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For a book on such an important topic, this is actually short, especially when you take into account how many pages are devoted
to footnotes, bibliography and index: a mere 147 pages. Yet rather
than being condensed, those pages are, for the most part, heavy and
turgid going. Aside from a central chapter on “Rabbis and Romans,”
it is actually difficult to see the topic or follow the argument, which
goes something like this: Until the coming of Christian authors,
like Augustine, there was no such concept as Paganism; before that
Roman authors, usually a few elite writers, sometimes tried to collect, evaluate, and promulgate a set of religious beliefs and practices
appropriate for the centralized empire of their city, sometimes to
understand this rule of other peoples and cults, sometimes to argue
against the centralizing power of the state in its Republican form,
and sometimes to justify the imperial ambitions and actions of the
empire of the Caesars. In its relatively full-fledged form, this small
set of books and authors constitute a “civic religion” to be set against
the emergent Christian Empire of the Eternal City.
This is Paganism in all its diversity, contradictoriness, and confusion, a fun-house series of mirrors of Christianity. As a thesis statement, this indicates how pertinent the argument is—and there is
much evidence provided to back it up.
However, it is hard to tell if this is what Duncan Macrae really
means. Except in the fourth chapter on “Rabbis and Romans,”
everything seems to turn on what the author calls a “project.” But
what is a “project”? The usual meaning these days seems to be an
ongoing, organized program of studies into which researchers enter
and work together in pursuing; in other words, there is an institutional framework and a hierarchy of colleagues, a formal purpose
or intention and a common methodology and register of standards.
This seems to be what Macrae intends in the final pages where
he discusses the nineteenth and twentieth-century scholars—academic historians of religion—and their attempt to make sense out
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of fragmented and confused documents of late Roman and early
Christian writings on the gods.
Elsewhere throughout the book, “project” has other meanings and
they don’t all fit together. Sometimes the word means a general tendency for a very few Roman writers over several generations to sift
through the local traditions of the city of Rome and select a number
of documents, oral reports, and monumental inscriptions that could
constitute an authoritative body of proofs for use in judicial and
political arguments. This “project” lacks any coherent or sustained
program or even any institutionalized oversight. Another meaning
is a trend (seen in hindsight) making older customs and cults, many
of which were by the late Republic either moribund, in desuetude, or
completely forgotten, “legible” as a body of knowledge, verging on
a sense of the sacred. Yet another was the propensity to “textualize”
highly selective collecting of evidence. Such curation may have had
a political goal that shifted with the changes in the formation of the
personalized and centralized empire.
In the conclusion, Duncan Macrae virtually never uses the term
“project”: but a suite of terms such as “field, “map,” “conception,”
“master concept,” “approach,” and “constellation.” In all events, neither the ancients nor the modern researchers accept that the “Legible
Religion” has a notion of sacred scriptures such as the main monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) do.
Chapter 4, where the term disappears from his discourse, along
with most of his other jargon and neologisms, is the one in which
Macrae talks about the formation of the Mishna in proto-rabbinical
Judaism as a heuristic paradigm to compare to the “project” for conceiving of a Roman civil religion. Here we note several major problems. On the one hand, in outlining the stages of redaction of this
core document for post-Second Temple Judaism, he does not fully
grasp its revolutionary tendencies and its complex purposes; on the
other, he overlooks scholarly work done on the way the spread of
urban civilizations, the radical internalization of general literacy,
and the sense of alienation from the hegemonic powers all around
the Jews in Exile drove them to invent a religion based on universal
(extra-territorial) reason and justice. By not citing (except in a bibliographical list) Jacob Neusner’s investigations of the specificities in
individual documents at particular times and places and with particular agendas, Macrae does not deal with the conflicting social, political and spiritual crises that Jews faced in the wake of the destruction
of the Temple and the state, the loss of a cult center, the fracturing
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of the national library, and the dispersion of the people. Nor does
the author even mention the work of José Faur to indicate the reformulation of rabbinical schools—authoritative assemblies to monitor
their own documents—the transference of priestly cult to the study,
debate, and application of the Mosaic Law to unfamiliar circumstances, and the eventual programme to establish a constitution for
a nation in exile.
The Mishna is a selective collection of oral and recorded lore concerning Temple worship in an agricultural society, a redacted and
discussed proto-constitution to be given to the occupying Roman
regime as a guideline to rule over a conquered people. As such it is
at once an idealized, even a fanciful vision of what the pre-conquest
society conceived of itself to be, with virtually no explicit or implicit
allusions to the Hebrew Bible (which had not yet been formulated as
a holy scripture), one in which (and Macrae notes this) rabbis already
exist and dominate the religious and civil leaders of the state. At the
same time as it has this romantic notion of coherence and continuity in the face of a harsher and more dispiriting reality, the Mishna
serves also as a statement of satirical defiance against foreign rule
in what is gratuitously (and insultingly) called Palestine and powerlessness in world-wide dispersion—this is what we really are and
will always be—a nation of law set apart, chosen by God who shares
responsibilities with us, and all of us functioning in our hearts and
in our homes as priests, as though there were still a Holy Temple.
Without consideration of these Jewish motives, the author also
leaves out the modern theoretical innovations of Walter J. Ong, and
discoveries on the psychological bases of the transformation of oral
minds and literate personalities, the powerful switch from strategic and practical literacy by elites to conduct the business and economy of the state to the moral, ethical and spiritual transformations of
internalized literacy, wherein the world, its creation and rational continuation are based on written words, reason and creative dialogue
with and within the tradition itself. Because of this switch, not only
can ideas be generated and evaluated in new ways, but new realities
perceived and imagined, new ways of remembering, engaging with
oneself and others, and new ways of engaging with a hostile world
of otherness.
As the Roman Empire expanded to encompass new peoples,
encounter new realities, and new imagined universes of thought,
and as it concentrated more and more diversity into a few large
cities that became cosmopolitan meeting grounds, the drive to make
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legible the diversity and to codify the differences showed itself in a
few individual writers at a few crucial moments in history. However,
it did not pull itself together enough to counter either the ruthless
and irrational power of the imperial personality cult of the Caesars
or the Christianized version of the Roman Empire that came into
focus after the fourth century.
Norman Simms
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