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Preface and Acknowledgments 

At the first turning of the second stair 
I turned and saw below 

The same shape twisted on the banister 
Under the vapour in the fetid air 

Struggling with the devil of the stairs who wears 
The deceitful face of hope and despair. 

 – T. S. Eliot, “Ash Wednesday” 

This volume is the invention of the Corpus Hellenisticum Novi Testamenti 
(CHNT) program unit of the Society of Biblical Literature, a group I have been 
privileged to serve in differing capacities for nearly two decades. As a steering 
committee, we lean hard both into history and into the history of scholarship, 
always eager to learn more within and outside our particular purview (early 
Christian literature) through repeated reckonings with the interpretations of an-
cient sources by previous generations of scholars. We have dedicated no small 
number of sessions over the years to celebrating especially significant writers 
or works. Moreover, as a group we uphold what might be considered Nockian 
commitments: to religion in antiquity, rigorous method, and Gordian knots; 
and against fantastic explanations, factual errors, assumptions, and trends. It 
should come as no surprise, therefore, that at our steering committee’s planning 
breakfast at the annual meeting in November 2017 the group fell headlong for 
the idea of launching a three-year project re-examining Nock’s classic 1933 
work, Conversion. The subtitle of these three sessions (adopted as the subtitle 
of this volume), “Choice, Change, Conversion,” was intended to flag our ap-
proach to the topic – namely, emphasizing human agency. To date, two SBL 
sessions of the CHNT (one still upcoming in November 2021) have inspired 
serious critical debate around Nock’s work, kindling renewed sparks of interest 
around this age-old topic. With the publication of this volume, we hope to fan 
these flames even more, drawing increased attention to what has, since the 
work of Nock and William James, become a critical area of academic investi-
gation. 

Great essays notwithstanding, no volume edits itself. The three editors wish 
to thank all members of the CHNT steering committee who assisted us in our 
work, including Troy W. Martin (co-chair), Ismo Dunderberg, Rainer Hirsch-
Luipold, Janet E. Spittler, Johan C. Thom, Trevor W. Thompson, and D. Dale 
Walker, as well as previous chairs and committee members. We also wish to 
express gratitude to all participants in the CHNT meetings on this topic – 



 Preface and Acknowledgments  VI 

presenters, audience members, and especially the contributors to the present 
volume. 

Finally, we thank Jörg Frey and his team of associate editors for welcoming 
our volume into the esteemed first series of Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen 
zum Neuen Testament, as well as Henning Ziebritzki, Katherina Gutekunst, 
Elena Müller, Tobias Stäbler, Rebekka Zech, and their colleagues at Mohr Sie-
beck, who make the “conversion” of clumsy manuscripts into pristine volumes 
appear effortless.  

 
Clare K. Rothschild 20 May 2021 
Chicago, Illinois, USA 
 
James A. Kelhoffer 
Uppsala, Sweden 
 
Robert Matthew Calhoun 
Fort Worth, Texas, USA 
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Introduction  

Conversion Since Nock 

Clare K. Rothschild 

A. Introduction 

Arthur Darby Nock (1902–1963) held the Frothingham Professorship in the 
History of Religion at Harvard University. In the course of his career, he made 
lasting contributions to classical scholarship and the history of religion, includ-
ing the study of ancient religion, magic, and the relationship of paganism to 
early Christianity and Judaism. In addition to books and reviews, he published 
dozens of articles discussing papyri, inscriptions, and coins as historical evi-
dence for ancient belief, superstition, and religious practice. He perceived the 
essence of religion not in theology or philosophy exclusively, but in piety and 
cult – those rituals and practices of the common person.  

B. Conversion 

This volume features essays on four of Nock’s most important contributions 
with a focus on Conversion: The Old and New in Religion from Alexander the 
Great to Augustine of Hippo.1 First delivered as the Donnellan Lectures at Trin-
ity College (Dublin) in June 1931 and the Lowell Lectures at King’s Chapel 
(Boston) in 1933, Conversion is an examination of the environment and psy-
chology of religious conversion covering the period from 500 BCE to 400 CE. 
It stands among the most important contributions to the study of the history of 
religion in the last century. The monograph explores the circumstances of reli-
gious transformation not only in early Christianity – its various converts, the 
means by which followers attracted adherents, and the factors influencing and 
limiting their success – but also non-Christian religions and philosophical 
schools. Nock points to both similarities and differences in the history and 

 
1 Arthur Darby Nock, Conversion: The Old and New in Religion from Alexander the 

Great to Augustine of Hippo (London: Oxford University Press; Oxford: Clarendon, 1933), 
repr. (1961), repr. (1965), repr. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), repr. 
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2019). 
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psychology of the conversion processes of such groups, tracing belief and prac-
tice spreading within households (e.g., slaves to masters), along paths of trade, 
and by military campaigns. He designed this work as an introduction for both 
students and a public interested in a history-of-religions approach, envisioning 
it alongside other works exemplifying this approach by Richard A. Reitzen-
stein, Martin P. Nilsson, André-Jean Festugière, and Ulrich von Wilamowitz-
Moellendorff. Bringing his vast knowledge of Hellenistic religion to the topic, 
the key claim of Conversion – in harmony with the means and aims of the 
Religionsgeschichtliche Schule – is that understanding how people crossed re-
ligious boundaries in antiquity is a necessarily comparative project.  

Calculating the significance of Nock’s work is impossible. Almost ninety 
years after its publication, Conversion serves as an introduction to what is to-
day an entire area of research encompassing history, literature (i.e., “conver-
sion” as a literary genre), philosophy, psychology, and theology. It rivals Wil-
liam James’s Varieties of Religious Experience as the most cited monograph in 
the field of Conversion Studies. And, yet, today, as the sensitive and informed 
contributors to this volume unanimously attest, while Conversion retains its 
enduring value, it also demands that readers move beyond it. From Nock’s de-
limiting subjectivities (paternalistic, Christocentric, triumphalist, anti-cultic, 
“Orientalist”) to discoveries that took place after his lifetime (in particular 
those pertaining to the ancient mystery cults), Conversion is at once timeless 
and a work of its time. A testimony to its timelessness is, of course, its ability 
to inspire the great minds represented in this volume. Highlights of their essays 
are as follows.  

In his essay, “Notes on Arthur Darby Nock’s Ideas of Ancient Religion and 
the Mysteries in His Conversion,” Jan N. Bremmer aims to clarify several of 
Nock’s key terms and ideas. He begins by dispelling two patently outdated 
aspects of Conversion: Nock’s ambivalent attitude towards women and his 
“Orientalism” (representing Asia, especially the Middle East, with colonialist 
stereotypes). The essay then proceeds to explore how Nock deploys terms, such 
as “religion” and “paganism,” to gauge whether and to what extent his ideas fit 
the latest critical approaches to these notions. In particular, Bremmer scruti-
nizes Nock’s use of the term “mysteries,” a phenomenon which plays a domi-
nant role in his investigation of conversion. 

John J. Collins begins his essay, “Nock’s Typology of Religion,” by point-
ing out that the extensive Jewish proselytism Nock espoused has been discred-
ited, and that Nock’s assumption of the existence of the God-fearers has be-
come controversial. Moreover, on Collins’s reading, Nock’s distinction of two 
kinds of religion is too simple. Although this forked model maintains heuristic 
value, Judaism does not, according to Collins, fit comfortably into either of 
these primary categories. Still this observation may tell us something signifi-
cant about it. At least from the period of the Maccabean revolt, but arguably 
even from the Babylonian Exile, Judaism was an ethno-religion, combining 
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features of Nock’s traditional and prophetic categories. The categories are use-
ful insofar as they draw attention to how new circumstances in the Hellenistic 
age transformed traditional religious phenomena. According to Collins, the in-
herited religion of Israel was no longer purely ethnic or traditional, it was also 
a cult, or in Nock’s terms a prophetic religion, allowing for adherence and con-
version. 

Carl R. Holladay’s essay entitled “A. D. Nock’s Conversion: Some Glosses” 
likewise addresses Nock’s treatment of Judaism. It takes as its point of depar-
ture a passage in chapter 6, “How Eastern Cults Travelled,” in which Nock 
discusses the spread of Judaism by means of literary propaganda. Acknowl-
edging that various Jewish literary efforts might have been aimed at pagan 
readers either directly or indirectly, Nock argues that any impact on this audi-
ence was minimal. Although, according to Holladay, some aspects of Nock’s 
review of the literary propaganda (LXX, Philo, Josephus, Jewish redactions of 
the Sibylline Oracles and the Orphica, Artapanus, ps.-Longinus, etc.) need to 
be refined, others still stand. 

In “Rethinking Nock’s Conversion,” John S. Kloppenborg discusses ways 
in which “conversion,” as an ancient analytic category is plagued with prob-
lems. If, for example, one apprehends conversion in its Jamesean sense (i.e., as 
a shift in attitude or psychological state), reliable empirical data from antiquity 
is lacking with the possible exception of Augustine. However, Kloppenborg 
does not urge rejection of “conversion” as a hopelessly anachronistic and ana-
lytically useless category for antiquity. Instead, he proposes its employment to 
discuss the social practices, conceptual developments, and linguistic tools that 
allowed elective cults to diffuse. According to Kloppenborg, continued use of 
conversion as an analytic category is justified in cases of ancient cultic practice 
for which (1) the deity is understood as able to offer broad and substantial ben-
efits to the devotee; (2) “conversion” entails a more-than-fleeting relationship 
between the devotee and the god; (3) devotees are prepared to assume certain 
continuing costs (displays of πίστις), whether monetary or behavioral; and (4) 
participation in a group devoted to the same deity is clear. Importantly, these 
criteria are neither so broad as to admit any kind of ancient cultic practice, nor 
so narrow as to exclude all cults but Christianity. 

Also addressing conversion as an ancient analytic category but with stronger 
reservations about its applicability to the principal “Christian” exemplars, Paul 
and Augustine, Paula Fredriksen opens her essay on “‘Conversion’ as ‘Sea 
Change’: Re-thinking A. D. Nock’s Conversion” with the following question: 
in terms of appreciating Nock’s presentation, what has changed? In response, 
she considers three topics: (1) the definition of ancient “religion”; (2) how this 
definition complicates understandings of Paul; and (3) Augustine’s depiction 
of his “religious conversion” in book 8 of his Confessions. Carefully sifting 
some of the very latest scholarship in Pauline Studies and Patristics, Fredriksen 
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concludes provocatively with reflections on the “religious conversion” of the 
Empire.  

Developing both Bremmer’s exploration of Nock on ancient mystery cults 
and Fredriksen’s up-to-date reflections on Pauline Studies, L. L. Welborn’s 
“Nock on the Exclusiveness of Conversion to Christianity: A Re-evaluation 
with Reference to Evidence from Roman Corinth” argues that Paul describes 
the transformation of Christ-believers in language drawn from the mysteries. 
Moreover, if Paul portrays himself as the mystagogue of Christ, then, accord-
ing to Welborn, there is reason to question Nock’s insistence on a difference 
between early Christ groups and the ancient mystery cults with respect to “con-
version.” Examining this question, Welborn shows how Paul’s adoption of the 
language, images, and processes of the mysteries function as a strategy of in-
clusion within a larger “religious” domain. Thus, Welborn concludes that Paul 
exhibits a “theological pluralism” in relation to the mysteries that vigorously 
promotes the efficacy of his own cult without discounting others. 

Michael B. Cover’s essay on “The Conversion and Return of Simon Peter 
(Luke 22:31–32)” takes up the question of the character and timing of Peter’s 
transformation to Christ-follower, an event that Cover infers from the phrase 
ποτε ἐπιστρέψας in Luke 22:32. Building on interpretations by Markus Bock-
muehl, Julian V. Hills, A. D. Nock, William James, Bernard Lonergan, and 
others, Cover argues that in Luke 22:32 and throughout the Gospel and Acts, 
the author characterizes Peter’s conversion not as a single event, but as a series 
of events – a process that gradually (not instantaneously) moves a human being 
from one conviction to another.  

In the essay entitled “Celebration of Arthur Darby Nock,” Harold W. At-
tridge tests Nock’s model of conversion on the Fourth Gospel by exploring its 
alleged conversions. Passages in the Gospel of John such as the Samaritan 
woman and her kin, the man born blind, Mary Magdalene, and Thomas’s meet-
ing with the resurrected Jesus feature transformative encounters with Jesus. 
According to Attridge, this Johannine feature is not properly described as mere 
adhesion but corresponds to Nock’s intellectual conversion model. Nock’s 
model thus sheds light on a distinctive characteristic of Johannine discipleship, 
namely, that Jesus provides followers with unique access to ultimate reality in 
a manner analogous to Greek philosophy by knowing, embodying, and exhib-
iting loyalty to the truth, come what may. 

Developing the ideas broached by Bremmer concerning Nock’s attitude to-
ward women, and by Attridge concerning the proximity of Johannine and phil-
osophical teloi, Christopher Mount’s essay observes that Nock’s definition of 
conversion is not only misleading in the way it sets up a triumphalist compar-
ison between the choice for the Christian god or pagan gods, but also in the 
way it genders the change in terms of educated males. In “Conversion and the 
Success of Christianity in the Roman Empire,” Mount points to the fact that 
Nock’s examples of conversion are all literary accounts of educated men 
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(Justin, Arnobius, and Augustine), whose intellectual journeys provide the par-
adigm for Christian conversion. Similar to narratives associated with conver-
sion to a specific philosophical school, Christian conversion narratives show-
case men able to discern and trust what is true. Furthermore, according to 
Mount, Nock moves swiftly and unproblematically from the psychological pro-
cesses in conversion stories (i.e., literary constructs) to real-life explanations 
for “religious” choice and, from these explanations, to Christianity’s triumph, 
thereby attributing victory to the superior persuasiveness of Christian ideas for 
educated men.  

James A. Kelhoffer takes up the long-standing and widespread assumption 
that µετανοεῖν and µετάνοια in 2 Clement mean “repent” and “repentance” re-
spectively. He argues that these terms rather signify a change in “mindset” – a 
translation option attested in classical Greek literature that is closely compati-
ble with Nock’s understanding of conversion. Kelhoffer’s reappraisal of 
µετανοεῖν and µετάνοια in 2 Clement not only has important implications for 
the soteriology of this text but underscores 2 Clement’s orthopractic emphasis 
and abets the author’s conviction that believers must repay Christ (or God) as 
their divine patron.  

Further engaging ancient patronage, Carl Johan Berglund’s “Miracles, De-
termination, and Loyalty: The Concept of Conversion in the Acts of John” uses 
theoretical insights from Nock, Zeba A. Crook, and Ramsay MacMullen to ar-
gue that the implied author of the Acts of John conceptualizes conversion to 
early Christianity as a deliberate decision, stimulated by miracles or miracle 
stories, and expressed in terms of loyalty to a divine patron. The six conversion 
narratives in Acts of John 19–57 and 63–86 all share this concept of conversion 
which Berglund traces to ordinary Greco-Roman piety. 

Meira Z. Kensky welcomes John Chrysostom to the conversation about an-
cient conversion in her essay, “‘Thus a Teacher Must Be’: Pedagogical For-
mation in John Chrysostom’s Homilies on 1 and 2 Timothy.” Kensky com-
mences her essay with the question, “How does one convert a populace?” Al-
though, on her reading, Nock moves rather hastily to the conclusion of Chris-
tianity’s triumph, he does acknowledge the Christian’s tendency to lose faith, 
citing boredom along with various social temptations as explanations. For Ken-
sky, this acknowledgment identifies a crucial problem that Christian leaders 
faced even after Constantine backed Christianity with the power of the state. 
Confronting this issue daily throughout his career, Chrysostom devised an ef-
fective strategy to defeat it: he enlisted his congregation in the battle. He thus 
undertook a pedagogical program of transforming auditors into teachers, giv-
ing them active roles in an ongoing project of proselytization. In the homilies 
on 1 and 2 Timothy, Kensky elucidates how Chrysostom prepared his students 
qua teachers to confront the challenges they faced. 

Completing part one of the volume, in “‘Coloured by the Nature of Christi-
anity’: Nock’s Invention of Religion and Ex-Jews in Late Antiquity,” Andrew 
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S. Jacobs draws attention to how Nock’s concept of conversion assists him in 
positing Christianity as superior to other ancient religious formulations. Jacobs 
argues that Nock’s hierarchical and teleological taxonomic system belongs 
with other colonial articulations of “religion” and “religions,” articulations 
which prioritized the psychological interiorization of religious “faith” over 
(less evolved) forms of worship. According to Jacobs, Nock’s innovation was 
to frame conversion as the mechanism by which superior religion could be 
placed in relationship to its inferior competitors. In the second half of the essay, 
Jacobs takes up the Church History of Socrates Scholasticus (ca. 440), arguing 
that, like Nock, Socrates uses conversion to delineate a novel taxonomic  
system of religions. Within that system, Jacobs observes, the accounts of ex-
Jewish Christians allow Socrates to highlight the imperial context of this sys-
tem.  

C. Beyond Conversion 

Part Two, “Beyond Conversion,” offers reflections on three additional works 
of Nock’s distinguished oeuvre. In “Arthur Darby Nock and the Study of Sal-
lustius,” John T. Fitzgerald turns to Nock’s critical edition and translation of 
Sallustius’s treatise Concerning the Gods and the Universe (De deis et mundo), 
a work Nock that completed at age 23 and that remains an indispensable source 
for the study of this author.2 Fitzgerald begins with a discussion of scholarship 
on Sallustius prior to Nock, treating the editio princeps, as well as a few other 
important studies, after which he pivots to Nock’s contributions, in particular, 
on the perplexing identity of this author. 

Nock edited what remains the standard critical edition of the Corpus Her-
meticum, together with the Latin Asclepius and two volumes of fragments and 
testimonia.3 Since this publication, new Hermetic texts have been discovered 
– the Coptic Hermetica in Nag Hammadi Codex VI, and the Armenian Defini-
tions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius – and new translations have ap-
peared.4 Nevertheless, in the estimation of Dylan M. Burns in his essay, “The 

 
2 Arthur Darby Nock, ed. and trans., Sallustius, Concerning the Gods and the Universe: 

Edited with Prolegomena and Translation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1926), 
repr. (Hildesheim: Olms, 1988). 

3 Arthur Darby Nock, ed., and Andre-Jean Festugière, trans., Hermès Trismégiste / Cor-
pus Hermeticum, 4 vols., Budé (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1945–1954). 

4 Jean-Pierre Mahé, ed. and trans., Hermès Trismégiste, vol. 5: Paralipomènes grec, 
copte, arménien; Codex VI de Nag Hammadi; Codex Clarkianus 11 Oxoniensis; Définitions 
hermétiques; Divers, Budé (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2019); Brian P. Copenhaver, trans., 
Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992); M. David Litwa, trans., Hermetica II: The Excerpts of Stobaeus, 
Papyrus Fragments, and Ancient Testimonies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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Hermetic Asclepius’s Middle Platonist Teaching on Fate,” Nock’s work re-
mains unsurpassed. Burns addresses a few neglected or misunderstood pas-
sages in the Latin Asclepius, arguing that while the Hermetic work’s discus-
sions of subjects such as fate and providence may seem incompatible, they do 
in fact represent a consistent doctrine comprehensible in terms of Middle Pla-
tonic thought.  

Finally, from 18 May to 31 May 1939, Nock delivered the first series of his 
Gifford Lectures at the University of Aberdeen. The second series, delayed by 
World War II, was eventually offered from 14 May to 27 May 1946. Nock took 
“Hellenistic Religion: The Two Phases” as the theme of these lectures, sketch-
ing the development of religion in the Hellenistic world from the fourth century 
BCE to the late first century BCE. Normally, Gifford lectures are published 
within a year or so of delivery. In Nock’s case, however, they were never pub-
lished, possibly because Nock was dissatisfied with them. A few sources of 
information about the lectures, nevertheless, remain. David Lincicum has 
tracked them down and presents them in his essay “In Search of Nock’s Gifford 
Lectures: A Dossier of Sources.” 

The volume concludes with a personal reflection by a former student of 
Nock, Everett Ferguson. 

D. Conclusion 

As a topic of academic scholarship, conversion tends to be more personal than 
others, provoking the subconscious tendency to merge our stories with those 
of our sources. In conversation with the scholarship of previous generations, 
this topic thus provides a suitable context for reflection about the limitations 
of our own theories, methods, and perspectives. The present volume – fruit of 
a project begun in 2018 by the SBL program unit Corpus Hellenisticum Novi 
Testamenti – belongs among other recent republications and rigorous recon-
siderations of works recognized as classics by Wilhelm Bousset, Rudolf Bult-
mann, and Adolf Deissmann.5 These studies offer new insights about the 

 
2018); Jens Holzhausen, trans., Corpus Hermeticum Deutsch, part 1: Die griechischen 
Traktate und der lateinische Asclepius, Clavis Pansophiae 7/1 (Stuttgart: Frommann- 
Holzboog, 2008), and part 2: Exzerpte, Nag-Hammadi-Texte, Testimonien, Clavis Panso-
phiae 7/2 (1997). 

5 In addition to the 2019 reprint of Conversion by Baylor University Press (n. 1 above), 
see Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos: A History of Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of 
Christianity to Irenaeus, trans. John E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970), repr. (Waco, 
TX: Baylor University Press, 2013), with responsive essays in EC 6/1 (2015); Rudolf Bult-
mann, Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. (New York: Scribner, 
1951–1955), repr. (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2007), on which see the essays in 
Rainer Hirsch-Luipold and Robert Matthew Calhoun, eds., The Origins of New Testament 
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original authors and their works. With Conversion, Nock surprised the world 
both because as a critical classical historian he undertook a Christian subject, 
and because he argued that the phenomenon of conversion was not exclusively 
Christian, characterizing it, rather, as a change in intellectual conviction. Such 
laudable aspects of Nock’s project are sometimes lost as scholars point out, 
however correctly, that Nock stooped to examine Christianity and sought to 
demonstrate that conversion was not its purview exclusively, purely to high-
light the perfection of post-Constantinian Christianity. Be that as it may, 
Nock’s emphasis on intellectual conviction, and here I will add, on behalf of 
the common good, seeps past his narrow subjectivities as a youthful, male, 
Christian, educated, triumphalist, and colonialist elite. This collection of essays 
represents a tribute to that ideal, endeavoring to bring it back into scholarly 
discussion.  

 

 
Theology: A Dialogue with Hans Dieter Betz, WUNT 440 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020); 
Cilliers Breytenbach and Christoph Markschies, eds., Adolf Deissmann: Ein (zu Unrecht) 
fast vergessener Theologe und Philologe, NovTSup 174 (Leiden: Brill, 2019). 
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