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God, Slavery, and Early Christianity

Ancient Christians understood themselves to be enslaved to God, an

attitude that affected their ethics, theology, and self-understanding. This

widespread belief is made especially clear in the Shepherd of Hermas, an

overlooked early Christian text written by an enslaved person, which

was nearly included in the New Testament. In this book, Chance Bonar

provides a robust analysis of the ancient discourses and practices of

slavery found in the Shepherd of Hermas. He shows how the text

characterizes God’s enslaved persons as useful, loyal property who

could be put to work, surveilled, and disciplined throughout their lives –

and the afterlife. Bonar also investigates the notion that God enslaved

believers, which allowed the Shepherd to theorize key early Christian

concepts more deeply and in light of ancient Mediterranean slavery.

Bonar’s study clarifies the depth to which early Christians were

entrenched – intellectually, practically, and theologically – in Roman

slave society. It also demonstrates how the Shepherd offers new

approaches to early Christian literary and historical interpretation.

Chance E. Bonar is a College Advising Fellow at the University of

Virginia.

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

God, Slavery, and Early Christianity

Divine Possession and Ethics in the Shepherd

of Hermas

CHANCE E. BONAR

University of Virginia

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, th Floor, New York, NY , USA

 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC , Australia

–, rd Floor, Plot , Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,

New Delhi – , India

 Penang Road, #–/, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/

DOI: ./

© Chance Bonar 

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

When citing this work, please include a reference to the DOI ./

First published 

Cover image: Bilingual Funerary Inscription, A.D. –, Tufa (limestone) / Unknown artist/maker /

On view at Getty Villa, Gallery , Early Roman Sculpture / Gift of Dr. Sidney Port / Getty

Museum Collection

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

NAMES: Bonar, Chance E., - author.

TITLE: God, Slavery, and Early Christianity: Divine Possession and Ethics in the Shepherd of Hermas /

Chance E. Bonar, University of Virginia. Other titles: Enslaved to God

DESCRIPTION: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY, USA : Cambridge University Press, . |

Revision of the author’s thesis (PhD, Harvard University, ) under the title: Enslaved to God: slavery

and divine despotics in the Shepherd of Hermas. | Includes bibliographical references.

IDENTIFIERS: LCCN  (print) | LCCN  (ebook) | ISBN  (hardback) |

ISBN  (paperback) | ISBN  (epub)

SUBJECTS: LCSH: Hermas, active nd century. Shepherd. | Slavery–Religious aspects–Christianity.

CLASSIFICATION: LCC BS.H B  (print) | LCC BS.H (ebook) | DDC ./–dc/eng/



LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/

ISBN ---- Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will

remain, accurate or appropriate.

For EU product safety concerns, contact us at Calle de José Abascal,

,  ,  Madrid, Spain, or email eugpsr@cambridge.org.

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of Figures and Tables page vii

Acknowledgments ix

Glossary of Terms and Journals xiii

Introduction 

Goals and Thesis of the Book 

Chapter Layout 

Slavery: Definitions and Debates 

Doulology and Moving beyond Mere Metaphor 

Overview of the Shepherd 

Why the Shepherd of Hermas? 

Translating the Enslaved and Enslavers 

 Usefulness, Loyalty, and Property: Characteristics of God’s
Enslaved Persons 

Slavery and Usefulness for the Tower 

Enslaved Loyalty and Coerced Obligation 

Enslaved Persons as Property 

Conclusion 

 “Give Me the Little Book”: Enslaved Literate Labor in the
Shepherd 

Hermas as Copyist and Inscriber 

Hermas as the Assembly’s Copyist 

Hermas as the Shepherd’s Taker of Dictation 

Hermas as Enslaved Messenger 

Hermas as Enslaved Lector 

Conclusion 

v

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

 Possession and Enslavement through the Holy Spirit 

The Human Body in the Shepherd 

Enslavement to the Passions & Spiritual Affect 

The Enslaving Holy Spirit 

Passion-Causing Spirits 

Conclusion 

 Enslaved Surveillance and Spirit–Flesh Symbiosis 

The Enslaver’s Presence & Enslaved Surveillance 

The Spirit & the Flesh in the “Slave Parable” of Sim.  

Conclusion 

 Instrumental Agency and Ecclesiastical Unity 

Agency among the Possessed/Enslaved 

Masterly Extensibility and the Enslaver’s Instrumental

Agents 

God’s Enslaved Persons as God’s Prostheses 

Impossible Choices and Death 

Ecclesial Unity and Chipping Away at God’s Enslaved

Persons 

Conclusion 

Conclusion 

Bibliography 

Ancient Literature Index 

Author Index 

Subject Index 

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figures and Tables



 James Phillips, “Description of a Slave Ship” (),

engraving page 

 Wall detail of the Athenian Propylaea (fifth century BCE)

exemplifying isodomic opus quadratum 



 Table of translations of δοῦλος in the Shepherd of Hermas,

– 

 Table depicting the allegorical counterparts to the parabolic

units of Sim.  

 Table comparing three translations of Sim. ..b– (.b–) 

 Table comparing the analogical explanation of the parable

of Sim.  based on the Shepherd’s anthropology and

pneumatology 

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

This book emerged out of my dissertation at Harvard University thanks

to a host of people who brought me by the hand into the academy,

supported me along the way, and made sure that I stayed human through-

out. I was embraced for my interest in Greek and the study of religion –

despite having no idea what either of these were – during my undergradu-

ate years at St. Olaf College by Anne Groton, Tim Howe, Jim Hanson,

and Jason Ripley. My time at Yale and Harvard in graduate school

shaped me as a person and as a scholar in ways that I could have never

predicted, always pushing me to think beyond my own positionality and

to more deeply recognize what communities I ought to be accountable

toward with my scholarship. Especially notable are the influences of

Harold Attridge, Laura Salah Nasrallah, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza,

Tony Burke, and Andrew Jacobs.

My dissertation committee in particular has shepherded me through

the first multiple versions of this project with a mixture of trust and

kindness that I know is rare in the academy today. Giovanni Bazzana

gave me the initial push to explore Hermas’s enslavement and potential

freedpersonhood more closely. Candida Moss radically expanded my

thoughts on ancient enslavement and used every resource at her disposal

to support me and other early career scholars far beyond any obligation

she has to us. Karen King tirelessly supported me throughout the years of

my PhD, pushing me to constantly clarify and justify my thoughts, and

offering me the space to find my own voice in this project. My PhD cohort

gave me space to grow, learn, be challenged, and feel community. Thanks

to Greg Given, Lydia Bremer-McCollum, Sarah Griffis, Heather

McLetchie-Leader, Sarah Porter, Allison Hurst, Luan Henrique Gomes

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009610629
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-61062-9 — God, Slavery, and Early Christianity
Chance E. Bonar
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Ribeiro, Jeremy Williams, Joe Currie, Jennifer Quigley, Karen Connor

McGugan, Kelsi Morrison-Atkins, Joe Kimmel, Giorgia Bove, Gio

DiRusso, and Oana Capatina.

I am also especially grateful for my time at the Dumbarton Oaks

Research Library and Collection as a William R. Tyler Fellow in

Byzantine Studies, which allowed me to work toward completing this

dissertation. Thank you to Nate Tilley for exemplifying scholarly curios-

ity and unwavering kindness; to Samet Budak for stimulating discussions

about philosophy across the ages; to Justin Mann for the many nights of

darts and drinks that kept me sane while away from my family; to Nicole

Eddy for helping me more deeply explore the world of academic publish-

ing and editing, which I hope will pay off in this dissertation and whatever

monograph may come from it; and to Nikos Kontogiannis for so quickly

transforming and democratizing Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton Oaks,

and modeling how to graciously support junior scholars.

Beyond the Committee on the Study of Religion, other colleagues and

friends have drastically impacted what I’ve written and done here and

beyond: Ian Mills, Julia Lindenlaub, Jeremiah Coogan, Shaily Patel,
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RAG Religion and Gender

RÉGC Revue des études géorgienne et caucasiennes

RHT Revue d’histoire des textes

RPL Res Publica Litterarum
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VetC Vetera Christianorum
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