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ABSTRACT
This study explores the challenges ancient Christianity experienced when
adapting to its own multiplicity amidst claims of a universal, catholic and Holy Church.
This exploration looks closely at the role of heresy in creating identities and alternate
revised histories that were composed in an effort to consolidate governing power.

It examines the influential office of the Prophetess, who claimed to have visions

and dreams directly from God and the aftermath of such a claim on that office’s survival.

It also explores Montanism, more as a construct of the mainstream church, patristic
writings and modern scholarship, when in practice the New Prophecy had more in

common with its detractors in both theology and praxis.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The New Prophecy began as a new Christian movement in Phrygia in Anatolia, or
Asia Minor, in what is today Turkey. Phrygia was a bustling trade route and agricultural
society, situated perfectly as a peninsula, with the Black Sea to the North and the
Mediterranean Sea to the South. The Phrygian region was settled by migrant
communities fleeing Thrace and Macedonia in 1200 BCE.! The Phrygian landscape was
replete with arid plains, highlands, mountainous regions, rich agricultural valleys and low
fertile plains.? Between the ninth and sixth centuries this region developed thriving urban
cities and a wealthy economy.? Cities like Gordion, Midas City, Daskyleion, and
Kerkenes in western and central Anatolia had complex cities with cult centers,
hierarchical rulers, large buildings, specialized craft making, and a high production of

textiles.*

! Claude Brixhe, "The Personal Onomastics of Roman Phrygia," in Roman Phrygia: Culture and

Society, ed. Peter Thoneman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 55.

2 Peter Thoneman, "Phrygia an anarchist history,950 BC-AD 100" in Roman Phrygia: Culture and
Society, ed. Peter Thoneman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 4-8.

3 Ibid, 8-15.

4 Ibid.



After the Persians invaded in the sixth century, Phrygian urbanized culture rapidly
declined, and the highly complex society became decentralized, post-literate and post-
urban.’ Phrygia’s socio-political advancement regressed into an agricultural, pastoral
society.®

The social, economic and political complexity of the earlier centuries never
returned because Phrygian society was rebelling against the excessive taxes and surplus
extraction of the imperial Persian state.” As a result, Phrygian society nurtured an
egalitarian, decentralized, post-imperial state well into the Greek and Roman imperial
periods.® Greek and Roman settlers did build minor urban agricultural centers, but the
provincial governing of ancient imperialism never overcame Phrygia’s strong pastoral
culture, “egalitarian social institutions™ and their “effective local economy.” However,
the influence of Greek and Roman culture is seen in the onomastic choices of the region’s
inhabitants, but localized Phrygians were able to maintain their own unique and
indigenous Phrygian culture.!? The founders of the New Prophecy would also maintain
an egalitarian, autonomous, and anti-imperial sensibility in their administrative vision of

Christianity; perhaps they were influenced by Phrygia’s long sociopolitical, post-state

history.

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
o Ibid.

10 Claude Brixhe, "The Personal Onomastics of Roman Phrygia," in Roman Phrygia: Culture and

Society, ed. Peter Thoneman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 58-63.



The New Prophecy movement arose between 157 and 175 CE as inspired by its
founder, a young Christian convert named Montanus. Montanus might have emerged
from the more urban-agricultural Phrygian Roman settlements such as Pisidian Antioch,
which had large scale Roman apartments and buildings, along with a higher percentage of
native Phrygians adopting Roman names.!! Montanus’ name is the Latin word for
“mountain” or “mountainous.” His name possibly reflects the mountainous, highland
terrains of Phrygia. Montanus quickly amassed a reputation as a heretic because of his
erratic and strange prophetic behaviors.!? His spontaneous prophetic entrance into the
area of Ardabau in Phrygian Myasia drove his opponents to accuse him of demonic
possession and influence from the devil himself.'* He was soon joined by two women,
Maximilla and Priscilla, whose prophetic utterances led church leaders to perform an
exorcism to squelch the New Prophecy’s influence in that region.!*

Maximilla’s and Priscilla’s names also have Latin origins and respectively mean
“greatest” and “venerable.” The Latin names of the New Prophecy’s founders probably
indicate that they were from families with high social status. Nevertheless, the New
Prophecy saw themselves as a reform movement, seeking to revive Christianity through a

new and fresh prophetic voice. !>

1 Ibid,61.

12 Ronald E. Heine, The Montanist Oracles and Testimonia (Macon GA: Mercer University Press,

1989), 15-17.
13 Ibid,15.
1 Ibid,19.

15 Ibid, 61. “For just as we recognize and honor new prophecies, so also we recognize and honor new

visions as promised in equal measure, and we esteem the other manifestations of the Holy Spirit for the



Mainstream Christianity of the late second century did not accept this new prophetic
voice as authentic. Instead, they regarded the New Prophecy’s vigorous prophetic voices
as ecstatic, spurious, opportunistic and false. Polemical writings against the New
Prophecy show that their mainstream Christian opponents referred to them as
Cataphrygians in the first generation of the new movement’s history. !¢

By the late fourth century the New Prophecy’s adherents were pejoratively called
Montanists after its “erratic” founder Montanus.!” While the New Prophecy saw itself as
a movement following the leadership and influence of the Holy Spirit, or “Paraclete,”
their opponents wrote that they were blasphemers of the Holy Spirit and deceivers of the
Church.!'® Much later, the fourth century writings of Epiphanius accused the New

Prophecy of elevating women to positions of clergy that they were not qualified to hold."”

assistance of the Church, to which the same spirit has been sent to administer all the gifts among all as the
Lord distributes to each one.” Along with many other Montanist scholars, I consider the early third century
martyrology, The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas to be a document produced by the New Prophecy
community in North Africa. The Prologue to the passion makes an excellent argument for the continued use
of charismata or spiritual gifts that had largely gone into disuse. The featured spiritual gifts are prophecies,
visions and dreams by catechumen, matron and martyress Vibia Perpetua, who was martyred in Carthage in
203 CE around the time the New Prophecy had spread from Phrygia to other prominent parts of the Roman
Empire such as Rome and Carthage. The prologue to the Passion justifies visions, prophecies and other
spiritual gifts in action in the church.

16 Cataphrygians is a combination of two Greek words katé ®pOyog which can be translated

“according to the Phrygians”. This oppositional name eventually gives way to the pejorative name
Montanist. The New Prophecy were also known by other names mentioned in the 4™ century polemical
texts such as Pepuzians, Artotyrians, Priscillians, and Tertullianists.

17 Cyril of Jerusalem (315-386 CE) first used the term Montanism in his catechetical lectures written
between 348-350 CE.

18 The term Paraclete comes from the gospel of John where Jesus describes the Holy Spirit as

mapdrintoc, meaning advocate, helper or comforter. The New Prophecy communities held the fourth
gospel in high regard.

19 Ross Shepard Kraemer, Women'’s Religions in the Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook. (New
York: Oxford University Press 2004.) 264. “Even if women among them are ordained to the episcopacy



Indeed, one of the main hallmarks of the New Prophecy movement was its unabashed
incorporation of women into its clergy. Women ecclesial leaders in early Christianity
were not unknown, although it was often frowned upon by the wider church community.
Yet, leadership in Christian antiquity was multifaceted and inclusive of women. As
historical records suggest, some women served as bishops, priests, prophets and lay
leaders.?® The evidence for female ritual leadership in ancient Christianity is elusive,
however, because it exists mainly in the records of adversaries, if even recorded at all.?!
Some of the venomous arguments collected by fourth century church historian
Eusebius against the New Prophecy’s Prophetesses characterizes them as wicked, wild,
and demonically possessed. There was no real heterodox issue with the spiritual gift of
prophecy, and nothing against prophetic dreams and visions; mainstream Christianity
would have never made that claim. The real issue according to the New Prophecy’s

opposition was that the prophecies of Montanus, Priscilla and Maximilla were false and

were perceived as a threat to the orthodox teaching and practices of the Holy Church.??

and presbyterate because of Eve, they hear the Lord saying: “Your orientation will be toward your husband
and he will rule over you.”

20 Ibid., 264. “Women among them are bishops, presbyters and the rest, as if there was no difference
of nature.” ;Nicola Denzey, The Bone Gatherers: The Lost Worlds of Early Christian Women (Boston
Massachusetts: Beacon Press Books, 2007).

A Ibid., 93. Denzey discusses the faded Fractio Panis Frescoe in the catacombs of Priscilla in Rome.
She imagines that a shadowy figure in the image is a female priest leading a liturgy in a room full of other
women and that the underground chapel beholding the frescoe could have been a sanctuary of women
Montanists in Rome. However, there is no evidence to support or deny this claim.

22 Ronald E. Heine, The Montanist Oracles and Testimonia (Macon GA: Mercer University Press,

1989),28-29. In Epiphanius of Salamis’ anonymous source in the polemical” writings of the second and
third centuries, the mainstream church refers to itself as the “The Holy Church of God” 1) ayia 8¢ tod 8god
ekkAnoio . The Holy Church in this historical sense is the burgeoning Catholic Church.

The anonymous source of Epiphanius also calls the mainstream camp tfj ayig kaBoAkTj ékkinciq, The
Holy Catholic Church.



The charges against The New Prophecy were essentially linked to the direct threat they
posed to the success of mainstream Christianity’s ecclesial authority.

The influence of the Paraclete or Holy Spirit led to the rising of church clergy,
who achieved their commendations through spiritual gifts instead of political power and
influence. The office of the Prophet in some sense rivaled the developing church office of
the bishop, because it offered a live and direct connection to God’s voice.?* Even more
threatening, this rival church office could even elevate women and give them spiritual
authority in the station of a bishop.

To be sure, some characteristics of the movement, like its ethical rigidity, were
sometimes met with disdain, but there is simply not enough difference between the New
Prophecy and its interlocutors to maintain the historical argument that the Cataphrygians
were truly heretical. The New Prophecy did not feature so much aberrant doctrine to be
considered heterodox, unorthodox or heretical. The accusation that the New Prophecy, or
as the opposition called it Montanism produced new revelations outside the apostolic
witness, and the New Testament writings thus needed to be reexamined and challenged
anew. Accusations of heresy were originally contextualized as polemical constructs by

the Holy Church.?*

2 Candida Moss, The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom
(New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2013), 227-228. Moss writes that in earliest centuries before
Constantine decentralized church government led bishops to depend on the laity for authority. Bishops had
to argue and fight to persuade their communities to follow them and therefore did not have a lot of power.
2 Just as Montanists called themselves the New Prophecy, I am going to refer to the mainstream or
developing Catholic church by its own designation the Holy Church. I am in agreement with Montanist
scholar William Tabbernee who writes that the history of Montanism cannot be told apart from the history
of the Catholic church. While the earliest detractors of the New Prophecy in the late second century were
not Catholic or orthodox (that term would be anachronistic), the mainstream church community of this time
would eventually become the Catholic church. It is sort of a proto-Catholicism or as Tabbernee writes a



Alternatively, many scholars have argued that “catholics* and Montanists worshipped
together and shared the same sacred spaces in the late second to mid third century.?

For example, Candida Moss discusses how the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas was
probably not a Montanist document because the martyrology was not only embraced by
the Catholic Church but its teachings were also reflective of the ”catholic* mainstream
community.?® I disagree, believing instead that the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas or
Passio was a New Prophecy document that was revered by later Catholics because the
Holy Church and the New Prophecy communities are very similar in their doctrinal
compositions and in their earliest days were the same community. The markers of

identity during the early periods are so similar that their boudaries are not always clear.?’

‘catholic’ church because we can see how the predecessors of the Catholic church are developing,
transforming and structuring themselves to what will eventually be Catholic. At this time, the Holy Church
is the burgeoning Catholic church. After this point, I will refer to the mainstream church as the Holy
Church or ‘Catholic church’ to maintain historical accuracy.;

William Tabbernee, Fake Prophecy and Polluted Sacraments: Imperial Reactions to Montanism (Leiden:
Brill 2007), xxx-xxxi. “Rather than using terms such as ‘proto-catholic’ or ‘proto-orthodox’ as is common
in some scholarly circles, this book simply prints ‘catholic’ or ‘orthodox’ within inverted commas to
acknowledge the anachronistic use of these words for the pre-Constantinian period.”;

Rex D. Butler, The New Prophecy and ‘New Visions’: Evidence of Montanism in the Passions of Perpetua
and Felicitas. (Catholic University of America Press. 2006),27.” The history of Montanism, therefore, is a
history of conflict between the new prophets and the emerging Catholic Church, which ultimately proved
permanent and victorious.”

= Stephanie L. Cobb, The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas in Late Antiquity, trans. Andrew S.
Jacobs (Oakland California: University of California Press, 2021),1-16.

26 Candida R. Moss, Ancient Christian Martyrdom: Diverse Practices, Theologies and Traditions.

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012),133-134.; Stephanie L. Cobb, The Passion of Perpetua and
Felicitas in Late Antiquity, trans. Andrew S. Jacobs (Oakland California: University of California Press,
2021),1-16. Moss writes that there is evidence for the argument that the Passion is a Montanist document
but questions that conclusion because Catholic thinkers like Augustine were not repelled but instead used it
in their homilies.

27 I consider the early period of Montanism from its inception as early as 157 to the mid third
century, a short time after Tertullian’s death in 220 CE.



Many of the major studies on Montanism are proficient in identifying what
appears to have been the unique attributes of this movement. The New Prophecy believed
in a special emphasis on the presence of the Holy Spirit, prophecy, voluntary martyrdom,
and rigorous ascetic discipline.?® However, there was nothing extraordinary or unique
about any of those designations outside of “catholic” orthodoxy. Most of these attributes
were in fact already common beliefs for mainstream Christians. For example, the culture
of ancient Christian martyrdom featured a marked enthusiasm about the threat of
persecution and death. Early Christians defined their faith through their excitement and
romantic ideation of the martyrdom experience. The pinnacle of Christian identity was to
imitate Christ and be in union with him through the christiana sum, or confession, “I am
a Christian,” before the Roman authorities. The New Prophecy movement, if it had the
unique designation of voluntary martyrdom, certainly possessed the same common
feature with the wider Christian culture.?® Tertullian of Carthage, a church father who
was a supposed convert to the New Prophecy from the mainstream church challenged the

whole Christian community in his treatises on martyrdom.

28 Rex D. Butler, The New Prophecy and ‘New Visions’: Evidence of Montanism in the Passions of

Perpetua and Felicitas (Catholic University of America Press. 2006), 38-39.; Butler defines rigorous
discipline as the very high expectations of the New Prophecy community to maintain a high standard of
holy living in four areas of life: fasting, celibacy/marriage, post-baptismal penitence, and martyrdom. For
example, in Tertullian’s On the Veiling of Virgins, he challenges the New Prophecy community’s
unmarried women or virgins to wear a veil to adorn a more modest dress both inside and outside the
church. It was not the standard practice of women to practice veiling until they were married. Tertullian in
this sense increases the standard of holy living to something more rigorous and above the normal
expectations.

2 Candida Moss, The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom.
(New York: Harper Collins, 2013), 101. Before Clement of Alexandria spoke against enthusiastic
martyrdom Christians had been volunteering themselves as martyrs. It was not until a later point that
voluntary martyrdom became heretical and was blamed on Montanists.



Yet, as a member in the Holy Church and as a convert to the New Prophecy, his writings
only differed in degree, not substance. So, while his New Prophecy treatises seem to have
increased rigorous discipline when it came to martyrdom, the concept and practice was
already well established in mainstream Christian praxis.

I argue below that the New Prophecy movement was easily characterized as
heterodox, dangerous and heretical not because of its doctrines, as many of its teachings
were standard and in line with the emergent “catholic” orthodoxy.

The New Prophecy’s fiercest apologist, Tertullian, supposedly departed from the
“catholic” Christian community when he converted to the New Prophecy around 196 CE;
textual critics of his writings point out that the changes from his pre-Montanist treatises
to his Montanist writings are shallow at best.’® Tertullian, who later was considered the
founder of Latin theology, wrote treatises that were so beloved by the church that they
used his vocabulary and concepts he developed against Monarchianism in the famous
Trinitarian and Arian debates of the fourth century. Trinitarian theological and conceptual
language was first developed by Tertullian in his New Prophecy era treatise, Against
Praxeas.

If opponents against Arianism were indebted to the theological work of a
Montanist who helped them to articulate one of ancient Christianity’s most important

doctrines, why was Montanism considered a heresy?

30 I agree with David Rankin’s argument that Tertullian was not a schismatic of the “catholic”

church. T.D. Barnes also thought there were no stark differences between Tertullian’s earliest work as a
‘catholic’ and his later work as a Montanist. David Rankin, Tertullian and the Church. (Cambridge
University Press: 1995), 29. “ At. Adv. Praxean 1,7 Tertullian states that on account of their
acknowledgement and defense of the Paraclete he and some unnamed associates separated from the
‘Psychichi’ This ‘disiunxit’ does not imply a formal act of schism from the Catholic Church. It is more
likely that by ‘Psychichi’ Tertullian means only one particular element in the life of the church, and not the
whole hierarchy and general membership.”

9



Tertullian was one of the greatest theologians to shape the western church. If the New
Prophecy was aberrant enough to obtain heretical status based on its doctrines, then
Tertullian’s New Prophecy writings should never have been used to defend Trinitarian
theology. So, what made the New Prophecy heretical? I am proposing that it was not
really its doctrines more than its audacious challenge of the nature and structure of the
mainstream church and its leadership.

What often gets underconsidered, are the challenges that the New Prophecy posed
to the evolving organizational authority of the Holy Church.?! To put it simply, the
ecstatic prophecy which could have led to uncontrollable and dangerous revelations from
the New Prophecy’s prophets was the main issue. The spiritual authority the Holy Spirit
gave to the laity, outside the control of the bishops, became a real threat. Spiritual
authority given by the Holy Spirit through prophecy and other spiritual gifts became even
more challenging when women exercised ecclesial authority and influence. If women in
Montanist churches really had access to all positions of leadership, presbyters, bishops,
deacons and prophets alike, then their officiating the sacrament of baptism, for example,

would have been heretical.??

31 Ronald E. Heine, The Montanist Oracles and Testimonia (Macon GA: Mercer University Press,

1989),17. “And the boldly speaking spirit taught the whole church in general everywhere to blaspheme,
because the spirit of false prophecy received neither honor from it nor access to it. For the faithful in Asia
met for this purpose many times and in many places in Asia. They examined the recent sayings carefully,
declared them to be profane, and rejected the heresy. So at length they were thrust out of the Church and
excluded from the fellowship.”; The influence of unencumbered Montanist prophecy had garnered many
followers according to the second century source called Anonymous. This is the earliest source collected by
Eusebius recounting how the mainstream church leaders were challenged by the growing popularity and
spiritual leadership of the New Prophecy. It had become so influential that bishops in Asia had to meet
“many times” eventually excommunicating them from fellowship.

32 De Baptismo a pre-Montanist treatise by Tertullian argues against women clergy performing the

Baptism rite.

10



More scholarship needs to address what Christine Trevett identifies as a “crisis of
authority.”® Accusations of heresy in the early church against the New Prophecy was
more a product of polemical strategy wielded to disrupt their influence, rather than any
real or substantive theological threat. Focusing more on the testimonia of ascendant
“orthodox” opponents, instead of the supposed theological deviations of the New
Prophecy will show that accusations of heresy were more of a rhetorical strategy than any
tangible doctrinal divergence from mainstream Christian thought. As a result, the New
Prophecy’s emphatic teachings will be seen more properly as part of a revivalist
movement more interested in church reform than actual heresy.

This study, then, explores the challenges ancient Christianity experienced when
adapting to its own multiplicity amidst the emergence of a universal, catholic and Holy
Church. It looks closely at the role of heresy in creating identities and alternate revised
histories that were composed in an effort to consolidate governing power. It examines the
influential office of the Prophetess, who claimed to have visions and dreams directly
from God and the aftermath of such a claim on that office’s survival. It also explores
Montanism, more as a construct of the mainstream church, when in practice the New
Prophecy had more in common with its detractors in both theology and praxis.

This is a multi-disciplinary study that employs multiple methodological tools in

the analysis of a series of texts.

3 Christine Trevett, “Gender Authority and Church History: A Case Study of Montanism,” Feminist
Theology 6:17 (1998) 9-24.
11



The traditional historical critical method and sociological theories of religion will be used
to understand how the parallel historical processes involved in identity formation
between early Judaism and early Christianity laid the foundation for demarcating
identities within diverse early Christian communities. Specifically, I consider, how “a
crisis of faith™** due to Roman imperial oppression of both Jewish and Christian
communities necessitated the internal cohesion of each group in order to regain a sense of
self in the face of persecution and suffering. In this sense, the label of heresy was a tool
used to create internal cohesion and identity by othering outsiders.

This project is also methodologically guided, by a feminist critical perspective,
though without attempting to recover women’s lives in antiquity. Too much valuable
information has been lost because of the opposing male centered gaze that has disrupted
the histories of New Prophecy women. A feminist point of view will help to establish
scholarship that is credible, responsible, honest and fruitful without the burden of having
to fill in all the missing gaps. Instead, feminist critical theory and literary critique will be

used to show how the “making of gender?

in early Patristic texts not only defined who
had the authority to wield ecclesial power but how gender was built to create a profile of
the dangerous and deceptive Montanist Prophetess; the difference between the dangerous

Montanist prophetess and the mainstream church bishop was crucial in the development

and solidification of Catholic Church bureaucracy and church government.

34 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: Heresy, Christianity, and Jewish Identity in Late Antiquity

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) 25-48.
3 Miriam B. Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies: Rabbi’s Gender, and History (University of California
Press: Berkeley, 1997), 30.

12



Tertullian of Carthage was a supporter of the New Prophecy church and the
prophecies of Montanus, Maximilla and Priscilla. There is evidence that suggests he had
access to some of their written corpuses.® Tertullian scholarship is most important to this
project because his written work offers possible direct evidence of the New Prophecy’s
teachings and challenges of the bishop’s growing authority and power. Traditional
historical critical method, feminist critique and literary theory will be used to analyze
select writings from Tertullian’s corpus. Tertullian is of interest not only for his defense
of the New Prophecy but also his proximity to “orthodox” teaching and thought. His
support of the New Prophecy along with criticism of his former affiliates can shed light
on this movement’s being more aligned with church reform than with outright heretical
doctrines.

Montanism often gets dismissed as a heretical sect that eventually crumbled on
the fringes of the Roman Christian empire by the sixth century. This project will take a
fresh look at the textual evidence to understand the patristic technology of heresy labeling
that built ecclesial authority, political power, social control and organizational identity. It
seeks to understand the connection between heresy labeling, hegemonic discourse and the
marginalization of outsiders. This project does not make the claim that there was no such

thing as real heresy in the ancient church.

36 Ronald E. Heine. The Montanist Oracles and Testimonia (Macon GA: Mercer University Press,

1989), 24.”But we do not permit them to speak in Churches nor to have authority over men, with the result
that books too are written under their names. For this is what it means to pray and prophesy without a veil,
and this, then, has brought shame on her head, that is her husband. For could not the holy Mary, Mother of
God have written books under her own name? But she did not, so that she might not bring shame on her
head by exercising authority over men.”Fourth century sources suggest that Maximilla and Priscilla’s
prophecies were written down, transmitted, and read in New Prophecy communities. Emperor Constantine
ordered all Montanist writings destroyed. None have survived. The above excerpt indicates that written
work by New Prophecy women challenged the authority of mainstream bishops and church presbyters.

13



However, interrogating the social, political, and organizational processes involved in
identifying and prosecuting heterodoxy will bring more nuance and texture to a discourse
of power, control, and manipulation. The other side of the “unorthodox” label created an
other to dehumanize and oppress. Revealing those processes tells the other side of the
historical record that was lost or as we say colloquially, “the other side of the story”.

The present chapter is an introduction to the prevailing question concerning
Montanism: that it existed historically as the New Prophecy movement along the fringes
of mainstream Christianity and later developed into a heretical movement in the writings
and imaginative worlds of the Church Fathers. The second chapter, “A Patristic
Technology: Engineering Identity Via Heresy,” reconstructs the Sitz im Leben and social
events which characterized the apostolic, apologist and early patristic eras from 70 CE to
the late second century. This was a crucial period for the emergence of mainstream
Christianity and its normative identity as separate from Judaism. The discourse of
orthodoxy and heresy took much of its structure from Christianity’s distinguishing itself
from Judaism. The nexus between early rabbinic writings, Christian identity, biblical
interpretation and oppression from the Roman authorities created a tenuous situation that
forced Christians to operationalize and construct heresy as a category to oppose Judaism.
Heresy as a rhetorical construct was then operationalized to mold Christian identity. This
historical development explains the difference between the discourse of orthodoxy and
heresy to preserve the apostolic tradition, and the discourse of orthodoxy and heresy as a
rhetorical construct for domination and hegemony. During this early period of formative
Christian identity, heresy as a rhetorical construct and literary technology began to take

shape in Christian thought to consolidate power and influence.

14



Chapter Three, “The Rhetoric of Heresy,” converses with Montanist scholarship,
theories of religion, Roman rhetorical culture, and primary sources to highlight the
imagination and construction of Montanism’s invention both in antiquity and in modern
scholarship. Chapter Four, “Rebranding the Prophetess,” reflects on the disparate images
of women in early Christian writings and how the complex infrastructure of apostolic
succession determined whether prophetess women would be refuted or received by the
Holy Church. The consensus is that the mainstream church honored prophetesses in their
writings and homilies, but it used them as supports for their own interests. Chapter Five,
“A Tale of Two Orthodoxies: Tertullian and the New Prophecy,” examines the theology
of the New Prophecy through the writings of Tertullian. The movement is understood as
a product of the Holy Church that was forced to develop a rival ecclesial institution
because of its heretical status.

Prophetic discourse continued to define both movements as having incompatible
models for church organization. This dissertation is then concluded with a summation of
its main arguments along with a commentary on the overarching project of building
ecclesiastical power and Christian identity using the literary genre of heresiological
writing. Finally, illustrations of important geographical areas, artistic depictions of main

characters and a bibliography bring this dissertation to a close.
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CHAPTER 2
A PATRISTIC TECHNOLOGY: ENGINEERING IDENTITY VIA HERESY
Ancient Christianity in the late second century, in its early patristic era, was still

in a crystallization period. Christian communities organized themselves geographically
and there was a common organizational three-tiered structure of deacon-presbyter-bishop,
but there was yet to be a clear consolidation and centralization of ecclesial bureaucratic
authority.?” Although there were varieties of Christian expression in the early period,
some scholars have found weaknesses in Walter Bauer’s theory on this topic. Bauer
claimed that in many geographical areas proto-orthodoxy did not thrive where there were
other “heretical” varieties of Christianity like Gnosticism that were prominent.>® Bauer’s
historical reconstruction that Christian orthodoxy came to exist as Roman Christianity
overpowered and dethroned other Christianities was found wanting.*” Patristic writings
from Polycarp, Ignatius and the writer of 1 Clement shows that from Christianity’s
earliest period there was an appeal to the original tradition of the apostles and the

teachings found in New Testament writings.*°

37 Karen L King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press

2003),vii.” The surviving literature from antiquity attests that Christians of the first centuries were deeply
engaged in controversies over such basic issues as the meaning of Jesus’ teaching, the significance of his
death, the roles of women, sexuality, visions of ideal community, and much more. When disputes arose,
however, there were no structures in place to decide who was right or wrong—no New Testament canon,
no Nicene Creed, no fixed hierarchical male leadership, no Christian emperor.”

38 Paul A. Hartog, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Early Christian Contexts: Reconsidering the Bauer
Thesis, ed. Paul A. Hartog (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co, 2015), 34-59.

39 Ibid, 34-59.
40 Ibid, 34-59.
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So, while there was considerable variety in the first three centuries, there is nothing to
suggest that orthodoxy solely originated from one group overpowering all the others.
Early Christianity always had a sense of an “original truth” so to speak. The variety,
therefore, indicates that there was not yet a strong unilateral Christian infrastructure or
governmental system by which to organize one official Christian tradition or
Christendom across imperial Rome. During this ever developing era, up until the fourth
century, Christianity produced a variety of competing theologies and movements.*! In
such a varied environment, Christian communities not only had to define their identities
amongst other Christian groups but also had to distinguish themselves from their non-
Christian neighbors.*?

Defining identities amongst diverse elements in a highly fluctuating era led these
communities to create identity forming boundaries. These boundaries helped to define a
communal sense of self by associating outsiders with claims of deviancy and maligning

them.*

4 Ibid, 34-59.

42 At this time, early Judaism and early Christianity were still defining their boundaries against each

other as they both had their origins in Second Temple period Judaism.; King, What is Gnosticism?, 21.
“The construction of heresy was only one part of the larger rhetorical enterprise of establishing the
boundaries of normative Christianity, which also had to distinguish itself from other forms of belief and
practice, notably Judaism and paganism. To this end, the polemicists wrote not only books against heresy
but also polemical treatises against Judaism and apologetic works addressed to Roman authorities and
Greek intellectuals.”

43 Ibid,24. “ ‘Orthodoxy’ and ‘Heresy’ are terms of evaluation that aim to articulate the meaning of

self while simultaneously silencing or excluding others in the group.”
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The “heresy” label, therefore, was a political tool of social construction which defined
group boundaries in an effort to have a dominant identity emerge amongst similar
competing groups.** Assigning the “heresy” label then, was an exercise of power,
hegemony, and domination.** The patristic era was already well entrenched in this
practice as early Christianity and early rabbinic Judaism sought to define their identities
coming out of the Second Temple period.*® Between 70 and 170 CE, Jewish and
Christian social relations were adversely effected by the extreme suffering and
oppression at the hands of the Roman military government.*’ Jewish revolts alongside
Christianity’s illicit status set both groups on a path of reorienting their worlds under the
immense stress and pressure of Imperial Roman rule. In an effort to understand their
worlds amidst Roman violence and authoritarianism, they both began to reframe their

identities while experiencing an identity crisis.*®

a4 Ibid.,25.“Heresy was a particularly disturbing case of proximity in that the heretics claimed to be

Christians. To exclude them denies something of what it means to be a Christian, to become estranged from
some part of one’s own tradition. To exclude those who claim to belong means to divide the corporate self
against itself in the interests of power or purity.”

4 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: heresy, Christianity and Jewish identity in late antiquity

(Oxford New York: Oxford University Press 2010),28-29.;Karen L King, What is Gnosticism (Cambridge:
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press 2003),18.

“ Heresy appears to be a very tidy category—its purpose is to distinguish right and wrong belief and
behavior, define insider-outsider boundaries, and establish clear lines of power and authority.”

46 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged.: Heresy, Christianity and Jewish identity in late antiquity

(Oxford New York: Oxford University Press 2010),17.
“The period immediately following the destruction of the Second Temple can be seen as such a period of
instability in the history of Palestinian Jewish Society in antiquity.”

4 Stephen G. Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians 70-170 C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press 1995),25-35.

48 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: Heresy, Christianity and Jewish identity in Late Antiquity
(Oxford New York: Oxford University Press 2010),28-29. Schremer claims the Mishnah and Talmud
records the angst and anxiety of early Judaism facing an identity crisis and crisis of faith at the hands of the

18



They each developed solidarity and cohesion by identifying their neighbors as
minim and heretics, thereby forming an “in-crowd.” ** The minim in early rabbinic
writings referred to Judaism’s outsiders who could have theological and cultural
aberrations from the mainstream group. The minim label is adjacent to the Christian label
of heresy but not exact in meaning. The construction of minim in Talmudic literature is
reminiscent of what feminist and ancient Jewish historian Miriam B. Peskowitz identified
as rabbinic “fantasies” in the wake of the destruction of the Jewish Temple.*° In
reviewing early rabbinic, or Roman period Judaism, Peskowitz sees the religious past as a
gendered history where rabbis did the cultural work of making gender through story
telling in the Mishnah. Story telling in a masculinist and religious context featured rabbis
creating women as textual characters and reimagining them in a gendered space where

men exercised primacy and control.

Roman Imperium. The identity crisis resulted in the group developing social cohesion and reforming their
identity by identifying outsiders as minim or heretics. Heresy was an identity formation tool used in times
of crisis. Influenced by Schemer’s model, I am arguing that Judaism and Christianity both suffered a crisis
of identity due to the experience of Roman Imperial violence. As a result, both communities were able to
reform their identities by denigrating heresy and thereby forming a more cohesive group with a stable
identity.

49 Ibid.,16-17. In the Talmud, minim is an expansive term that often features characters who have

wrong ideas, biblical interpretations or are deviant from the community in some way. Minim is used
similarly to heresy in early Christian writings. Both minim and heresy are used in Judaism and Christian
writings to warn their communities of outsiders who perpetuate dangerous teaching, bad ideologies or who
engage in unsavory behaviors. Minim can refer to theological errors, and social segregation from those who
engage in “unsavory behavior.”; Michael Bar-Asher Siegal, Jewish -Christian Dialogues on Scripture in
Late Antiquity: Heretic Narratives of the Babylonian Talmud. (Cambridge University Press, 2019) 18-19.
Bar Asher also defines minim inclusively and dependent upon the rabbinic generation using the term.
Minim in the Talmud can refer to any specific non-rabbinic group, the story can have a historical milieu
attached, contemporary setting or a literary fiction of the rabbi’s own creation. In the Tannaitic sources it
can refer to a heretical Jew and in the Talmudic sources it can refer to a non-Jewish heretic.

50 Miriam Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press,

1997),29. “The Mishnah uses similar tones for the imagined world of the extinct Temple and for the
equally imagined realm of the ordinary and interpersonal.”
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As the rabbinic imagination of the Roman period did the literary work of creating
gendered fantasies, it also did the work of imagining minim to control and stabilize
Jewish identity. Minim featured in the Talmud are often “fools” who do not understand
the Bible, yet have a certain confident hubris in their error.>! The Talmudic tale often
defeats the minim by embarrassing them with an undertone of humorous irony. Defeating
minim as a rhetorical strategy was sometimes used to speak against the immorality of
Roman governing,>? but could sometimes be a warning or caution against the seduction
of Christian teaching.>® Minim literature, produced by an oppressed Jewish community
caused them to reclaim their identities amidst intense suffering. It also helped to stabilize
their sense of self and belonging in a world that could break out in violence against them
at any moment.

Jews in the Diaspora, living outside of Jerusalem, were not directly affected by
Jewish revolts and unrest in Palestine. Likewise, Christians during this same period lived
in relative peace and security throughout the empire, except for random and sporadic

persecutions by local governing bodies.

5t Michael Bar-Asher Siegal, Jewish -Christian Dialogues on Scripture in Late Antiquity: Heretic

Narratives of the Babylonian Talmud (Cambridge University Press, 2019) 43-64.

“The use of “fool” in Talmudic minim stories, therefore, should not be read as an arbitrary insult, merely
commenting on the heretic’s mental capabilities...it was a serious affront, meant to suggest that the target
misunderstands scripture.”

52 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: heresy, Christianity and Jewish identity in Late Antiquity

(Oxford New York: Oxford University Press 2010),52-57. Schemer argues that minim is an expansive term
that covers non-doctrinal issues such as relationships with the nations, Rome or even separatist Jews who
have withdrawn from the wider community.

53 Joel Stevens Allen, The Despoliation of Egypt in Pre-Rabbinic, Rabbinic and Patristic Traditions.

(Leiden: Brill, 2008). Allen compares the different interpretations of the plundering of Egypt by church
fathers and rabbis. This was a formative period that was more than just a literary genre but also a
contentious relationship. Anti-Jewish stances and judgements may have been present in some Christian
interpretations of the plundering.
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This point of view does not capture how Jewish and Christian communities despite
periods of relative “peace” would have had a social memory and awareness of imperial
violence that had been weaponized against them in the past. Jews in the Diaspora and
Palestine lived more culturally as Pagan Romans after 70 CE.>* Is this evidence that Jews
had assimilated to the wider pagan culture and therefore did not experience much
suffering, or could it be that many felt less pressure and bigotry from Roman culture as
they resembled them more? The rabbinic community, while relatively innocuous to the
common person understood all the more the pressure of losing a Jewish identity to
Roman pagan life and influence.>® Therefore, developing the concept of minim was an
important strategy to reclaim Jewish identity. Similarly, Christian communities who were
slowly moving out from associative identity with Judaism had their own challenges with
Roman Imperial violence. Christian martyr culture exploded as a consequence of
reckoning with this social and political threat.

While there was no sustained effort or official policy by the Roman government
to persecute Christians, the threat of such violence due to Christianity’s illicit status was
an ever-present reality. Christian martyr culture and writings are an example of reckoning
with this psychological turmoil and experience. Heresy was developed during the
Patristic era, in the midst of this threat of persecution, as a tool to stabilize Christian

identity.

4 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 129-161.

55 Ibid, 119-128. Rabbis had very limited power in Palestine and in the diaspora after 135 CE.
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Having a stable identity in unstable times required an other by which to construct
an identity against.’® Christians were the perfect opponents because of their close
proximity to Jewish thought through the shared Hebrew biblical text.>’

The minim in Talmudic literature offered early rabbinic Judaism a newly grafted identity
during intense Roman occupation at a time when Christianity was setting itself apart
through its critiques on Judaism. While evidence of direct contact between rabbinic
writers and church fathers is sparse, there is enough inferred evidence to show that both
communities were actively engaged in understanding their own identities as they worked
out their differences from one another. The most effective tools in this venture were
creating a sense of difference and exclusion through biblical interpretation, their own
martyr cultures and by labelling those different and competing communities as minim or
heretics.>®

During the early rabbinic and patristic periods, biblical interpretation was a hotly
contested sacred practice featuring vastly different interpretations of the same biblical

passages.*’

56 This project does not subscribe to Daniel Boyarin’s view that the existence of rabbinic Judaism is

the result of a dialectic relationship with Christianity and therefore is an invention of Christian imperialism.
57 Michael Bar-Asher Siegal, Jewish -Christian Dialogues on Scripture in Late Antiquity: Heretic
Narratives of the Babylonian Talmud (Cambridge University Press, 2019). Siegal’s book studies the
Babylonian Talmud and contemporary Christian writings during that time to discover the boundaries of
creative process that resulted in the development of heresy and minim.

58 Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: Heresy, Christianity, and Jewish Identity in Late Antiquity
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010),87-117.;

Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism. (California:
Stanford University Press, 1999),94-126.

59 Michael Bar-Asher Siegal, Jewish -Christian Dialogues on Scripture in Late Antiquity: Heretic

Narratives of the Babylonian Talmud. (Cambridge University Press, 2019);
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These interpretive divergences were means by which each group was able to carve out its
own uniqueness from a common shared heritage. Comparative research on patristic and
rabbinic interpretation shows that both communities could produce a similar
interpretation of the biblical text despite various theological differences.®® Yet, imperial
violence and oppression caused serious tensions between both groups. While Christianity
could petition Judaism for covering and protection through its religio licita status, the
deteriorating relations between Jews and Imperial Rome caused the Jewish community to
suffer great political, economic and social losses. This social reality created a vacuum in
which Christian apologists and church fathers began to denigrate Judaism in order to
perpetuate a demarcated Christian identity,®! while reconciling its own experience of
violence and suffering in the Roman world through Christian martyr culture. The Jewish
revolt in 70 CE and the Bar Kochba revolt in 135 CE led to devastating consequences for
both Jewish and Christian communities, after Emperor Vespasian destroyed the Temple

and Emperor Hadrian forcibly depopulated Palestine.%?

Joel Stevens Allen, The Despoliation of Egypt in Pre-Rabbinic, Rabbinic and Patristic Traditions. (Leiden:
Brill, 2008)

60 Hanneke Reuling, After Eden: Church Fathers and Rabbis on Genesis 3:16-21. (Brill: Boston,
2006), 336-341.

6l Stephen G. Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians 70-170 C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press 1995),25-35.

62 Ibid.

23



The Jewish community suffered a change in legal status, confiscation of its land, poor
economic conditions, loss of political freedom, and witnessed thousands of Jews being
captured as slaves or killed.%® Jews during this era suffered significant economic losses
due to the de-centering of the Jerusalem Temple, not only as the cultic center of Judaism,
but also as a significant revenue source.®* The priestly offices suddenly became obsolete
as Imperial Rome made permanent military settlements in Jewish territory, confiscating
lands and imposing excessive taxes and fees on Jews in an already depressed economy.%
The successive Roman military occupation of Jewish lands stripped the community of its
governing autonomy and weakened the influence of Judaism.%® Emperor Hadrian
imposed a universal legislation against circumcision which greatly impacted conversions
to Judaism and Jewish identity.%” Although his adopted son and successor, Antoninus
Pius, reversed the universal decree restoring the right of this cultic practice,®® Pius
prohibited new converts from participating which reaffirmed Hadrian’s policies and
bigoted legislation. Hadrian’s harmful policies, which precipitated the Bar Kochba revolt,

exacerbated the already tenuous relationship between Jews and Christians.®

63 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2001),105-108.

64 Ibid.

65 Ibid.

66 Ibid, 25-35.

67 Ibid.

o8 Stephen G. Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians 70-170 C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress

Press 1995),8.
6 Ibid,9-10.
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Before the revolts, Christians already had endured oppression at the hands of their
Jewish neighbors. Christians might have been banned from synagogues or suffered
harassment by Jewish petitions to the Roman authorities.” It is likely that some
Christians were actually murdered by Jews at this time.”! This strained relationship is
evident in the council of Yavneh, which banned Christian writings between 70 and 90 CE
and spread a general injunction against Christians across the Jewish diaspora.”? Jewish
writings preserved disparaging remarks about Jesus,who is described as someone who
performed the tricks of a magician rather than a miracle working Messiah.” Jewish
writings also opposed Christian claims of Jesus’ divinity and classified the teaching as
blasphemous.”* Rabbinic narratives suggest that such measures that early Judaism took to
distinguish itself from Christianity involved understanding the sect as a Jewish heresy,
“Rabbis were reading Christianity as a form of Jewish heresy, and thus as a part of

Judaism well into late antiquity.””>

n Ibid,175.

" Ibid,173-176. Wilson writes that on rare occasions during this period there is no reason to doubt

that Jews had some Christians put to death.

& Ibid,76-180.

& Ibid, 171. Wilson acknowledges that quoting the Talmud and other rabbinic writings from later

periods is problematic. They were written as late as 220 CE. While there is a methodological issue with
using later materials as support for an earlier time period, scholar and rabbi Jacob Neusner believed quotes
from rabbis during this period did reflect an earlier oral history.; Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God:
Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism. (California: Stanford University Press, 1999), 34-
35.

" Ibid, 278. In Justin Martyr’s dialogue, Trypho rejects the Christian combination of monotheism

and messianism. A human messiah could not be divine, that was considered blasphemy.

75 Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism.
(California: Stanford University Press, 1999),25.
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A story from the Tosefta, an ancient collection of Jewish Oral Law set the
boundaries of rabbinic authority by showing that it is better for a Pharisee to die from the
poisonous bite of a snake rather than to receive healing from Jesus.”® These examples are
historical traces of creating an other in service to Jewish identity formation.

Resulting from an identity crisis and due to the loss of autonomy at the hands of the
imperial Roman government, Jewish communities needed to cement their self-image by
constructing outsiders as minim. Ancient Judaism’s rabbinic community faced serious
identity setbacks due to a violent imperial culture that challenged their autonomy and
way of life. Many Jews in Palestine and throughout the empire lived culturally similar
lives to their Gentile Roman neighbors and had little connection to the identity forming
symbols that united Jews in earlier periods.”” As the rabbis created a new imaginative
world in lieu of this painful reality, Christians became one of their subjects facing
negative assessments and judgments in order to set boundaries and craft a stable
identity.”® Christian communities were engaging in the same identity-forming activities
by reframing intellectual content from Judaism as their own, just as they were also

directly impacted by violence and oppression across the Roman Empire.

76 Ibid, 35.

7 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2001),129-161.

78 Miriam Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1997),

24-31. Peskowitz’s book engages with rabbis of the Roman Palestinian period who engaged in making
social meaning of gender through their fantasies about women producing textiles and linens in rabbinic
texts such as the Tosefta and Mishnah.
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Christian writers, in turn, used effective polemical strategies to defeat Judaism’s
anti-Christian arguments, while setting themselves apart as superior. Identity-forming
literature steeped in supersessionist ideology began to surface. In the second century to
address rhetoric that claimed Jesus was born of fornication,” The Protoevangelium of
James, a gospel on the infancy of Jesus, records the miraculous tale of Mary who was not
only conceived by the Holy Spirit, but also conceived Jesus as a holy virgin after having
been raised in the Jerusalem Temple’s holy of holies and eating only from the hands of
angels.®" The Protoevangelium depicts Jesus’ entrance into the world through an
immense, burning light from Mary’s undefiled, temple-like body. At birth, Jesus
performs his first miracle before he even walks or speaks. Understanding this story
through the lens of the Jewish polemics against Christians allows a slight glimpse into the

tenuous world and relationship these two communities shared.?!

” Stephen G. Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians 70-170 C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press 1995),84.

80 Ibid.,94. “First there is Christian response to Jewish skepticism about Jesus’conception and birth,

either directly by glorifying his mother.”

81 Ibid,84.Wilson speculated that in the background of the Protoevangelium of James was the

Christian appropriation of Jewish themes to ward off rumors and critiques of Jesus’ illegitimate birth.
Simultaneously, Christians were also using the familial themes of Judaism’s ancient status to appear
legitimate to the rest of Roman society.

“If this reading between the lines is plausible (there is no direct evidence in the text for these motives), it
reveals an additional interest in Judaism: the Protoevangelium responds not only to Jewish skepticism
about the birth of Jesus but also to Roman suspicions about the cultural credibility of Christianity. To
counteract Jewish rumors, it enhances the Christian story; to counteract Roman suspicions it leans heavily
of the Jewish tradition.”
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