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Douglas Boin
Coming Out Christian in the Roman World: How the 
Followers of Jesus Made a Place in Caesar’s Empire
New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2015
Pp. 224 $19.99.

“I have a confession to make. For a long time, I’ve been uncomfortable around 
early Christians” (1). This is the opening sentence in Boin’s “new history of the 
rise of Christianity in Rome” (6). Boin is uncomfortable with how some early 
Christians depicted themselves and with the way that the history of early Chris-
tians and early Christianity has been told until now. Until Boin discovered that 
this history was written in a misleading way, he loved all the Greek and Roman 
heroes, the ancient city of Rome and its architecture, and he was convinced that 
the stubborn Christians were to blame for bringing this excellent ancient Roman 
culture to its end. After he started to do his own research, Boin discovered that 
this was not the true story. There is another story—or rather many other stories—
about early Christians that paint other pictures. These other stories demonstrate 
that not all early Christians were stubborn, angry, violent, aggressive, oppressive, 
etc. (1–2). Such characteristics only apply to church leaders, e.g., bishops, strongly 
believing Christians, and the like. Most early Christians were, according to Boin, 
not like that. They were humble and meek; they did not claim that Christianity 
was the only true religion; they accepted and participated in many cults; they 
worshipped the emperor; they took part in the pagan festivals. It is the stories 
about these Christians with their many identities that Boin wants to tell. This is, 
however, not a new story anymore.

The reader of this review will probably take what I wrote above to be a 
caricature. It is in fact a fair reproduction of what Boin writes in the preface to 
his book, and representative of the general attitude of his book. The problem 
with this is not the concrete stories that he retells. They are more or less well 
written and well documented. The first problem is the claim that he can paint 
a truer (or even the true) picture of early Christianity by picking out a number 
of individual stories, which all add up to the picture of ordinary Christians as 
being good Romans, and representatives of the Christian establishment (bishops, 
etc.) as being violent and stubborn. The second and even more serious problem 
is that Boin ends up claiming that his story “is the history of nearly 60 million 
Romans” (6). He seems to forget his own poststructuralist claim that history 
cannot be written in definite articles (3). There are strong reasons to criticize 
the stereotypes, which characterize many early modern and modern descriptions 
of early Christianity, and to try to take as many differences and facets of early 
Christianity into account as possible. However, it is not helpful to exchange one 
stereotypical description of early Christianity with another—especially not if 
the latter is driven by personal sympathies and antipathies, which seems to be 
the case here. 

In all fairness to Boin, this review should also include a résumé of the content 
of the book. In Chapter One, Boin describes the politically and religiously critical 
situation in Rome in 63 b.c.e., and he makes some important methodological 
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statements (12). In Chapter Two, he presents the idea of his book—to give a 
voice to the quieter ones, the Christians who tried to fit into Roman society. Boin 
admits that it is difficult to know much about these quieter Christians—precisely 
because they were quiet. Nevertheless, Boin seems to know quite a lot. His project 
is relevant because it would give us a much better understanding of early Chris-
tianity in the Roman society, if we were able to know more about the quieter 
ones. However, the problem in the book is that Boin dislikes the “traditional 
Christians,” and he therefore misrepresents them, their ideas and attitudes, and 
the research that has mainly relied on these Christians’ texts. At one point he 
discusses the persecution of Christians, claiming that the usual assertion is that 
Christians were persecuted “everywhere and always” in the Roman Empire (23). 
Not many contemporary historians of early Christianity claim this. It is a straw 
man that Boin creates as the background against which he can make his own 
claim—that only a few Christians were persecuted, because they were extremists 
who did not try to fit into the Roman society. Unfortunately, Boin uses this method 
throughout the book, which makes his otherwise relevant points untrustworthy. 

Boin follows the same track in the Chapter Three, where he asks why one 
cannot find any archaeological traces of the early Christians in the third century. 
It is not, as we are usually told, because the Christians were poor, persecuted, 
etc., but because early Christians were like all other Roman citizens, namely 
people with many identities—again a one-sided answer that does not take the 
complexity of the question seriously. Chapter Four focuses on the Jews. Chapter 
Five describes how the followers of the cult of Isis found their place in the Roman 
society peacefully and easily. In the opening of Chapter Six, Boin concludes that 
this is because there was no religious competition in the Roman Empire. The 
relation between the Roman religions (including Christianity and Judaism) was 
characterized by conversation and not by conversion. In Chapters Seven and Eight, 
Boin presents a caricature of Christian leaders such as bishop Ambrose, who in 
the mid-fourth century tried to force Christians to leave their multiple identities 
behind and become “soldiers for Christ,” which for Boin meant that they spiri-
tually and physically should fight their non-Christian co-citizens. According to 
Boin, it was not the non-Christians who were aggressive toward the Christians, 
but their own extremist leaders. 

As can be seen from this resume, Boin includes a number of interesting cases 
in his book. They are interesting as individual cases, but also as reminders of 
the multitude of different early Christian attitudes toward the Roman society, its 
members, its institutions, its cults, etc. This is, however, not a new observation, 
as Boin claims. 
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