Chrestians before Christians? An Old Inscription Revisited,by Erik Zara, Th.D. (rel. expt)

In the 18" century the Italian historian Lodovico Antonio Mori collected many ancient
inscriptions in the worlNovus Thesaurus Veterum InscriptioniAamongst them, one marble
inscription, originally from Romé, has puzzled some scholars. The inscription, ataepi
given theCorpus Inscriptionum Latinarunidentity number CIL VI 24944 reads:

D. M
M. T. DRVSI . PATERES
PRIMICINIO®. QVI VIXIT
ANN. XXXXII. DIES VII

FAVSTVS. ANTONIAE. DRVSI. IVS EMIT. IVCVNDI. CHRESTANI. OLL*

According to Dr. Heinrich Chantraine, the stonet@useverely disfigured the text and it is
“nicht sicher zu heilen®“D.M.” is an abbreviation of “Diis Manibus”, “tohie gods of the
underworld”, and has been said to indicate thatgitee was a pagan’s graV&he text,
being difficult to interpret as it is missing “essi@l” words, could be interpreted as saying
that M. (and) T, the father/fathePsof Drusus, dedicated the tomb to his/their firstr son,
who lived for 42 years and seven days, and Faustasson/slave/freedman of Antonia, the
daughter/wifé® of Drusus, boughtemif) the right for the urn (with cremation ashes) éopuit

in a certaircolumbariumor other burial placgys oll),** from Jucundus, the Chrestian.

“Antonia” has often been interpreted as referriagttonia Minor (36 BCE - 37 CEY the
daughter of Mark Anthony the triumvir, and mothdrtbe emperor Claudius. She was
married to General Nero Claudiisusus from (18 or) 16 BCE until he died in 9 BCE.
Faustus has been regarded as a freetfirservant® or slavé® of Antonia. It is not possible,
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based only on the information given, to concludthwaibsolute certainty that the Antonia and
Drusus in the inscription actually are the famousokia and Drusus mentioned abdVe.

“Jucundus Chrestianus” has by some been interpestedferring to a Christian person, who
no longer needed the right to put his urn in aatenplace (because Christians did not cremate
their dead) and thus sold this right to a paffafucundu¥ (meaning pleasant, delightful or
agreeabl®), was by Dr. Johann Sepp thought of as one ot#rbest Christian believers in
Rome?! Others believe thaChrestianus(perhaps deriving from the Greek woctiréstos
meaning good, useful, and service-&hlevhich was a common nafig was the person’s
proper namé? If Chrestianusis not a servant’s name, it could be referring tpeason
belonging to the new religion (i.e. Christianitf)r. Marta Sordi concludeS.Dr. Joseph B.
Lightfoot has stated, regardir@hrestianus that the name is improbable and that it is not
known to have existed, and the name is rarely wm®diseems unused in thécentury CE®

Regarding the dating of the inscription, it hasrbeaid that it cannot have been made later
than 37 CE, the year Antonia Minor digdDr. Martin Karrer, who seems to agree about this
dating, calls the inscription the earliest docuragian of the wordChrestianus® a word non-
Christians used, referring to Christians, in thgsdaf Tertullian (very late second centufy).
The genitiveAntoniaecould indicate that she was still alive; otherwts®e would perhaps
expect her being calleflugusta or a word indicating that she was deceased, draps her
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Grundlagen des Christustitel¥andenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991 (Karrer), p. 71.

" Mason Hammond concludes, though, that amongseteeant inscriptions there are “relatively fewtarsces
where a woman was indicated a wife of so-and-se@xin the case of the imperial house”; cf. Mason
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name not being mentioned at all, if Faustus waa fan. Dr. Minter believes that Cajus
was emperor of Rome when the inscription was ma@ajusmust be a reference to Caligula
(whose full name was&aius Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus), who reigneshglthe
last months of Antonia’s life in 37 CE, and until £E. Even though the identification of
Antonia is not totally certain, | will assume aidgtnot later than 37 CE,but not, as Miinter,
limit myself to the reign of Caligula, since thessems to be no reason to.

To determine iiChrestianugChrestianicould refer to Christians, we have to establisthis
term, or ratheChristianus/Christiani(Christians), was used referring to them in thesdafy
Antonia Minor. Christiani/Chrestianiis indeed used in literature, about the days abNfe
and later day3***but not regarding the days of Tiberius or Caligolaeven Claudiu$>*®

A charcoal inscription, in Latin, found at Pompeiil862, was once interpreted as "Bovos
listens to the Christian€hristianog, the cruel haters"”, but this interpretation (ofe few
interpretations, that | know of) cannot be testsdthe inscription already in 1864 was lost,
and is only available in two conflicting drawingfsOn the whole, no indisputably Christian
inscriptions seem to exist, which can be datedatbez than about 200 CE, and most
Christian epigraphs are from th@ 8entury or latef® No non-canonical evidence for any
usage referring to Christians, Ghrest/Christiani, during Antonia’s life, can thus be found.

Concerning canonic evidence, the word Christian&fians is used only three times in the
New Testament — twice in the Acts of the Apostées] once in the First Epistle of Petéin

Acts 11:26 it is said that “in Antioch the discipleere first called Christians.” In Acts 26 the
apostle Paul is making a speech before King Agripp@aul says: “Do you believe what the
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superstition”. Cornelius Tacitus could have beeiting chrestianosin Annales 15:44, the passage about the
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Chrestianos Issue in Tacitus ReinvestigaaD9, available at textexcavation.com, with refees; cf. n. 50.
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is not evidence for any usage of the t&hristiani, in 37 CE or earlier. Neither is any later Chestusage.
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The New Testament Age Essays in Honor of Bo Réitdeeer University Press, 1984, p. 24f; cf. als@®
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identifiably Christian inscription; cf. Larry W. Hitado, The Earliest Christian Artifactswm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing, 2006, p. 2. “Crosses do not necessanpty the presence of Christians”, Duncan Fishwitites,
together with the statement that the usage of thescas a Christian symbol “is not otherwise kndnefore the
Epistle of Barnabas, whose date of compositionragbably A.D. 130-131"; cf. Duncan Fishwiclin Early
Christian Cryptogram?CCHA, Report 26, 1959, pp. 29-41. Others argue for a firstiwgndate of the epistle.
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prophets said? | know you do.” (26:27) and the kiegponds: “In such a short time do you
think you can talk me into being a Christian?” @&, a question which has been interpreted
as mocking of Padf Paul himself does not call himself a Christiand aither does any
other epistle writer. The author of the First Heistf Peter says: “Don’t be ashamed to suffer
for being a Christian” (4:16), perhaps using “Chisis” as a derogatory outsider teffmjust
like if a 19" century Mormon would have said “Don’t be ashamedsuffer for being a
Mormon”, to another, when the term “Mormon” wasdises a pejorative by outsiders.

The First Epistle of Peter is “most likely ... a pdenymous writing”, Rev. Donald Senior
states’? and it was probably written some time betweenr@D 200 CE'® but according to the
traditional view in the Neronian days, 64 CE, by the apostle Peter him$8lfn any case,

the use ofChristianosin this letter does not indicate any use of tmmte 37 CE or earlier.

If Acts is reflecting an actual chronology, the aiides would have been called Christians
around 44 CE; Herod Agrippa, mentioned at firsAgots 12:1 (five verses after 11:26), who
dies in 12:23, reigned in 41 — 44 CE. Dr. Paul Teebstates that “the lack of usage in the rest
of the New Testament ... suggest that in the midt®first century ... the term 'Christian' was
predominantly a name used by outsidérs“The term ’Christian’ is a relatively late
development in early Christianity,” Dr. Boring aBdl. Craddock conclude.Thus, the term
Christian -Christianus/Christiangsor evenChrestianos(“Chrestians”}’ - was not used by
the very early Christians themselves, if we mayevel Acts, but was perhaps coined as a
pejorative. The evidence for usage of the termhenfirst century is indeed not vast, and no
evidence indicates that any believers iesous Christosvere called Christians so early as in
the life time of Antonia Minor. Therefore, Dr. Karr and Prof. Orelli conclude that
Chrestianiin the inscription about Jucundus, is not a refegeto Christians, but a proper
name?® That the inscription is too early to be about ai€tian, and thaChrestianusnight be

a proper name, was also the opinion of Dr. Josephightfoot*® even though he, in another
context, later stated that no such proper namaasvk to have existed (see page 2 above).

Since indeed no usage of the apparently very uncaomproper name or cognomen
Chrestianor Chrestianusin Rome, during the life time of Antonia Minor;, the rest of the
first century, can be confirmed, and since no knayvaup seems to have been called
Christiani or Chrestianibefore 37 CE (and the Christians did not call thedues Christians
until later, in their own documents), | concludattthe inscription, if correctly interpreted and
dated, probably refers to something efsBerhaps Jucundus was a part of a group called the
“Chrestians”, but as no external evidence in suppbsuch a notion exists, | will leave the
subject without further conclusions about the megmif the wordChrestianihere.
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8 Orelli, p. 290. Karrer seems to believe tBarestianusierives fronChrestoscf. Karrer, p. 71.

9 Joseph B. LightfootSaint Paul's Epistle to the Philippiai$868, rv.1903), Kessinger Publishing, 2003, p. 16
*0 Francesco Carotta claimdegus was Caesa2005, p.149ff) thathrestianj according to him deriving from

the Greek worathréstésin Tacitus’Annalesrefers to usurers or construction speculatorspbtitaps usurers
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