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Each discipline establishes defining parameters for its practitioners, and at the 
current time, the field of New Testament studies is poised at the point of genesis 
for an exciting new breakthrough in exegetical endeavors—the consideration of 
Roman influences and backgrounds for New Testament texts. Might such an 
innovation in the field constitute a new paradigm for New Testament studies? As 
defined by Martha Hale, who was focusing on the profession of library science, "a 
paradigm is the lens through which members of a discipline observe the 
phenomena in their areas of responsibility."1 Such a lens has an impact on the 
scholars of a discipline to the extent that paradigms assist them in determining 
what questions are suitable for academic investigation.2 Generally, such alterations 
in the fabric of a discipline's expectations and definitions, which have alternately 
been described as "paradigmatic shifts" or "revolutions," are recognized only in 
hindsight. Thomas Kuhn, who studied the paradigmatic shifts that have marked the 
history of physics, maintains that academic revolutions are visible in the 
publications of a discipline and the formation of specialist societies. Further, when 
the shift has been fully actualized, elements associated with the new paradigm are 
incorporated into the curriculum of the discipline.3 For libraries, changes in an 
academic field may have an impact on collection development and even reference 
services, a point that will be further explicated at a later juncture in this paper. 

New Testament interpretation has already undergone a number of major 
paradigm shifts. Some of these revolutions have taken centuries to achieve, while 
others have gained currency in a relatively short period of time. There is little doubt 
that one of the most dramatic shifts occurred with the rise of historical criticism, 
which dominated biblical studies from the eighteenth century.4 A second shift 
occurred in the middle of the twentieth century with the rise of literary criticism.5 

Other paradigmatic revolutions may not appear to be so vivid, altering just a few 
presuppositions and expectations rather providing a complete overhaul for the 
discipline.6 At the current time New Testament studies is poised on the brink of a 
new paradigm, one that takes into consideration not only Jewish or Greek 
influences on the text, but also Roman. The first to formally recognize the new 
model that is just appearing on the horizon is Gregory Riley. He observes that the 
prevailing tendency for New Testament studies is to focus on the Jewish origins 
and influences of early Christianity. Riley astutely comments, 

We seldom read of "the Greco Roman background" in the same sense as 
"the Jewish background," meaning the derivation of Christianity from 
Greece and Rome . . . Yet each of these cultures, and others besides, 
contributed to the store of ideas and doctrines that eventuated in the 
church.7 
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The remark has already been made that paradigms provide the boundaries for 
scholarly inquiry. The Israel-alone model, the prevailing paradigm that focuses only 
on the Jewish background of the text, does just this. As long as the "Israel-alone" 
model exists, the questions that scholars ask of the text and the answers obtained 
will be Israel-alone questions and answers.8 Riley suggests expanding the field of 
study to include both Greek and Roman realms. His acknowledgement of the 
contribution of Rome is the most radical aspect of his vision. Indeed, the role of 
Greek culture has already gained a foothold in the discipline and is becoming a 
more frequent topic of study. This is only natural, since the language in which the 
New Testament is written is Greek and works that focus on Hellenism have long 
been a staple of the larger field of biblical studies.9 The search for Roman elements 
within the New Testament milieu, however, has been virtually untapped. A perusal 
of Riley's book itself reveals an index in which Greece is mentioned four times 
more frequently than Rome. 

Exploring Roman concepts in relation to the New Testament is still limited, in 
large part, to areas where Roman elements are explicit in the text itself. Thus, 
scholarly attention has concentrated on topics like Paul's Roman Citizenship from 
Acts,10 the institution of Roman slavery in relation to Paul's letter to Philemon, and 
emperor worship in Revelation.11 A few brave souls have attempted to wade 
further from these topics by inquiring as to the relationship of Rome to the Bible 
and the early church, but even so, with only the rare exception,12 this is done 
without venturing very far from Pauline texts or Acts.13 This limitation of a new 
concept, such as the relationship between Roman culture and New Testament 
texts, to a handful of well-defined areas of application is characteristic of emerging 
paradigms.14 This tendency is only natural and may be explicated by expanding 
upon a metaphor offered by George Riley. Riley describes the New Testament as a 
river into which empty numerous tributaries, represented variously by Jewish, 
Greek, Roman, and other Near Eastern and Mediterranean components. To 
enlarge upon this image, one may point out that on rare occasions when tributaries 
join a larger body of water, elements of the contributing streams are still 
distinguishable in terms of varying currents, temperature differentiations, and even 
color gradations. This last is certainly the case at Passau, Germany, where the 
Danube, Inn, and Ilz converge. Each has a distinctive coloration from the silt 
accumulated on its respective journey, and the three particular hues, blue, green, 
and black, are still readily apparent for the first mile or so that the three are joined 
together. The further down river one travels, though, the more the three tributaries 
mix together, until the three shades of color merge and can no longer be 
distinguished. New Testament scholars who concentrate on texts in which Rome 
or Roman cultural distinctives are readily apparent are limiting themselves to 
spheres of investigation where they can justify their observations by pointing to 
clearly defined links between their chosen texts and Rome. They are, as it were, not 
far from the point where the Roman tributary enters the river. What is needed, 
however, are forays further downstream, where Roman, Greek, and Jewish 
traditions have been blended. At that juncture, scholars may likely take two 
methodological approaches in describing the relationship between Roman elements 
and New Testament literature. Each of these will now be briefly explicated. 
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The Roman Empire and the N e w Testament: Two Methodological 
Approaches 

Linking Rome and the New Testament, particularly the Gospels, in the same 
breath may prove to be a tricky business. Proponents of the "Israel-alone" 
paradigm will point to writings that indicate that Jewish culture was given special 
dispensation and privileges by the Romans,15 privileges which they may presume 
permitted the Jewish culture to exist untainted from the spread of Roman influence 
throughout the Empire. Still another group will be reluctant to admit Roman 
influences on New Testament texts, because its proponents fear that such 
admissions may diminish the luster of Christianity's unique contributions to First-
Century society. New Testament exegetes are no strangers to this particular 
outlook, which constantly resurfaces in scholarship. After all, the gospel genre,16 

early Christian rhetoric,17 and more recently even metaphors relating to early 
Christian families18 have been described as blossoming sui generis. Eva Marie Lassen 
demonstrates this position vividly in her analysis of the relationship between 
metaphors concerning family relationships in early Christian writings and Roman 
concepts of family. She concludes that the family metaphors contained in the 
Gospels describe inter-human relationships rather than the hierarchical power 
relations that characterize the Roman family and thus are a unique contribution of 
Christianity to the wider culture.19 One may wryly wonder how the Gospel message 
would have garnered converts throughout the Roman Empire if its metaphors had 
been deemed radical or foreign by potential Roman converts20 or even by Roman 
Christians, some of whom were in mixed relationships with pagans, while others 
had been married in accordance with Roman conventions. 

One methodological approach employed by those who wish to examine 
Roman strands within the Gospels will attempt to skirt both of these objections by 
the application of reader-response techniques. In such a method, scholars will posit 
hypothetical ancient Roman readers and will inquire to what extent Roman 
elements might be recognizable to such audiences. Those employing this method 
seek to determine whether or not a Roman reader, whether correctly or incorrectly, 
might have drawn parallels between the New Testament text and his or her own 
situation and context in the first century. Thus, one dodges the issue of whether or 
not the elements of the New Testament themselves are unique, special, or radical. 
Instead, the focus falls upon how Romans might have made sense of the texts. 

This reader-response mode of argumentation on the part of those investigating 
Roman contexts also attempts to circumvent criticism from the Israel-alone camp. 
Indeed, even those who are adamant that only Jewish backgrounds exist for New 
Testament texts at the level of the original authors or audiences may concede that 
at some point in the history of the text's transmission, the New Testament was no 
doubt read by Roman citizens. As a consequence, scholars may talk of "the 
understandings of Roman readers" who may view the text from the perspective of 
their own Roman milieu. This methodological sleight of hand on the part of the 
interpreter allows consideration to be given to Roman contexts and influences 
without first attempting to convince proponents of the Israel-alone position that 
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the text itself, or even the author, was aware of Roman conventions.21 At the 
present time, this may be the only methodological option open to those scholars 
who, to refer back to the river metaphor, assume the existence of a Roman 
tributary to the river of Christianity but have waded into the waters at a point at 
which the pericope under examination may not exhibit any obvious Roman 
elements to justify queries concerning Roman backgrounds. 

The thicker-skinned scholars may simply forego the reader-response veneer, 
taking their cue, instead, from the work of several secular historians of the classical 
world. Indeed, classicists today are not necessarily discussing whether items and 
texts are or are not Roman or to what degree. Instead, they are inquiring to what 
extent texts might reveal Romanization. Ramsey Macmullen describes 
"Romanization" as ". . . progress toward one single way of life, a thing to be fairly 
called 'Roman civilization of the Empire,'" which he notes received its greatest 
impetus during the lifetime of Augustus.22 Romanization, as defined by Clifford 
Ando, is the "absorption and local application of the forms and structures of 
Roman political and legal thought."23 Ando is a political historian, and one may add 
to his definition that not only is Romanization apparent in the political and legal 
realm but also in art, local speech, architecture, clothing, leisure, and even family 
structures—any and all cultural and social elements of Roman civilization that were 
adopted by the provincials in the ancient world. The New Testament canon, as a 
collection of texts produced in the Eastern Empire, provides an excellent window 
through which the process of Romanization may be viewed. The procedure in this 
mode of investigation is simple. The scholar need only compare various biblical 
passages with Roman documents or the findings of classical historians to determine 
whether or not evidence of Romanization may be detected. To illustrate this 
particular methodological approach, attention will focus on John 17 and the 
relationship of Jesus to the Father. 

John 17: The Father-Son Motif as a Clue to Romanization 

When one speaks of Romanization in relation to the Gospels, for better or 
worse the primary images that may come to mind are those from a movie entitled 
Mont)i Python's Ufe of Brian. Though the movie is designed as a "spoof of early first-
century life and believers, the script writers have done an excellent job of 
portraying Romanization in the Eastern Empire. For instance, the main character, 
Brian, though a Jew, was fathered by a Roman soldier. Also, there is a delightful 
scene in which Brian attempts to write graffiti on the walls of several public 
buildings in Jerusalem. Selecting Latin as the language most suited to convey his 
message he writes "Romans go home." The humor in the situation is made 
manifest when a Roman soldier reads the mural and corrects Brian's grammar, as 
the miscreant has not conjugated the verb properly. Ultimately, evidence of 
Romanization is present in the fact that Brian ends his life on a cross, the Roman 
means of putting criminals to death. 

The writers of this comedy, in depicting life in ancient Israel, were simply 
embroidering upon information present in the Gospels. In the text known as the 
Fourth Gospel, for instance, a number of Roman elements are apparent. Jesus is 
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interrogated by a Roman governor, Pontius Pilate (18:28-19:16), Roman soldiers 
play a game of dice to win Jesus' garments (19:23-24), and the inscription on the 
cross upon which Jesus was executed in Roman fashion was written not only in 
Greek and Hebrew but also Latin (19:20), the language of Rome. While these 
verses obviously reveal some degree of Romanization, one wonders whether other 
passages might do the same. The 17th chapter of John's Gospel has been selected 
for this investigation. 

John 17, the last chapter of a collection of Jesus' sayings known as the 
"Johannine Farewell Discourses," takes the form of a prayer. The opening verse is 
addressed by Jesus to his "Father" and sets out the dominant motif, that of a 
father-son relationship. This theme is found elsewhere in John's Gospel. For 
instance, John 20:31 is a verse in which the author of the Gospel asserts that the 
entire book had been written in order that readers might accept Jesus' identity as 
the Christ, the Son of God. The Gospel even begins in a similar vein with John the 
Baptist bearing witness that Jesus is the Son of God. The motif is again employed 
by Jesus himself when he overturns the tables of the money changers in the temple, 
a structure that Jesus describes as his "Father's house" (2:16). 

Biblical scholars have long looked at the relationship between Jesus and his 
father in terms of the concept of "agency," a practice in Judaism in which a son 
may represent the interests of his parent.24 Though not denying Jewish influences 
upon the text, there is also the possibility that this particular concept reflects 
Romanization as well. For instance, Sjef Van Tilborg, who studied the Gospel in 
relation to the city of Ephesus, a locale with which the Fourth Gospel has been 
linked in the writings of the Church Fathers, comments that the practice of agency 
also has correlates in Roman culture. For instance, emperors frequently sent their 
imperial heirs to reestablish and confirm the power of Rome in Asia. Indeed, 
Agrippa, Gaius Caesar, Tiberius, and Germanicus all served in this capacity for 
their natural or adopted fathers.25 

Yet, the concept of agency alone, be it understood from either a Jewish or 
Roman perspective, does not explicate Jesus' obscure assertions in chapter 17 with 
regard to the possession and ownership of Jesus' followers. For instance, in verses 
9-10 Jesus states, "I am not praying for the world but for those whom thou hast 
given me, for they are yours; all mine are thine and thine are mine and I am 
glorified in them."26 This peculiar comment may reveal something of Roman family 
structures and how property ownership was handled within the Roman family unit. 

In the Roman world the notion of "family," or familia, was a broad concept 
that included family members associated with the traditional nuclear family as well 
as servants living within the domicile. The head of the family was known as the 
paterfamilias and was usually the eldest living male and head of the household. The 
paterfamilias exercised potestas, or authority, over all members of the family and was 
the sole possessor of all property.27 Adult children, including adult married 
children, even if they did not live in the same household as the paterfamilias, were 
still regarded as subject to the potestas of the eldest male. Oddly, not only might 
adult sons still be in the power of their fathers, but all income that these sons 
earned did not belong to them; rather, it became the property of the paterfamilias. J. 
A. Crook explains the situation when he writes, 
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. . . in private life it mattered nothing that you might be forty years old or 
married or consul of the Roman people; if you were inpotestate you owned 
nothing, whatever you acquired accrued automatically to your paterfamilias, 
you could make no gifts, and if you borrowed money to give a dowry to 
your daughter it was a charge on y out paterfamilias.2% 

To compensate for the fact that adult sons might be in the position of owning 
no property, the Romans developed the peculium. Although Beryl Rawlson describes 
this as an allowance or "pocket money,"29 it might be a substantial sum of money, 
property, or even slaves30 over which the adult dependant was given almost 
complete administrative freedom. Nevertheless, this fund or group of slaves 
ultimately still belonged to the paterfamilias, might be withdrawn by the paterfamilias 
at any juncture, and were part of the estate ofthe paterfamilias'when he died.31 

Jesus' assertions in chapter 17 that those individuals entrusted to his care really 
were properly the possessions of his father accords well with the idea that God is 
Jesus' paterfamilias and that those placed under Jesus' influence and management 
were, essentially, Jesus' peculium. In sum, then, this particular pericope reveals a 
fairly sophisticated degree of Romanization, when that concept is defined as the 
application of Roman views of family and property to a motif designed to affirm 
the father-son relationship between Jesus and God. 

If scholars, however, are to pursue additional links between the Roman world 
and the Fourth Gospel, they must have the resources at their disposal to do so. 
Thus, this emerging trend in New Testament scholarship will have an impact upon 
theological libraries. 

The N e w Paradigm: Implications for Theological Librarians 

The emergence of a new research paradigm that takes into consideration 
Roman as well as Greek and Jewish aspects of New Testament texts has 
ramifications not only for Bible curriculums but also for the librarians who support 
the research efforts of those engaged in the field. A major shift in scholarly focus 
will require reference librarians to keep abreast of developments and master new 
areas of expertise. The most obvious implication is the necessity to achieve 
familiarity not only with Greek and Hebrew, the usual languages associated with 
biblical studies, but also Latin, a language that heretofore has been the provenance 
of church historians. Many Protestant biblical scholars have little or no formal 
training in Latin, which means that they may need to rely upon the expertise of 
librarians, should they wish to access databases such as Patrologia lattina and UAnnée 
Philologique. Reference librarians also must be prepared not only to refer researchers 
to the American Theological Library Association database or other more familiar 
indices and abstracts such as New Testament Abstracts but also to classical resources. 
Thus, reference librarians may be required to foster skills similar to those employed 
at institutions that boast integrative studies or multidisciplinary programs at the 
undergraduate level. 
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L. McNamara and R. Matre have written precisely on the difficulties 
encountered when the boundaries between fields of inquiry become blurred. In an 
article published in 2002 in the Texas Library Journal,32 the authors begin by 
discussing the problem of defining "integrative studies" and proceed to cite 
standard descriptions of such programs. Integrative studies involves merging the 
methodologies of two or more disciplines to create hybrid disciplines and new 
fields of knowledge. By contrast, multidisciplinary programs involve the use of 
information from two or more disciplines. The combination of classics and biblical 
studies would be representative of this latter category. After setting out their 
definitions, McNamara and Matre then go on to note several "problems" 
encountered by searchers in interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary contexts. They 
describe students as "one-stop shoppers," who will search only one available 
resource and subject, thus missing much of the potential information on a topic. 
This tendency produces results that "give a false impression of what is available and 
how one goes about researching that information."33 To solve this difficulty, the 
authors propose bibliographic instruction sessions that are "problem-centered" and 
involve the demonstration of case studies in which students are guided in 
researching single topics through a variety of subject areas. Another roadblock to 
facilitating cross-discipline research is the Library of Congress Classification 
system, which creates barriers for browsers. McNamara and Matre recommend the 
use of interdisciplinary subject encyclopedias and the reference collection before 
jumping in to browse the general collection. The limits of keyword searches, also a 
problem in executing interdisciplinary searches, may be overcome by focusing on 
citation trails rather than subject terms. Finally, the authors advocate steering 
students and researchers toward thesauri and bibliographies to help them to 
become familiar with the terminologies and materials from widely diverse fields. 
Though McNamara and Matre primarily are interested in the fact-finding habits of 
undergraduates, the principles that they advance are sound even for graduate 
students and researchers. Unfortunately, since the practice of looking at New 
Testament texts in relation to Roman elements is a newly emerging trend, librarians 
do not have the luxury of interdisciplinary encyclopedias. As a consequence, 
theological libraries, at least initially, may benefit from employing specialist 
librarians from the field of classical studies, who would be familiar with classical 
reference works, indices, and languages and might assist researchers in this 
emerging area of study. 

By and large, though, the largest implications involve providing access to 
necessary research materials, an issue both for resource-sharing librarians and those 
in charge of collection development. Resource-sharing librarians at "stand-alone 
schools of theology" with no access to the collections of a university classics 
department, for example, may need to be aware that with the growing interest in 
classics, the journal designation JRS, depending if one is viewing that abbreviation 
from the classical or the biblical studies realms, may stand for either the Journal of 
Roman Studies or the Journal of Religious Studies when attempting to place Interlibrary 
Loan requests. Further, until collection development can catch up with supplying 
resources within the theological library to support this new trend, resource-sharing 
departments must be prepared for increased demand for their services. 
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Those in charge of collection development, though, will want to focus on 
including a variety of electronic and print reference works in their collections. 
While most libraries already have the ATLA database, that wonderful tool does not 
index many journals associated with classical studies. For that, one must turn to 
L'Année Philiologique,34 which has already been mentioned above, and Gnomen.35 

Gnomen, at the present time, is a free database accessible both in English and 
German. For original texts, libraries might consider Patrologia Latina36 if that is 
within budget. If not, paper versions of the classical Latin texts that are associated 
with the late Republic and Early Empire, preferably either in Latin or in parallel 
Latin and English editions, would be wonderful additions to collections. Further, 
three print reference resources are recommended. The first is a solid Classical Latin 
dictionary. Oxford, in particular, is known for producing "weighty Latin 
dictionaries," any of which would fit the bill. A second reference work, also from 
Oxford, is the Oxford Classical Dictionary. Presendy the OCD, to which it is generally 
referred, is in its third edition. This exceptional resource is valuable not only for its 
entries but also for its listing of abbreviations associated with both the classical 
authors and their respective works. Frequendy, these abbreviations represent the 
standard citation form in the field. A third item which libraries might highly 
consider adding to their reference collections is an encyclopedia set currently being 
published by Brill, Brill's New Pauly Encyclopedia of the Ancient World. This is an 
English translation of the German Der Neue Pauly. Only the first volume of this 
resource has already been printed, but the set will ultimately contain five volumes 
focused on the classical tradition and fifteen devoted to Greco-Roman antiquity. 
The editors have placed special focus on the interaction between Greco-Roman 
culture on the one hand and Christianity and Judaism on the other. This certainly 
promises to be an invaluable resource. Finally, no discussion of collection 
development should overlook serials. The Journal of Roman Studies would prove 
invaluable to researchers. 

While many other classical resources might be mentioned, the purpose at this 
juncture is not to provide a comprehensive listing but merely to point the way in 
which individual libraries may choose to respond to a burgeoning area of research 
interest amongst New Testament scholars. 

Conclusion 

During the course of this exposition an attempt was made to sketch out what 
may be described as an emerging paradigm in New Testament studies, a current 
within the existing flow of research in which there is increasing receptivity on the 
part of scholars to consider early Christian literature in relation to the concept of 
Romanization. Briefly, the difficulties that scholars may experience in undertaking 
scholarship from this perspective and two possible methodological approaches 
were discussed. Then, to demonstrate the rich potential of this mode of enquiry, a 
brief exegesis of John 17 revealed that the father-son motif present in that pericope 
accorded well with Roman understandings oí the paterfamilias, peculium, and the role 
of the son in relation to family property. 
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Despite talk of methodology and paradigms, such academic investigations 
cannot occur within a vacuum. Scholars must have access to resources if they are to 
pursue this line of inquiry. To this end, some recommendations were made with an 
eye toward theological reference librarianship and collection development. 
Ultimately, the strength of any scholar will reside in his or her ability to obtain the 
requisite resources to support specific intellectual pursuits. 

Will scholars take up the challenge and look to New Testament texts in 
seeking evidence of Romanization? Will Latin take its place next to Greek and 
Hebrew in the curriculum requirements for New Testament doctoral students? Will 
theological libraries expand their collections to include not only resources 
traditionally associated with biblical studies but also the Latin classics? These 
questions merely hint at the considerations that will need to take place in light of 
what may be a growing trend in New Testament studies. Only time will enable 
scholars to evaluate the effectiveness and degree of acceptance for this emerging 
current in scholarship. 
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