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RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE IN THE ROMAN WORLD

Attilio Mastrocingue, Universita degli Studi di Verona
Jérg Riipke, Universitéit Erfurt

Despite the centrality of experience in the thinking about religion since the end of the
eighteenth century, “experience” has not been brought to bear on ancient religion
outside Judaism and Christianity despite some recent book titles.! The very subjec-
tivity of “experience” (pathos,? unlike the ancient notion of experientia, that is,
learning from practising) seems to conflict with the dearth of ancient sources. How-
ever, recent analyses of the phenomenon have produced a concept of experience that
takes into account the connection between personal experience and communicated
meaning, and allows for a historical use of the concept. We quote Matthias Jung, co-
fellow at thc Max-Weber centre: “Personal, lived expericnce in its qualitative-emo-
tional dimension remains dumb and has no power to transform behaviour as long as
itis notarticulated symbolically,” and “|...] any system of convictions and practices,
that from the first-person-point of view is no longer seen as expressive for qualitative
experience, becomes increasingly obsolete.”® ‘Experience’ could thus stress the ob-
server and user of images, sacred space, and movement towards and in sacred space,
that is, pilgrimage.’

For the ancient Mediterranean, however, ‘religious experience’ is a term that is
not usually associated with the public temples of cities or villages, but rather con-
fined to ‘mystery cults’ or even attributed to ‘oriental origins’. The ensuing chapters
go far beyond this. They explore forms of religious experiences located in or stimu-
lated by sanctuaries and architectural space, by traditional cults as well as religious
innovations, for a broad range of religious infrastructures and groups.

Given the long tradition of research, the contributions relate to questions of
long-distance religious exchange as much as to reflections about the concepts and
terminology of the history of religion.

1 Bispham, Smith 2000; Cole 2004. “Emotionality” has gained more attention, but need not be
related to individuality: Linke 2003, 84.

2 During the SBL conference in Boston in 2008, Troles Engberg-Pedersen presented an attempt
to define and identify religious experiences in ancicnt texts hy this term,

3 Jung 2006, 21; sce also Jung 2004 and Schictic, Jung 2005, in particular Jung 2005.

4 For the latter see e, g. Petsalis-Diomidis 2005.
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