced any special judgment over them. . . . It is
most probable

end p.45



PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

that the author refrains quite purposely from expressing himself more clearly as to the content and effect
of the preaching. He only wished to state that the spirits actually learned the great Messianic secret.>*
Question (4), figuring out where Christ preached to the spirits, is important because, beginning with
Clement of Alexandria in the late second century, this passage from 1 Peter became closely associated
with Christ's descent into the realm of the dead in the time between his crucifixion and resurrection.** The
descent of Christ to the realm of the dead is known from other New Testament texts (Matt. 12:40; Rom.
10:7; Acts 2:24-31; perhaps Eph. 4:8-10%%), but among texts that later became canonical, only in 1 Pet.
3:19 and 4:6 is there a suggestion that Christ might have preached there (cf. Gospel of Peter 41-42, and
see chapter 3, this volume). For Clement of Alexandria, 1 Pet. 3:19 means that Christ offered a similar
kind of salvation to the dead as to the living (Stromateis 6.6.38-53). There is a viable alternative, however,
for 1 Pet. 3:19, namely, that Christ preached to the imprisoned spirits on the way up, during his ascension
to heaven. The sequence of events in 1 Pet. 3:18-19 speaks in favor of this: Christ was put to death in the
flesh, made alive in the spirit, and then he preached to the spirits in prison. In this case, the author would
have in mind a heavenly "prison" for the fallen angels' spirits, perhaps in the second and fifth heavens as
described in 2 En. 7:1-3 (cf. Testament of Levi 3:2). This is Dalton's position, and I am inclined to agree.**
My agreement with Dalton on question (4) means that I do not think the spirits of dead human beings are
in view in 1 Pet. 3:19-20, but I do think they are present in 1 Pet. 4:6. Thus, I would answer question (5) in
the negative: The beings in view in 1 Pet. 3:19 are not the same as those in 4:6. "The dead" in 4:6 were
real dead human beings who received a preaching, and so the main issue for our purposes becomes
question (6) above: Precisely when did they receive that preaching? While they were still alive, or after
they were already dead? The former interpretation would make 1 Pet. 4:6 similar to 1 Thess. 4:13-18,
where Paul assures his followers that Christians who have died will still share in the resurrected life when
Jesus returns.®> The latter interpretation would make 1 Peter 4:6 similar to Shepherd of Hermas, Sim. 9.16,
and Epist. Apost. 27, where some of the dead hear the good news about Christ for the first time after their
deaths. If the latter option is chosen, then one must next ask which of the dead were able to receive the
message and have a positive response? Was it only those who had led righteous lives, that is, prophets and
heroes of the Old Testament, as in the Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistula Apostolorum??® Or was it the
wicked as well? In other words, did 1 Peter envision a true offer of repentance and salvation after death?
After carefully delineating the pros and cons of each interpretation, Dalton opts for the first one (i.e., the
dead had received the preaching while still alive), but he fully acknowledges the weaknesses even of his
favored solution.”” T am not so
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concerned in this study to determine the original meaning of 1 Peter, since a firm consensus can probably
never be reached. What is important here is that some later Christians interpreted 1 Pet. 4:6 as involving a
true offer of repentance and salvation to the dead after their deaths, a topic to be explored later in chapters
5 and 7. Thus, the passage, even if misinterpreted, offered one way for early Christians to conceive of the
posthumous salvation of non-Christians. Its usage in later Christian tradition will be introduced at
appropriate points throughout the rest of the book.

Shepherd of Hermas, Similitudes 9.16 and Epistula Apostolorum 27

Having introduced these two texts, this is the appropriate place to provide the relevant passages and some
remarks on their significance for the posthumous salvation of non-Christians. The Muratorian canon, a list
of Christian books alternatively dated to the second century or the fourth century,®® states that the
Shepherd of Hermas was written by the brother of Pius, bishop of Rome ca. 140-54. It was definitely
written in Greek at Rome in the second century, but beyond that nothing certain is known. It was used as
an authoritative resource by a number of authors, including Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and



Tertullian until he changed his mind about it. The first fourth of it is found in the famous fourth century
manuscript of the Greek Bible, Codex Sinaiticus. Thus, for some Christians it was clearly considered
scripture, while others objected to its inclusion in the canon of sacred texts.>> The work consists of three
major parts: (1) five Visions of Hermas, four revealed to him by the "elect lady," and one by the Shepherd,
(2) twelve Mandates; and (3) ten Similitudes (Parables) given to Hermas by the Shepherd. In the ninth
similitude, the issue of salvation for the ancient dead is raised in the context of an image of the church as a
tower made of various stones representing individual church members:*

"Why, sir," said I, "did the stones come up from the deep and were they put into the building of the tower,
after they had borne these spirits?" "They had need," said he, "to come up through the water that they
might be made alive, for they could not otherwise enter the Kingdom of God unless they put away the
mortality of their former life. So these also who had fallen asleep received the seal of the Son of God and
entered into the Kingdom of God. For before," said he, "a man bears the name of the Son of God he is
dead. But when he receives the seal he puts away mortality and receives life. The seal, then, is the water.
They go down then into the water dead, and come up alive. This seal, then, was preached to them also, and
they made use of it to enter into the kingdom of God." "Why, Sir," said I, "did the forty stones also come
up with them from the deep, although they had
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received the seal already?" "Because," said he, "these apostles and teachers, who preached the name of the
Son of God, having fallen asleep in the power and faith of the Son of God, preached also to those who had
fallen asleep before them, and themselves gave to them the seal of the preaching. They went down
therefore with them into the water and came up again, but the latter went down alive and came up alive;
the former who had fallen asleep before, went down dead but came up alive. Through them, therefore,
they were made alive, and received the knowledge of the name of the Son of God. For this cause they also
came up with them and were joined into the building of the tower, and were used together with them for
the building without being hewn. For they had fallen asleep in righteousness and in great purity, only they
had not received this seal. You have then the explanation of these things also." (Sim. 9.16. 1-7)

Notice in this passage that it is not Christ who preached to and baptized the dead,*" but rather forty
apostles and teachers who performed this service after their own deaths. In the mind of the author of the
Shepherd, only certain of the dead were worthy to receive the preaching and the baptism, "For they had
fallen asleep in righteousness and in great purity, only they had not received this seal." There is no
indication of the wicked here being able to amend their ways after death. Even the righteous dead need the
seal of baptism, however, and this is what those forty apostles and teachers were sent to do.*

Unlike many of the other stones in the tower (i.e., living, imperfect Christians), those who were baptized
after falling asleep had no need to be hewn in order to be fitted into the tower. This contrasts with another
text, probably from later within the same century, the Epistula Apostolorum 27, in which Christ himself
baptizes the righteous dead upon his descent:

And on that account I have descended and have spoken with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob,* to your
fathers the prophets, and have brought them news that they may come from the rest which is below into
heaven, and have given them the right hand of the baptism of life and forgiveness and pardon for all
wickedness™ as to you, so from now on also to those who believe in me.

Here, the righteous of the Old Testament were not perfect, but needed forgiveness and pardon as well as
baptism (cf. Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 6.6.38-53, discussed in chapter 5, this volume).

These speculations on the economy of salvation for the dead continue and expand ideas that were already
current in second-century Christianity generally: Namely, what does the Christian tradition have to say
about the salvation of all those who lived before Christ, or those who lived contemporaneously with Christ
and after him, but who did not have a chance to hear the Christian message before their deaths? These
were important issues for Christian thought to
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address, since Christianity claimed to be a universal religion for all people, and Christ died for all
humanity, yet there were many who, through the accidents of timing or location of birth, did not have the
chance either to accept or reject the message. In addition, part of the problem of legitimacy for early
Christianity was that it was such a new religion. Celsus (second century), Porphyry (third century), and
other pagan opponents of Christianity used this lack of ancient pedigree to attack the new sect;*> Jews also
challenged the Christian claim to be the legitimate heirs of Jewish patriarchs and prophets.

Christians responded ingeniously in various ways by bringing ancient dead heroes into the Christian fold.
According to Justin Martyr (ca. 150 c .e .), Abraham, Socrates, Heraclitus, and others had had a share of
the Logos, which was later fully embodied in Christ (1 Apology 46). Justin and others could also posit that
Plato had read Moses, accounting for what was good and true in the philosophical tradition (1 Apol. 44
and elsewhere).*® Traditions about the baptism of Old Testament heroes accomplished a similar goal in a
different way. All these ideas and stories helped resolve the theological tension between the reality of
Christianity as a small sect that had appeared recently at a specific historical moment, and the myth of
Christianity as a universal religion with an ancient pedigree. The analogy with early Mormon baptism of
George Washington could not be more apt.

Apocalypse of Peter 14:1-4 and Sibylline Oracles 2:330-38

In most discussions of Thecla and Perpetua, scholars usually ignore the question of whether there were
any Christian texts that might have provided a theoretical justification for their prayers on behalf of dead
non-Christians. Such texts would need to show righteous person(s) and/or martyr(s) interceding
successfully with God on behalf of those dead suffering the punishment of God in some way. If such texts
were known to Perpetua or the author of the Thecla story, they might have served as a warrant for their
practices; even if not, such texts would still demonstrate that concern for the post-humous salvation of
individual non-Christians was more widespread in early Christianity than is usually supposed. Indeed,
there are two such texts: the Apocalypse of Peter 14:1-4 and Sibylline Oracles 2:330-38.* Similar to
these, but ultimately staking out different positions, are Epistula Apostolorum 40 and the Apocalypse of
Elijah 5:29.

The setting in each of these texts is the final judgment, and in the background of each one lies a tradition
of the righteous wishing to save some of the damned. As discussed in chapter 1, "Rescue for the Dead in a
'Salvation' Context," 4 Ezra 7 manifests this sentiment quite clearly: Ezra knows that the saved will want
to plead for their damned relatives and friends on the last day,
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but the angel informs him that God will forbid it. Likewise, 2 Bar. 85:12 spells out in no uncertain terms
that intercession or mercy of any kind for the wicked will be impossible at the final judgment.

The Apoc. Pet. 14 and Sib. Or. 2 contain a similar scene, but the outcome is different. In these two texts,
the righteous are granted their wish, and they are able to save some from eternal damnation. The study of
the Apocalypse of Peter has been greatly enhanced recently by the work of Dennis D. Buchholz.** Not to
be confused with a Nag Hammadi text also called the Apocalypse of Peter (NHC VII, 3), here we are
referring to the text written in Greek, first alluded to ca. 180 ¢ .e . by Theophilus of Antioch (Ad
Autolycum 2.19), quoted soon thereafter by Clement of Alexandria (Eclogae Propheticae 1.41, 48-49),
and surviving in Ethiopic and a number of Greek fragments, including a papyrus from the Rainer
collection in Vienna containing the fourteenth chapter.*® It is precisely Apoc. Pet. 14 that is most
important for this study.

Earlier in the text the punishment for the wicked has been described as eternal (6:5-6), and the wicked
themselves have acknowledged that God's judgment is just; they wish to repent now that they are dead and
have seen the punishments of God (13:1-2). The angel Tatirokos comes and punishes them all the more,



taunting them with a line reminiscent of 2 Clem. 8:3 and Luke 16:19-31, "Now you repent when there is
no time for repentance and life did not remain!?" (13:3). The wicked respond, "Righteous is the judgment
of God, for we heard and knew that his judgment (is) good. For we have been paid back each one
according to our deed" (13:4). It is hard to tell whether this response means that the wicked have now
accepted their fate, or that they are trying to assert they have been punished enough already. Perhaps both.
At any rate, there follows chapter 14, extant in both Ethiopic and Greek (the Rainer fragment, third or
fourth century). Buchholz has confirmed the earlier opinion of M. R. James that the Greek Rainer
fragment preserves more closely the original text; the Ethiopic reflects a deliberate change to avoid any
suggestion of the posthumous salvation of these wicked sinners.®

Greek (Rainer Fragment, trans. James)

Then I shall give unto my called and my chosen whomsoever they shall ask me for (Gv eav ou’tno(nvwiﬂ),
out of torment, and will give them a fair baptism in (or unto) salvation from the Acherusian Lake®* which
men so call in the Elysian Field, even a portion of righteousness with the holy ones.

Ethiopic (trans. Buchholz):

And then I will give my elect, my righteous ones the baptism and the salvation which they ask of me in
the field of Akeroseya which is called Aneslasaleya. And I will give the portion of the righteous ones and
I will go now rejoicing with the patriarchs into my eternal kingdom.
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One can see that the Ethiopic has tried to erase all traces of successful intercession for the wicked by the
righteous. This change could have occurred already during transmission of the text in Greek, it could have
occurred during translation into Arabic or Ethiopic,> or perhaps in the course of further copying the text
in Ethiopic.>* This much is certain: The earlier version of the text, originating in the second century,
envisioned the posthumous salvation of at least some wicked sinners at the last judgment, while a
subsequent copyist or translator found this idea objectionable and expunged it as best he could.

Buchholz sees the doctrine in the Greek Rainer fragment as one of universal salvation, since he believes
"it is implied that no saved person could be happy as long as any are being punished, and therefore all will
receive salvation."> I disagree for the following reasons: (1) Punishment is called eternal at other points in
the text (6:5-6, 13:3). (2) Some of the wicked described in this text are so wicked it is hard to imagine the
righteous interceding for them. (3) The comparable scene in 4 Ezra 7:103 indicates that friends and
relatives are the main beneficiaries of the proposed intercession. (4) Two roughly contemporary Christians
who are depicted interceding with God for non-Christians (fictional Thecla and real Perpetua) do not have
in mind universal salvation—far from it, for if they believed in that doctrine there might be no urgent need
for them to rescue individual dead persons by intercession. I think it is a mistake to confuse the
philosophical speculation about universal salvation, prominent in the rarefied school atmosphere at
Alexandria and among fourth-century admirers of Origen, with the viewpoints of a text like the
Apocalypse of Peter or The Acts of Paul and Thecla. These texts still envision an ultimate division
between the righteous and the wicked, but they also believe in the intercessory power of the holy ones to
save "whomsoever they ask for."

Richard Bauckham's persuasive arguments concerning the provenance of the Apocalypse of Peter may
offer insight into the social and historical context in which this eschatological rescue for the dead
emerged. Based on the text's polemic against a false messiah figure who has killed those who do not
believe in him (Apoc. Pet. 2:8-13; cf. Justin Martyr, 1 Apol. 31.6), Bauckham thinks the Apocalypse of
Peter was written by Jewish-Christians during the revolt of Bar Kochba in the 130s ¢ .e .*® In such a
context of strife and division of families over the response to Bar Kochba, some Jewish-Christian author
imagined that his small circle of the elect would be enabled by God to intercede for specifically chosen
damned persons at the final judgment. These damned ones may have been Christian apostates to Bar
Kochba's side and/or they may have been Jews or pagans who had never followed Jesus. The text does not



specify who should be helped; God will leave it to the discretion of the saint who has been faithful to
Jesus' cause.

M. R. James pointed out long ago that Sib. Or. 2:194-338 is a poetic paraphrase of most of the Apocalypse
of Peter.”” Of particular importance for this
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study is Sib. Or. 2:330-38.%% The first two Sibylline Oracles form a unit within the larger text; these two
chapters consist of an original Jewish substratum that has been reworked by a Christian author.> John J.
Collins assigns 2:330-38 to that category of Sibylline passages that could be either Jewish or Christian in
origin, though surprisingly he does not discuss the connections with the Apocalypse of Peter®® Given its
dependence on the Apocalypse of Peter, Sib. Or. 2:330-38 should be classed as a Christian text, one that
expresses belief in the posthumous salvation of non-Christians (trans. Collins):

To these pious ones the imperishable God, the universal ruler, will also give another thing. Whenever they
ask the imperishable God to save men from the raging fire and deathless gnashing he will grant it, and he
will do this. For he will pick them out again from the undying fire and set them elsewhere and send them
on account of his own people to another eternal life with the immortals in the Elysian plain where he has
the long waves of the deep perennial Acherusian lake.

While the Apocalypse of Peter, Rainer fragment, promises the saved wicked ones a "portion of
righteousness with the holy ones," the Sibylline Oracles does not use this language. Rather, the text seems
to differentiate between the highest reward for the pious ones and "another eternal life" "elsewhere" for
those lucky sinners who are rescued. The Sibylline Oracles retains the concept of successful intercession
at the final judgment, taken from the Apocalypse of Peter, but tempers it by making sure the categories of
pious and wicked are not ultimately collapsed.

The fifteenth-century copyist who was responsible for one family of Sibylline Oracles manuscripts added
a notation in the margin of the Sibylline text at this point: "Plainly false. For the fire which tortures the
condemned will never cease. Even I would pray that this be so, though I am marked with very great scars
of faults, which have need of very great mercy. But let babbling Origen be ashamed of saying that there is
a limit to punishment."®" Unlike Buchholz's reading of the Apoc. Pet. 14:1-4, this fifteenth-century copyist
has not found universal salvation in the Sibylline Oracles, but rather he has found a doctrine of limited
punishment for some of the wicked. Both views can be associated with Origen, and both were considered
heresy in the fifteenth century West.

Whence comes this idea of successful intercession asserted in the Apocalypse of Peter and the Sibylline
Oracles? If Bauckham is right on the origin of the Apocalypse of Peter, then it may come from a circle of
Jewish-Christians living in Palestine at the time of Bar Kochba. Were there Jews who held such a view
before these Jewish-Christians did? Alfons Kurfess traces the concept to those Jews opposed by 4 Ezra
7:102-15 and 2 Bar. 85:12. These texts are so
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polemical against intercession at the last judgment, they make little sense unless one posits circles of Jews
who claimed that God would indeed allow for limited punishment and eschatological intercession.**
According to the Mishnah, Rabbi Akiba, a contemporary of Bar Kochba, is reported to have said "the
judgment of the unrighteous in Gehenna shall endure twelve months" (m. Eduyoth 2:10). Thus, one can
surmise that the duration of punishment was discussed at this time in Jewish and Jewish-Christian circles,
a discussion manifested as well in the Apocalypse of Peter. As we saw earlier in chapter 1, this notion of a
limited twelve-month punishment, with intercession possible, eventually became quite widespread in the
rabbinic tradition (Gen. R. 33:3; b. Sukka 14a). Thus, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch may be understood in
opposition to some Jews' emphasis on God's mercy. Such a vision of eschatological mercy based on the
intercession of the righteous also found its way into Jewish-Christian circles, as evidenced by the
Apocalypse of Peter and the Sibylline Oracles.



The language in two other Christian texts echoes that found in Apocalypse of Peter and Sibylline Oracles,
but in different contexts with different meaning: Epist. Apost. 40 and the Apoc. Elij. 5:29. In the Epistula
Apostolorum, a second-century Greek text now surviving only in Coptic and Ethiopic versions, the
eschatological fate of Christian heretics is described, those who, as Christ says, "have acknowledged me
yet deny me" or who "pervert my words" (Epist. Apost. 39). They will be "eternally ruined, being
punished by fire in flesh and spirit" (Ethiopic), or alternatively "lost eternally. They will be tormented
alive and will be scourged in their flesh and in their soul" (Coptic).*

At this point the righteous speak up:

And we said to him, "O Lord, we are truly troubled on their account." And he said to us, "You do well, for
so are the righteous anxious about the sinners and they pray and implore God and ask him." And we said
to him "O Lord, does not one entreat you?"®* And he said to us "Yes I will hear the requests of the
righteous concerning them." (Epist. Apost. 40, Ethiopic; Coptic is substantially the same, trans. Elliot)

At first glance this sounds quite similar to the eschatological requests in Apocalypse of Peter and Sibylline
Oracles; in all three cases the righteous beseech God on behalf of sinners, and God hears their request. In
the Epistula Apostolorum, however, the "sinners" should probably be understood as Christians who are
heretical from the author's point of view, and the requests of the righteous are not set at the final judgment,
but rather amidst the ongoing life of the community.®> The text goes on to speak of the possibility of
repentance and restoration for Christian sinners in this life (Epist. Apost. 47-48).

A similar but much more limited request motif is found in the Apocalypse of Elijah 5:29.% David
Frankfurter situates this text in late third century
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Upper Egypt in a Christian community experiencing persecution.®” In 5:27-29, the wicked and the
righteous are able to see each other at the final judgment (cf. Luke 16:23-26; Jub. 23:30; 1 En. 62:11 and
108:14-15). The wicked are being punished and the righteous gloat.®® Following this, the Akhmimic
version of the text states, "In that time, what the Righteous request will be given to them many times
over."” Having just studied the Apocalypse of Peter and the Sibylline Oracles, one might expect here that
the righteous would request the posthumous salvation of some of the wicked, but such a request is not
forthcoming. It could be implied in the Apocalypse of Elijah, but it would run counter to the triumphant
reversal-of-fortune motif so prominent in the rest of the text. Perhaps the author knew of the tradition
about an eschato-logical request for the wicked, but has changed it to the more vague, "that which the
Righteous request will be granted to them." This opens the door to several interpretations: They could
request the salvation of some of the wicked, they could ask for something for themselves, or they could
even ask that the wicked be utterly destroyed! This last option is what the righteous request in the oracle
of Hystaspes, according to Lactantius (d. ca. 320 ¢ .e .), Divine Institutes 7.18.”% The Apocalypse of Elijah
leaves the nature of the request unspecified.

In one famous tradition, attested later among both Jews and Christians, the prayers of the righteous
succeed not in securing a true rescue or salvation for the wicked, but only a palliative from God: the
wicked get a reprieve from torments on the Sabbath day, either Saturday or Sunday depending on the
source. Israel Lévi thinks that this tradition can be traced back to the third century c .e . within Jewish
sources (Gen. R. 11; b. Sanh. 65b).” Among Christian sources it is attested in the late Apoc. Paul 31-44
and Augustine, Enchiridion 112-13 (cf. Augustine, In loh. tract. 98.9, the earliest sure citation of the
Apocalypse of Paul).”2 John Chrysostom also makes reference to the tradition (Hom. in Act. Ap. 21.3). In
the Apocalypse of Paul, based on Paul's journey to Paradise alluded to in 2 Cor. 12:4, Paul weeps upon
seeing the punishments meted out to the wicked sinners now, even before the final judgment. The wicked
cry out to God for some kind of respite, and the Son of God responds by enumerating all the chances they
had to repent during their lifetimes:



In all these things I gave you the opportunity for repentance, and you were not willing. Now however, for
the sake of Michael, the archangel of my covenant, and the angels who are with him, and for the sake of
Paul, my dearly beloved, whom I would not sadden, and for the sake of your brethren who are in the world
and who present offerings, and for the sake of your children, because my commandments are in them, and
even more for my own goodness—on the very day on which I rose from the dead (i.e., Sunday), I grant to
you all who are being punished a day and a night of ease forever. (Apoc. Paul 44)”
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It is possible that the Apocalypse of Peter was known to the Apocalypse of Paul,”* but in place of the
former's grant of posthumous salvation to the wicked, the latter only allows for one day of rest from
torment per week. Both texts exemplify the motif that the righteous are concerned for the fate of the
wicked, and in some sense wish to be more merciful than God himself. In the Apocalypse of Paul, living
people, too (e.g., Paul and the "brethren who are in the world"), through their prayers even for the wicked
dead, can have an effect on God.”

Summary

This chapter has explored a number of contexts in early Christianity in which the issue of the posthumous
salvation for non-Christians arose. In some cases it was salvation for some of those who lived before
Christ, in others it was speculation about the eschatological salvation of all persons, and in still others it
was the intercession of righteous persons for specific damned individuals at the final judgment. The main
thing linking these traditions is that they all entail the posthumous salvation of non-Christians, wherein a
non-Christian turns toward God after death, or is the recipient of God's mercy after death. There were also
a number of texts and traditions on the other side, particularly Luke 16:19-31 and 2 Clement. Both of
these authors seemed to be aware of a desire on the part of some Christians to extend opportunities of
salvation beyond the grave, and both expressed their opinion that such a feat was impossible. The next two
chapters treat the Acts of Paul and Thecla and The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas as two specific
examples of the posthumous salvation of non-Christians. Unlike many of the texts discussed previously, in
these two cases a bit more is known about the social and historical contexts of the writings, so we will be
able to say something more concrete about their motivations for rescuing the dead, and the social
implications of their actions.”
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3 Thecla's Prayer for Falconilla
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Jeffrey A. Trumbower

The Acts of Paul and Thecla in the Context of the Acts of Paul

The text in which Thecla's story is found, the Acts of Paul, presents a number of complex problems that
need to be addressed before one can fully appreciate the import of the prayer for Falconilla. The Acts of
Paul and Thecla (APT) constitutes a portion of the larger Acts of Paul (API), and it is almost certain that
elements of the Thecla story predate the larger composite text. There are several factors leading to this
conclusion: (1) The predominant focus is on Thecla rather than Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla, while
in all other sections of the Acts of Paul, Paul takes center stage. (2) Paul abruptly disappears from the
narrative after the encounter with Alexander in chapter 26. (3) Paul reappears in Myra in chapter 40,
forming a bridge to the next episode of the Acts of Paul.! Thus, the author of the Acts of Paul probably
incorporated preexisting Thecla traditions into the wider narrative, and some of the seams still show.
Whether these early Thecla stories were in written or oral form is an unresolved issue, but this much is
certain: The Acts of Paul and Thecla often circulated independently from, was more popular than, and was




better preserved than other sections of the Acts of Paul, which survive today only in fragmentary form.?
The Acts of Paul and Thecla is attested in eleven Greek manuscripts, at least four independent Latin
translations, Syriac, Slavic, and Arabic versions, and a Coptic papyrus now in Heidelberg (PHeid) that
clearly includes the Acts of Paul and Thecla with the rest of the Acts of Paul.® By contrast, apart from the
Thecla section, the rest of the Acts of Paul survives only fragmentarily on a handful of Greek and Coptic
papyri (including PHeid).* Having said this, however, it is still important to interpret the Thecla stories
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in the context of what is known about the Acts of Paul as a whole, something many commentators fail to
do. The warrant for this is the fact that at least one second-century author saw the Thecla stories
contributing to a larger project, and this same author may have reworked some of the Thecla traditions in
the Acts of Paul and Thecla while incorporating them into the larger narrative. The imprint of that
compiler remained to influence subsequent generations of Thecla devotees.

In addition, the Acts of Paul is just one of five apocryphal acts surviving from antiquity that in turn
describe the exploits of the apostles Peter, Paul, Andrew, John, and Thomas after the death of Jesus. While
each of these texts must be interpreted on its own, selected episodes from the other Apocryphal Acts and
the canonical Acts may help promote a better understanding of Thecla's prayer for Falconilla. Regarding
the question of genre, I prefer the term "historical fiction" for the Apocryphal Acts (including the Acts of
Paul), and I would also use it for the canonical gospels and Acts. There can be no doubt that the authors of
these works utilized pre-existing materials in varying degree, some of them with a basis in history. And
the author of Luke/Acts at least seems to have been aware of some of the canons and standards of ancient
historical writing. But the texts before us are the products of decades-long processes of storytelling, both
oral and written, from particular theological points of view, with additional touches supplied by the
authors/compilers themselves who identified with the insider viewpoints of their main characters.” Thus,
for example, even though Paul was a historical person, the stories about him formulated by his devotees
may legitimately be termed "historical fiction."® This is not to be confused with pure fiction, in which the
author freely invents all that is written, unbound by sources.” The authors of the gospels and the various
acts were interested in depicting history-like episodes and in some cases were drawing on older traditions.
Concerning the identity of the second-century compiler of the Acts of Paul, one famous passage in
Tertullian provides a clue: "But if certain Acts of Paul,® which are falsely so named, claim the example of
Thecla for allowing women to teach and to baptize, let men know that in Asia the presbyter who compiled
that document, thinking to add of his own to Paul's reputation, was found out, and though he professed he
had done it for love of Paul, was deposed from his position" (De Baptismo 17.5).2

Most scholars are confident that Tertullian here was speaking of the Acts of Paul now extant, but Stevan
Davies holds that he was referring to a now lost pseudepigraphon attributed to Paul.'’ In my view, Thomas
MacKay, Willy Rordorf, and A. Hilhorst have effectively refuted the arguments of Davies, based in part
on Davies' erroneous view that Tertullian's Latin referred to writings by Paul rather than writings about
Paul.'! The latter is a perfectly plausible reading and lines up with what we know about the Acts of Paul.
Another objection, that nowhere in the extant text does Paul encourage Thecla to baptize,
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has more force, but we must remember that Thecla does baptize herself in the story (APT 34), and Paul
does exhort her to "go and teach the word of God" (APT 41)—just after he has learned about her self-
baptism. As Hilhorst points out, what good would it be for Thecla to teach if she could not follow up that
teaching by baptizing her converts?'2 Thus, it is entirely plausible that some in the Carthaginian church at
the turn of the third century used the Thecla story to promote teaching and baptism by women, a use that
Tertullian found objectionable. Tertullian further claims that the compiler of the Acts of Paul was a male
presbyter of Asia Minor who lost his position in the church because of his zeal to add to the stature and
legend of Paul. This presbyter is usually assumed to have lived in the mid-second century, although



Jerome placed him in the era between 68 and 98 ¢ .e ., and Hilhorst has argued that the earlier date is at
least possible.’® The descriptions of martyrdom in the text, however, and the knowledge of persecution
simply on the basis of the name "Christian," line up more closely with what we know of second-century
Roman policies rather than first-century,'* so I favor the later dating.

It will be useful here to provide a brief summary of the plot of the entire Acts of Paul, including the Thecla
section, highlighting themes that will help illuminate Thecla's prayer for Falconilla, and providing a
translation of that prayer at the appropriate point. The story appears to have begun with Paul's conversion
outside Damascus (cf. Acts 9:1-9), but the beginning sections are almost totally lost; only a few fragments
of PHeid give a hint about their contents. The story of Paul's baptizing a talking lion was probably to be
found early on, as the episode is mentioned later in the text when this same lion refuses to devour Paul in
the arena.

The next scene finds Paul in Antioch (whether Syrian or Pisidian is not known'?), where Paul raises up a
dead boy, the son of Anchares and Phila. This is the first of four resurrections performed by Paul in the
Acts of Paul: Paul also raises Dion of Myra (API 4), Frontina of Philippi (API 8), and Patroclus of Rome, a
youth who fell out of a window while listening to Paul's words (APl 11). These resurrections become
significant for our purposes when compared to the action that Thecla accomplishes for Falconilla. In all
five cases a dead person is "rescued" in some way, but while Paul always resuscitates the very recently
departed, similar to biblical miracles of the same sort (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:18-37; Mark 5:35-45,
par.; John 11:28-44; Acts 20:9-12), Thecla improves the posthumous condition of a person dead for some
time, without bringing her body back to life. The uniqueness of Thecla's action in all the Apocryphal Acts
may be another indication that in the Falconilla episode we are dealing with a legend that predates the
composition of the Acts of Paul. The circles responsible for it believed in the efficacy of prayer for a dead
polytheist who expressed a desire for salvation from the grave, as did the compiler of the Acts of Paul,
who included it in the larger narrative. In addition, the compiler thought that Paul had the
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power to revive recently dead polytheists, an ability Paul also has in the canonical Acts (20:9-12).
Resurrections such as these theoretically give the dead person a renewed chance to accept the gospel,
whether or not such a story is recounted. The resurrection of Callimachus in the Acts of John is a
significant example of this principle: Callimachus dies during the sinful act of defiling Drusiana's corpse,
but when raised up by John he repents of his error and becomes a Christian (Acts Jn. 73-78). The Acts
Thom. 51-58 has a similar story in which a pagan girl has been murdered by her Christian suitor since she
did not wish to enter into a celibate union with him. Thomas raises her from the dead, and she relates the
torments of hell she has seen,'® along with her new desire to convert to Christianity now that she knows
about the penalties awaiting those who do not do so (cf. Plato's "Myth of Er," Rep. 10.613E-621D). The
raising of Patroclus in APl 11 has a similar flavor since he bears witness to his Christian faith only after he
has been raised by Paul. Unique in all the apocryphal acts, Thecla secures Falconilla's salvation without
actually raising her lifeless body. Since acceptance of the gospel is clearly stated as a requirement for
eternal salvation throughout the Acts of Paul (APT 37; APl 11:4-5), in the stories of Falconilla and the four
resurrected ones in the Acts of Paul, we see that, in the minds of the storytellers, it was still possible for a
person to accept the gospel after death, either by being raised up again or by communication from beyond
the grave.

As the story in the Acts of Paul continues, Paul is forcibly expelled from Antioch, at which point he goes
to Iconium, the setting of the first part of the Thecla narrative. Paul is accompanied on his journey by
Demas and Hermogenes, who later turn out to be false friends and hypocrites, the same roles applied to
them in 2 Tim. 1:15 and 4:10. Richard Bauckham has put forward a strong argument that the author of the
Acts of Paul conducted a close exegesis of 2 Timothy as well as 1 Corinthians, making use of and
expanding various elements of these letters.’” Onesiphorus and his family receive Paul into their home (cf.



2 Tim. 1:16 and 4:19), where Paul delivers a sermon on the greatness of the virgin life, including the line,
"Blessed are the bodies of the virgins, for they shall be well pleasing to God, and shall not lose the reward
of their virginity." This sermon at several points echoes the Beatitudes of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount
(Matt. 5:1-11; cf. Luke 6:20-22). Thecla, listening intently to Paul from a nearby window, is converted to
Christianity and the virgin life upon hearing his words day after day, much to the consternation of her
mother Theocleia and her fiancé Thamyris. Many motifs in the Acts of Paul and Thecla clearly echo some
of the themes of the second-century Hellenistic romance novels: Thecla will not eat or drink as she
becomes enraptured by Paul's words (cf. Philetas in Daphnis and Chloe 2.7).!® and she preserves her
chastity against unwanted suitors (cf. Anthia in Xenophon of Ephesus's An Ephesian Tale 3.6-7, 3.11).2
The Acts of Paul and Thecla author

end p.59

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

even heightens the erotic charge of the story by having Thecla roll around on the spot in prison where Paul
had lain, but without any consummation of the sexual relationship (APT 20).2% Unlike the characters in An
Ephesian Tale, Thecla does not temporarily preserve her chastity for a reunion with a separated lover, but
rather she preserves it permanently out of devotion to God and Paul. Thus, the Thecla narrative echoes
themes from the popular literature of the second century, but it has recast them to express a particular
brand of Christian values.

Thecla must endure two near-martyrdoms before embarking on her glorious career of preaching and
teaching, ending with a peaceful death. In the first, she is condemned to die by fire in her native city, at the
enthusiastic instigation of her own mother, for failing to live up to her obligation to marry Thamyris.
Interestingly, Paul's punishment is simply to be banished from the city. Thus, Paul and Thecla are
punished here not for being Christians per se, but rather for adopting a form of Christianity which
devalues marriage. Demas and Hermogenes had thought that they could secure Paul's execution from the
mere charge of Christianity (APT 16), a detail indicating a second-century provenance for the work,*! but
the plot did not unfold according to their plan. The plans of all of Thecla's opponents are thwarted by God
himself when he sends a storm of rain and hail to extinguish the flames (APT 22).

Thecla finds Paul, and together they travel to Antioch (again, either Pisidian or Syrian could be meant),
where a man named Alexander wishes to possess Thecla and forcibly embraces her on the street. Paul
mysteriously disappears from the narrative at this point, and the events leading up to the prayer for
Falconilla unfold. Alexander has Thecla condemned to the beasts because she rebuffs his advances by
publicly humiliating him. Once again, there is no clear charge of Christianity per se, although the charge
on the inscription reads "Sacrilege" (iep’ covAog), and Thecla asks to "remain pure" until her contest, no
doubt fearing rape during her imprisonment.? She is given into the care of a rich woman named
Tryphaena, who was a kinswoman of the emperor and whose daughter Falconilla had died some time
earlier. There was in fact a historical Queen Tryphaena in Paul's day, though the evidence associates her
with Thrace and Pontus, not with Pisidian or Syrian Antioch.? Paul also greets a Tryphaena in Rom.
16:12, but there is nothing other than the name to link this figure with the character in the Acts of Paul and
Thecla.

Here follows my own translation of Thecla's prayer for Falconilla:

Acts of Paul and Thecla 28-31*

(28) As the beasts led the procession, Thecla was bound to a fierce lioness, and Queen Tryphaena
followed close behind. While Thecla was seated upon her, the lioness licked her feet, and the entire crowd
was amazed. The
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charge written on her inscription read: Sacrilege. The women, however, along with their children, cried
out from above, "O God! An unholy judgment has come forth in this city!" After the procession,
Tryphaena again took Thecla into her care, for her deceased daughter Falconilla had said to her in a
dream, "Mother, you shall have the abandoned stranger Thecla in my stead, in order that she might pray
on my behalf and I might be transferred to the place of the righteous {0 metleed i tiv e Frscari oy Timywl
(29) Therefore, when Tryphaena took her in after the procession, she mourned because Thecla was going
into battle with the beasts on the next day, but at the same time she loved her earnestly like her own
daughter Falconilla. She said, "My second child Thecla, come pray on behalf of my daughter, that she
might live forever, for this I saw while sleeping." So Thecla, without delay, raised her voice and said, "O
my God, the Son of the Most High, who is in heaven, grant to her according to her wish, that her daughter
Falconilla might live forever." After Thecla said these things, Tryphaena mourned as she contemplated
such beauty being thrown to the beasts.

(30) When dawn came, Alexander came to take Thecla away, for he himself was responsible for the
games. He said, "The governor has taken his place and the crowd is clamoring for us. Hand over the
combatant that I might take her away!" But Tryphaena cried out, "Grief for my Falconilla has come upon
this house a second time, and there is no one to help—no child, for she is dead, and no kinsman, for [ am a
widow. O God of my child Thecla, help Thecla!" Her outburst caused Alexander to flee.

(31) The governor then sent soldiers so that Thecla might be brought. Tryphaena did not withdraw, but
taking Thecla's hands she led her out saying, "My daughter Falconilla I delivered to the tomb; you, Thecla,
I deliver to the beasts." Thecla wept bitterly and groaned to the Lord, "Lord God in whom I believe, in
whom I took refuge, who saved me from the fire, grant a reward to Tryphaena, who has shown sympathy
for me your servant, because she has kept me pure."

Once in the arena, a lioness protects Thecla by fending off the other beasts, and the women of the town
hypnotize the animals by throwing perfumes from their seats. Tryphaena faints at the spectacle, at which
point Alexander pleads for Thecla's release. Thecla goes free, Tryphaena and all her female slaves convert
to Christianity, and finally Tryphaena exclaims, "Now I know that my child (i.e., Falconilla) lives!" (APT
39).

Much is made in this text of the contrast between Tryphaena and Alexander: She is courageous and
resolute, whereas he is a coward; she is a benevolent patron and role model for Thecla, whereas he is a
negative example on those counts.> While Thecla makes converts of Tryphaena and all the female slaves
in her house, nothing is said of their baptism. Tryphaena makes arrangements to hand over her wealth to
Thecla, in line with a common phenomenon in the early centuries of Christianity: the support of Christian
missionaries and
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teachers by wealthy women.?® Thecla dresses as a man and goes to Myra to find Paul, who greets her and
exhorts her to "Go and teach the word of God!" (APT 41). Her cross-dressing would have facilitated travel
and helped her preserve her virginity along the way.*” Thecla returns to Iconium for one last encounter
with her mother, the outcome of which is not stated. Luckily for Thecla, Thamyris is now dead. She then
goes to Seleucia to enlighten many with the word of God, ending her life there peacefully. As we shall
see, Seleucia was the center of a vibrant Thecla cult in subsequent centuries, and it is possible that the cult
predates the compilation of the Thecla stories in the Acts of Paul and Thecla.

The Acts of Paul continues in Myra, where Dion and Hermippus, two sons of Hermocrates, become
bitterly divided over their attitudes toward Paul and his healing of their father. The section in which Dion
dies is no longer extant, but we do know that Paul raises him up, and this spurs Hermippus to repent and
ask forgiveness from Paul and the Lord.



API 5 and 6, where Paul is in Sidon and Tyre, are badly preserved, but the Ephesus narrative in APl 7,
preserved only on the Hamburg papyrus and in an unpublished Coptic papyrus,® merits attention here
because it offers some insights into the Thecla story. In Ephesus, Paul states that the governor and people
must convert to Christianity, "lest God be wroth and burn you with unquenchable fire, and the memory of
you perish." This helps illustrate the fate that Falconilla was trying to avoid when she appeared to her
mother in the dream. Also in this section we learn of Eubula, the wife of Diophantes the freedman, and
Artemilla, the wife of Hieronymus, Diophantes' former owner. The two women fall under Paul's spell
while their husbands plot to have Paul killed by the beasts in the arena. As in the Thecla story, the women
are the ones who more readily accept Paul's message, and thus Paul's preaching sows marital discord.

In the arena at Ephesus Paul meets up with the talking lion he had baptized earlier in the story. The
baptism of the lion episode is preserved on a Coptic papyrus given a provisional translation in
Schneemelcher.? Similar to the roughly contemporary Roman tale of Androcles and the lion,? the lion in
Ephesus will not devour Paul, saving Paul from yet another close brush with death. A lioness also acts to
save Thecla in APT 33; not only does she not devour Thecla, but she also fends off the other beasts who
would try to harm her. Much has been made of the fantastic nature of the Acts of Paul, sometimes in
contrast to the canonical Acts, though we should remember that the canonical Acts also has its share of
miraculous escapes (Acts 12:6-11), healings (3:2-10; 5:12-16; 9:32-35), and even resuscitations of the
dead performed by Peter (9:40-41) and Paul (20:9-11). There is also the famous talking donkey in the
Torah (Num. 22:28-30).2!

Paul next finds himself in Philippi, where he must respond to a dispute in Corinth over the resurrection of
the flesh versus the resurrection of the spirit only. This prompts the inclusion of two letters into the Acts of
Paul, one from
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the Corinthians to Paul and then Paul's response, known as 3 Corinthians. It is probable that these letters
were originally independent of the Acts of Paul and have been worked into the narrative by the compiler.**
3 Corinthians has long been considered canonical in the Armenian church. After writing his letter, Paul
raises Frontina from the dead, echoing the promise contained in 3 Corinthains that dead bodies will indeed
rise in the future.

After a short stay in Corinth (APl 9), Paul proceeds to Rome where he makes many converts, even from
Caesar's household. Paul confronts the Emperor Nero, converts his own executioners to Christianity, is
beheaded, and then immediately after death appears to the still-living Nero and his entourage. This is the
end of the Acts of Paul as we have it. Paul's postmortem appearance to Nero shows the compiler's belief
not only in a future resurrection, but also in a viable, surviving personal entity that can be seen by others
soon after death. Falconilla fits into this same category, though she had to rely on Thecla's intercession to
come anywhere near the blessed postmortem status that Paul enjoyed. In addition, she appeared in a
dream, while Paul appears in a waking vision.

Thecla as Woman and Confessor

The first main task in understanding Thecla's prayer for Falconilla is to assess the character Thecla. Just
who is this woman in the narrative and why is she able to rescue the dead, from the author's point of view?
Thecla has been the subject of numerous recent studies, some at odds with each other over how Thecla
and her exploits should be interpreted, and over the conclusions that may be drawn about the social world
of the storyteller(s) revealed by the text. Most prominent are those who see the Acts of Paul and Thecla
and its heroine as indicative of a real attitude toward women's roles in society and the church, opposed to
attitudes like those expressed in 1 Timothy. Whereas in 1 Tim. 2:15 a woman "will be saved through
childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty," in the Acts of Paul and
Thecla and the Acts of Paul the virgin life is extolled, though not necessarily required for salvation.®*> Even
the baptized lion of the Acts of Paul refuses sexual intercourse with a lioness!>* Whereas the probably
pseudepigraphical Paul in 1 Tim. 2:12 "permits no woman to teach or have authority over a man; she is to
keep silent," the character Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla exhorts Thecla, "Go and teach the word of



God" (APT 41). Rosemary Radford Ruether makes the point that adopting the ascetic life, as the character
Thecla does, enabled real Christian women to escape the "curses of Eve": pain in childbirth and
domination by a husband (Gen. 3:16).%> Stevan Davies posits that the emphasis on celibacy so championed
in the Acts of Paul and Thecla arose in circles of early Christian widows and other celibate women as a
revolt

end p.63

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

against the limited and oppressive options for women in Christianity and in the wider society.>® Dennis R.
MacDonald claims that the oral narratives behind the Acts of Paul and Thecla stem from circles of women
in direct opposition to the kind of Christianity expressed in 1 Timothy and the other Pastoral Epistles.*’
Virginia Burrus extends this kind of analysis to other "chastity" stories from the Apocryphal Acts,
claiming that they reflected the interests of early Christian women.>® Kate Cooper sees the real contest in
the Acts of Paul and Thecla as one between men, the apostle versus the householder. Each one wishes to
define the proper role for a woman, either virgin or bride.*

In the interest of conserving space for the main topic of this study, I cannot here explicate all the nuances
and implications of these recent works. I should point out, however, that aspects of them have been
criticized by a number of authors, including Jean-Daniel Kaestli, Wilhelm Schneemelcher, Lynne C.
Boughton, and Peter W. Dunn.*® Schneemelcher goes so far as to call the studies by Davies, MacDonald,
and Burrus "ahistorical travesties."** While I agree with the critics that it goes beyond our meager
evidence to claim that circles of celibate women produced the Acts of Paul and Thecla or the earlier
stories behind the text, it also seems clear to me that at the very least the Acts of Paul and Thecla presents
a feminine role model at odds with 1 Timothy. Tertullian's testimony in De Baptismo 17.5 is a witness to
this. Dunn makes much of the fact that the later church both accepted 1 Timothy and revered Thecla as a
saint. He takes this to mean that the two texts should not be seen as opposing one another in their original
settings.*? Two considerations speak against Dunn's conclusion. (1) Quite often among even the canonical
texts, we find originally opposing viewpoints brought into harmony as later interpreters ignore key aspects
of one tradition or the other (e.g., Epistle of James versus Galatians, or Rom. 13:1-7 versus Rev. 17-18).
(2) The later interpretations of Thecla by figures such as Methodius and Ambrose ignore key features of
the story and make Thecla a spokeswoman for their own values (see "Later Interpretations of the
Thecla/Falconilla Tradition," this chapter). Tertullian's testimony stands as a witness to other, more
subversive uses to which Thecla could legitimately be put.

There can be no doubt that Thecla is portrayed as a strong woman who takes charge of her own destiny, at
first reliant on Paul but then also quite independent of him. With her prayer for Falconilla she begins to
assert her own unique role in the narrative as a source of blessing, even salvation for others. While many
recent studies have focused on Thecla as woman, not enough attention has been given to Thecla as
confessor (meaning one who has taken a stand for one's faith and is awaiting probable martyrdom). Her
willingness to submit to death twice, even though she escapes, may be seen as a source of her holy power,
including her power to intercede for the non-Christian dead.

The ability of confessors to pronounce forgiveness for the sins of the living holds a firm place in the early
Christian traditions, sometimes to the discomfort
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of bishops and other more established ecclesiastical authorities. The roots of this phenomenon lie in
biblical practice. Biblical heroes often intercede with God to secure forgiveness for others (Moses in
Exod. 32:11-14 and Deut. 9:20; Joshua in Josh. 7:6-9; Samuel in 1 Sam. 7:8-9; David in 2 Sam. 24:17).
The seventh martyred brother in 4 Maccabees calls upon God to be merciful to the rest of the Jewish
nation just before he is killed (4 Macc. 12:17). Jesus, the paradigmatic martyr for Christians, is portrayed




as pronouncing forgiveness shortly before his death (Luke 23:34, 42-43), and Stephen, the first Christian
martyr, does the same thing (Acts 7:60).

An account of those who were martyred at Lyons and Vienne in the year 177 has been preserved by
Eusebius and describes the power of forgiveness thought to infuse these confessors before their deaths.
These confessors were praying for those Christians who had denied Christ under torture or threat of
torture:

They defended all and accused none; they loosed all and bound none; they prayed for those who treated
them so cruelly, as did Stephen the fulfilled martyr: "Lord, do not charge them with this sin" (Acts 7:60).
If he pleaded for those who were stoning him, how much more for brother Christians? . . . They did not
crow over the fallen [i.e., lapsed Christians], but the things they had in abundance they bestowed with
motherly affection on those who lacked them. Shedding many tears on their behalf in supplication to the
Father, they asked for life and he gave it to them. (Eusebius H. E. 5.2)

The recipients of these confessors' mercy were still living, but it is not a great leap to imagine a confessor
using such holy power to benefit a dead person who appeared in a dream to ask for it, precisely what the
author of the Thecla story did.

From the third century there is further evidence of the power of forgiveness attributed to those who were
willing to submit to death for their Christian faith. Hippolytus of Rome assumes a tradition whereby a
male confessor released from prison immediately became a presbyter in the church with the power to bind
and loose sins (Apostolic Tradition 10; cf. Matt. 16:19 and 18:18). Hippolytus does not question this
practice per se, but he objects to the fact that his rival Callistus was so honored, since in Hippolytus's view
Callistus had been imprisoned for theft, not for his Christian faith.**

Cyprian, bishop of Carthage from 249-258, describes in many of his epistles the lenient attitudes of some
confessors toward those Christians who had renounced their faith during the Decian persecution.** These
renouncers were known as the "lapsi," or the "fallen." Cyprian's opposition to the overzealous martyrs is
complex: On one hand, he acknowledges that the martyrs are friends of God and will participate in the
final judgment, judging along-side
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Christ,® but on the other hand he believes that they sometimes usurp the authority vested in the bishop to
oversee the community and ensure proper discipline within it.*® As was the case with the martyrs of Lyons
and Vienne, the recipients of the martyrs' mercy during the Decian persecution are clearly still alive, and
Cyprian must allow for special urgency in the reconciliation of those penitent lapsi who are on their death
beds.* There is no clear evidence from Cyprian's writings of martyrs' interceding for the dead in the
manner of Thecla and Perpetua, but the same issues of episcopal authority and church discipline will
resurface when later bishops and theologians interpret the Thecla and Perpetua stories.

Peter Brown has analyzed the differences in perspective ushered into Greco-Roman culture by Christianity
with respect to the power of the dead. In Mediterranean hero cults, he says, once-mortal dead heroes might
be honored and worshipped, but within limits:

Above all, what appears to be almost totally absent from pagan belief about the role of the heroes is the
insistence of all Christian writers that the martyrs, precisely because they had died as human beings,
enjoyed close intimacy with God. Their intimacy with God was the sine qua non of their ability to
intercede for and, so, to protect their fellow mortals. The martyr was the "friend of God." He was an
intercessor in a way in which the hero could never have been.*®

This power of forgiveness acquired by confessors continued to reside in their dead bodies after they were
martyred. Of course, the usual practice was for the beneficiaries of this power to be still among the living,
but the extension of such benefits to the dead is also attested. For example, Augustine wrote an entire
treatise in response to those Christians who thought that burial near the shrine of a martyr would provide
extra benefits for the deceased, On the Care to be Taken for the Dead. His response was in line with his



overarching principle that a person's actions during his or her lifetime are the most important in God's
view; burial near a martyr will make no difference if the person so buried was wicked and unrepentant
while living. Though in his extant writings he never discussed Falconilla directly, Augustine would most
certainly have thought that no confessor or martyr had the power to rescue one such as she after her death.
His interpretation of the Perpetua/Dinocrates episode allows us to say this with confidence (see chapter 7).
Falconilla as Dream Figure and Recipient of Grace

According to the story, Falconilla had appeared to her mother in a dream, so it is necessary to explore
some of the cultural understandings of dreaming in the second-century Mediterranean world that would
have been presupposed
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by the storyteller(s). As Luther Martin has described it, the Greek language categorized three different
types of dreams; "the évimviov, or non-predictive dream; the ypnuatiow o, or oracular dream, and the &
vetpog, or predictive dream." In the one great surviving second-century ¢ .e . work of dream
interpretation, Artemidorus's Oneirocritica, Artemidorus states that some predictive dreams are
"theorematic," or self-evident, while others are allegorical and the meaning must be sought.>® He also
believed that some dreams were divinely sent, while others merely reflected the thoughts of the dreamer.**
Cicero, in his De Diviniatione (45 b .c .e .), heaped ridicule on the idea that dreams could foretell the
future, but most people in his surrounding culture were convinced of their efficacy on precisely this
score.”2 There may be a predictive element to the dream recounted by Tryphaena in the Acts of Paul and
Thecla, since it is not clear in the narrative whether Thecla and Tryphaena had yet met when Falconilla
told her mother about the "desolate stranger" in the dream. If they had already met, then the dream is not
predictive, but in either case the primary focus of the dream is directive: Falconilla instructs her mother
and Thecla to take a certain course of action, one that will benefit all three women: Falconilla gets to "live
forever" (APT 29), Thecla gains a wealthy patron and her virginity is preserved, and Tryphaena gains a
substitute daughter and becomes a Christian.

It was (and of course still is) quite common for the dead to appear in dreams and waking visions to living
survivors. Artemidorus says that "one must consider the dead [who speak in dreams] to be persons worthy
of credence . . . those who have nothing to hope for or nothing to fear naturally speak the truth. And this is
especially true of the dead" (Oneir. 2.69).2 The Falconilla story belies this statement, since Falconilla did
have an agenda and something to hope for. Even so, her mother considered her completely trustworthy.
The difference between Artemidorus's assumptions and the Acts of Paul and Thecla is that the Christian
text is written in a religious context where eternal salvation depends on a confessional stance. The dead
have much to hope for and much to fear.

One Latin story may help illuminate some of the cultural assumptions evident in the Falconilla episode:
the tenth declamation attributed to the rhetorician Quintilian (35-96 c .e .), but almost certainly written a
century or two later.>* This declamation concerns a grief-stricken mother who was visited and comforted
by her only son on the night after his cremation and again on subsequent nights. Note that Falconilla is
also said to have been an only child, making the loss to each mother that much more devastating. The
preface to the case states that the visitations were "in somnis," implying that the mother was asleep,
though the mother denies this and insists that she was fully awake (Pseudo-Quintilian, Decl. 10.5).

When the boy's father hears about the visitations, he fears the malevolent power of the dead and hires a
sorcerer to cast a spell around the tomb and
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bind the stones with iron so that the shade of the dead boy can no longer get out. "Now all is well, he
finally breathed his last, he cannot be seen, nor can he come out," says the sorcerer (10.15), and indeed the
boy never appears again to his mother or anyone else.> The mother brings the father to court for his action



of cruelty, and the declamation is an appeal to the court, the father, and the sorcerer to remove the spells
and allow the boy's spirit to return and comfort his mother.

One key issue arising in the declamation is whether or not the boy was really present or only a figment of
the mother's imagination, as the father asserts (10.16). The declaimer easily dispenses with this issue: If
the father truly believed the ghost was not real, why did he hire a sorcerer to bind it? Besides, even if the
nocturnal visits were all in the mother's imagination, it is still cruel to deprive her of comfort by making
her believe the boy's spirit has been bound: "If this (visitation) really happened to her, the mother's loss
was great, no less than if it only seemed to be happening to her" (10.2). In this example, in the Thecla
story, and in Artemidorus's Oneir. 2.69, the basic assumption is that the shade appearing either in the
dream or in a waking vision is really a manifestation of the will and personality of the dead person. Other
options were available in antiquity to explain an appearance by the dead. (1) The dream was produced
merely by the thoughts of the dreamer and the partial operation of the soul in sleep.”® (2) The apparition
was really a manifestation of a shape-shifting god like Morpheus who, in Ovid's Metamorphoses 11.400-
750 (7 ¢ . .), was able to appear in the guise of various persons living and dead.”” (3) The apparition was
really a demon impersonating the dead (Tertullian, De anima 57). None of these options is taken in
Pseudo-Quintilian's tenth declamation or in the Acts of Paul and Thecla; the assumption is that the dead
youth and Falconilla have really appeared to their respective mothers in some form. Even if both accounts
are the fictional products of an author's imagination, they indicate strong cultural attitudes about the reality
of apparitions from the dead, whether in dreams or in waking visions, and this conclusion is confirmed by
Artemidorus.

Before leaving the dream world, it should be noted that the nineteenth-century anthropologist Edward B.
Tylor (1832-1917) asserted that appearances of the dead in dreams lie at the heart of human belief in the
afterlife and are responsible for much religious thought generally.®® I would point out that Christianity
itself owes its origins in part to visions of Jesus after his death; it is possible that some of the appearances
in Paul's account could have occurred in dreams (1 Cor. 15:5-8). The fictional story of Falconilla and
Tryphaena presupposes the power of a dream appearance by the dead to change a noble woman's behavior
and help lead her to a religious conversion. It is far beyond the scope of this book to prove Tylor's thesis,
if indeed the thesis is capable of proof, but the Thecla text does add to our understanding of the centrality
of dreams in human religious expression.
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Just where is Falconilla thought to be when she appears to her mother? She is obviously not in the "place
of the righteous" ( T wfiv dukesiwe waow, APT 28), since that is the place into which she wants to be
transferred. Thus, in the imagination of the Acts of Paul and Thecla author, the world of the dead was
divided into at least two, and perhaps more, "topoi" or places for the dead based upon their behavior in
life. One is immediately reminded of the rich man and Lazarus story, Luke 16:19-31, discussed earlier in
chapter 2. In that influential author's imagination, there were two regions for the dead even before the final
judgment, one containing Abraham and Lazarus (a place where Lazarus is "comforted" |meeperaAsite |),
and another place of torment called "Hades" with burning flames. Similarly, and much earlier, 1 Enoch
22:9-11 describes Enoch's vision of the differentiated souls held in storage until the final judgment; the
righteous and the wicked do not mix during the interim period. In Pseudo-Philo LAB 23:13, probably
written in the early first century ¢ .e .,>> God promises the chosen Israelites, "I will take your souls and
store them in peace until the time allotted the world is complete," while in LAB 44:10 the wicked are said
to suffer immediately after the separation of soul and body. In Luke, 1 Enoch, and the LAB, the boundaries
are fixed; after death there is no transference to the place of the righteous for one not already there. Given
this background, it is probable that the Acts of Paul and Thecla author knew that Falconilla's request
would be perceived as an audacious one. The fact that Thecla goes on to fulfill it heightens the sense of
power and authority accorded to the heroine in the story.



Unlike the rich man of Luke 16, Falconilla does not seem to be in torment or pain of any kind. In
Tryphaena's request and Thecla's prayer there is a clear indication that the end result of the transference
will be that Falconilla "may live forever" (APT 29), and the alternative expressed in the text is to "die
forever" (APT 37). Thus, in the Acts of Paul and Thecla the two options for post-judgment fate appear to
be eternal life or annihilation, similar to the two options found in 2 Thess. 1:9. This coheres with the rest
of the Acts of Paul, but not with other apocryphal acts, particularly the Acts Thom. 51-58, where torment is
the clear fate of the wicked.

The closest Christian tradition available to help explain how Falconilla could become a recipient of grace
after her death is found in the Rainer fragment of the Apoc. Pet. 14:1-4, which is probably earlier than the
story in the Acts of Paul and Thecla. There is no evidence to support literary dependence here, as there
may be in the case of the Perpetua text, but nonetheless there are a few similarities in thought. In Apoc.
Pet. 14, analyzed in chapter 2, "Apocalypse of Peter," the righteous are accorded the privilege of rescuing
some of the wicked from their torments at the final judgment. Thecla's prayer for Falconilla does not take
place at the final judgment, and as just noted there is nothing in the text to indicate that Falconilla is in
torment, but the Acts of Paul and Thecla does clearly connect Thecla's ordeal in the arena to traditional
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eschatological language. Thecla says, jumping into the pool of vicious sea creatures, "In the name of Jesus
Christ I baptize myself on the last day" (APT 34). Of course, the character Thecla believes that this will be
her last day on earth, but after surviving the ordeal she then depicts it as analogous to the final judgment:
"He who clothed me when I was naked among the beasts shall clothe me with salvation in the day of
judgment" (APT 38). For the author there is a connection between Thecla's combat with the beasts and the
"las