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“[The] emphasis on total devotion [in Acts of Peter] reflects the pressure Christians faced from the outside. For the movement to survive, believers needed to internalize their commitment. If persecution or social marginalization threatened them, this inward, all-encompassing faith helped them resist apostasy. (…) Totality, the involvement of the whole person, was a strategy for resilience.” (Bremmer 2025)

LHP:
Before we dive into your particular case study and your contribution to the Total Devotion project, I’d like you to introduce yourself. You have quite an extensive scholarly background - could you try to sum up your path to your interest in ancient religion, and perhaps also in more radical forms of ancient religion?
JB:
Yes. I started with a dissertation on the early Greek concept of the soul. That already shows that I’ve had a long-standing interest in Greek ideas about the afterlife - we’re talking about 1979, when you weren’t even around yet. At that time, especially in the 1970s, I was also very interested in folklore, fairy tales, and European studies. I’ve always had a particular interest in initiation rituals among young people. One of my very first scholarly articles, perhaps even my earliest, was about the figure of the uncle and nephew in European traditions, the way the uncle often acted as an initiator for his sister’s son. Then, in the 1980s, when I was an associate professor of ancient history, I conducted a series of seminars with a colleague on the Acts of the Early Christian Martyrs. That sparked my interest in martyrdom, and from there, my attention gradually shifted more and more toward early Christianity.
After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Dutch government supported academic collaboration with Eastern Europe, and our faculty in Groningen established contact with Calvinists in Budapest. In Hungary, traditionally, the western regions close to the Habsburgs were Catholic, while the eastern regions, including Transylvania until just after the First World War, were Calvinist. The Calvinists were protected by the Turks, who didn’t care whether people were Protestant or Catholic. This collaboration drew me into the study of apocryphal literature, especially the so-called Christian novels from the second half of the second century, such as the Apocryphal Acts of John and Paul. Gradually, my work shifted toward the history of religion in the Roman Empire, and I worked less on Roman religion itself, which to my taste is both more complex and less engaging. 
In 2010, at a conference in Aarhus, I met Laura Feldt. After that, she invited me to participate in a conference she was organizing on “the wilderness,” one of her favorite topics. I thought, why not? From that point on, we got to know each other well and developed a friendship. Since then, we’ve collaborated on several projects—on wilderness, on media, and most recently on the Total Devotion project. I’ve been to Odense several times as part of that collaboration.
In addition to my work on ancient Greek, Roman, and early Christian religion, I’m also interested in the historiography of the field - how, for instance, nineteenth - and early twentieth-century scholars such as Harnack understood Greek religion and early Christianity. It’s not my main area, but every now and then I enjoy looking at how scholars from the past viewed what we’re doing today. I also have a strong interest in the genealogy of concepts. I’ve written on the history of ideas such as secularization, when it began and how it developed, and on key oppositions such as religion versus magic, and sacred versus profane. Most recently, I’ve written an article tracing the genealogy of the term “radical religion” for a forthcoming special issue of Temenos. In that article, I also examine a schism within the church I grew up in, using the idea of radical religion to analyze what, depending on one’s perspective, might be seen as a very orthodox, conservative, or even extreme church. I argue that the concept of radical religion can help us better understand such communities, and perhaps even other closed groups, such as the Communist Party in the Netherlands, which in some respects functioned like a sect. I think there’s productive work to be done in that direction.
LHP:
Thank you, Jan. So your contribution to this project continues your long-standing interest in martyrdom. The specific Total Devotion special issue that has inspired me most for these interviews is the 2023 one, where you work on the Acts of Peter and how that text develops ideals of total devotion. Before we get into that, could you set the stage a bit? Where are we geographically, historically, and what is the status of Christianity at this point?
JB:
The Acts of Peter is a text whose original version has largely been lost. It was originally written in Greek, most likely, in my view, in northern Asia Minor, that is, modern-day Turkey, perhaps in the regions of Bithynia or Pontus. We can’t be certain, but there are textual indications pointing in that direction. When we look at its theology and its relationship with other apocryphal acts, it was most likely composed around 180 CE—perhaps in the late 180s or early 190s, give or take a decade. So we’re dealing with a context in Asia Minor, where the Greek novel was in fact “invented,” probably in Aphrodisias in Caria, in the southwest of modern Turkey. The Greek novel is typically a product of Asia Minor, and I think the Acts of Peter represents a kind of Christian adaptation of the pagan Greek novel, an attempt to produce Christian literature for educated believers who could read and appreciate such literary forms.
The original Greek Acts of Peter was later declared heretical, around the eighth or ninth century, and subsequently disappeared. However, we still have a few surviving fragments: a few chapters preserved in the biography of a Christian bishop from around 400 CE, and a substantial Latin translation of a large portion of the text. It is mainly this Latin material that I’ve been working on.
LHP:
Okay. So, in this second half of the second century, what is the status of Christianity in this region, particularly in relation to state power?
JB:
Yes, we’re talking about the 180s or 190s, a period when several local persecutions had already taken place. It’s very clear that these persecutions were quite haphazard. You could live in one city where nothing happened, for instance, surprisingly, in Ephesus, which was the Roman capital of Asia Minor and a huge metropolis. Even today, you can visit Ephesus and see the magnificent excavations carried out by the Austrians. Yet, we have no record of martyrs there. By contrast, in Smyrna, not far away, we have the famous martyrdom of Polycarp, and a century later that of Pionius. So persecution depended heavily on local circumstances: internal unrest, social competition, perhaps tensions with Jewish communities, many possible factors. In general, we simply don’t know.
But it’s a period when Christianity was becoming increasingly visible. At the beginning of the second century, we already have Pliny’s famous letter, and Tacitus mentions Christians in connection with the great fire of Rome under Nero. Then, for a long time, there’s silence in pagan sources. But around 180 CE, figures like the satirist Lucian, the emperor Marcus Aurelius, and the physician Galen begin to take notice. Clearly, Christianity had entered the field of vision of pagan intellectuals, some mocked it, like Lucian; others, like Marcus Aurelius, admired the steadfastness of the martyrs; while philosophers such as Celsus dismissed Christians as intellectually inferior. So we see a range of reactions, but it’s evident that Christianity had become visible as a social and spiritual force, something that needed to be confronted, ridiculed, or resisted.
LHP:
Given that social and historical context, you highlight in your article how the ideals developed in the Acts of Peter focus strongly on inwardness, on internal devotion and totality. You describe how one should not only be a “slave,” but always a slave, at least ideally. 
In conversations with others involved in this project, we’ve discussed how this focus on totality and internality can be traced back to ancient Jewish traditions, a form of religion that became displaced from its temple context and therefore reoriented toward internal, non-local practices. But in this second-century setting, why do you think this inward and total dimension remained so important?
JB:
That’s not an easy question. As I point out in my article, the Acts of Peter emphasizes that one should love God or Christ “with all one’s heart.” Of course, we find similar phrasing in Deuteronomy and the Ten Commandments—Laura [Feldt] has written about this—but I don’t see this emphasis as strongly in the Gospels or Paul’s letters.I think this has to do with a new kind of intensification, a way of making one’s attachment and love for Christ more personal, more total. It involves the whole person, rather than being limited to external acts such as baptism, confirmation, or attending festivals.
My sense is that this emphasis on total devotion reflects the pressure Christians faced from the outside. For the movement to survive, believers needed to internalize their commitment. If persecution or social marginalization threatened them, this inward, all-encompassing faith helped them resist apostasy. The author of the Acts of Peter clearly worries about apostasy; he writes about people who are “just beginning to live” or “just beginning to believe.” Their faith has to be nurtured, cultivated. So, I think the focus on totality, the involvement of the whole person, was a strategy for resilience. It helped Christians withstand both the temptations of pagan life and the social pressure from family and friends. Much like today, if you make a life choice that goes against the current, you need deep conviction to sustain it. That’s what this inwardness achieved.
LHP:
That connects nicely to your conclusion, where you emphasize the aspect of training or education—the idea that devotion must be learned and cultivated. How do you see this prolonged educational dimension in contrast to the religious formation we find in the pagan Roman context? Was there any comparable kind of instruction there?
JB:
Yes, that’s a crucial distinction. I once gave a lecture at the IAHR conference in Leuven titled From Socializing and Religion to Education and Religion, and I think that captures the difference well. For Greeks and Romans, religion was something you simply grew up with. There was no formal instruction. You accompanied your father or grandfather to sacrifices, you observed what they did, and eventually you took part yourself. In one of the speeches of the orator Isaeus, a young man recalls: “We went with our grandfather to sacrifice; we were there when he sacrificed.” That’s how religious knowledge was transmitted, by participation and imitation, not by systematic teaching.
By contrast, in early Christianity, we begin to see organized religious instruction. It’s difficult to say exactly when it started, but we have evidence from the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas, who were executed in March 203 CE. The text mentions a group of young catechumens—people receiving instruction in the Christian faith. So, already by the early third century, Christians had developed a process of education and initiation. That likely began in the second century, as communities realized that joining the group of Christ-followers required instruction, not only about doctrine, but about the meaning of love for Christ and what it entailed to live as a convinced believer.
LHP:
In your paper you also describe the narrative framework in which these ideals are developed. In the Acts of Peter, the protagonist Peter is pitted against two figures, Marcellus and Simon, who each represent, in different ways, what the Christian community is meant to reject or resist. Could you elaborate on these figures and what they symbolize within the historical context you’ve described?
JB:
Yes, I think that in some ways this aspect is easier to grasp. One of the striking features of the Christian faith, beginning already in the Gospels, though there are some hints in Paul, is the role of miracles. I wouldn’t say miracles were completely absent from pagan religion, but there’s no real comparison in terms of frequency or emphasis. The Christian miracle tradition stands out. You could, of course, compare it to the stories of the prophets Elijah and Elisha, but in the Greco-Roman world, this was something new. They’re very striking, especially when you realize how exceptional they were in the broader religious environment. If you grow up in an orthodox milieu, as I did, it may not seem remarkable, Jesus heals someone, raises another. But in the ancient context, this was extraordinary.
There are, however, parallels. In pagan literature, for example, in The Golden Ass by Apuleius, we encounter magicians who also claim to perform miracles. The key difference is that they always ask for payment. In contrast, Christian sources repeatedly stress: we give it for free. So there’s an overlap in the acts themselves, but the Christians carefully distinguish their miracles through motivation and moral framing. You can also see this in the Acts of Peter with the figure of Simon Magus, who performs what looks like a resurrection, but a failed one. So there’s both competition and differentiation: on the one hand, with pagan “religious entrepreneurs,” as we might call them, and on the other hand, within Christian communities themselves. There must have been wealthy congregants, people like the senator Marcellus. Because they were rich, they likely assumed they were also the most important members, perhaps even patrons of the congregation. The Acts of Peter clearly challenges that idea. It insists that being rich doesn’t make you a better slave of Christ.
In contrast to the surrounding pagan world, there’s almost a proto-democratic ideal at play (anachronistic, of course) but the idea that we are all slaves of God. Wealth doesn’t make you more virtuous. Of course, in practice it wasn’t that simple. Figures like Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, or Cyprian of Carthage were both wealthy men and church leaders. So money undoubtedly played a role in the early communities. But even so, I think there was always a strong egalitarian current running through the church, a sense that, before God, all are equal servants.
LHP:
That brings me to the question of the text’s intended audience. In the Total Devotion project, one of the key aims is to shift attention from external group relations to internal group dynamics: competition, ideals, and self-understanding. So, who do you think the Acts of Peter is aimed at?

Is it primarily written for the in-group, reinforcing internal ideals of devotion and endurance? Or could it also function as a kind of recruitment text addressed to potential converts, showing them what the Christian life offers? You mention those newly converted believers who seem a bit uncertain in their faith.
JB:
I think it’s certainly directed at the in-group, which is why the figure of the senator Marcellus is so central. But I also think it targets potential converts. The text shows what happens when you truly believe in Christ: you can perform miracles, you gain strength, and in times of hardship, when life turns against you, Christ will take care of you. So I wouldn’t exclude that missionary element. It likely spoke both to existing members and to those on the threshold of conversion. It depends on the specific Acts text. In the Acts of John, for instance, there’s a much stronger emphasis on chastity within marriage and emotional control. There, the message seems directed inward, to the established community. But the Acts of Peter has a broader appeal; it’s written as a compelling story, one that could easily reach beyond the initiated.
You can still read it today as a good story. I mention in my article how its narrative elements inspired later works, think of Quo Vadis, both the novel and the film. But it’s always difficult to know who actually read these early texts. We have very little evidence. For example, we know from the Acts of Andrew that its author had read the Acts of John, so we can trace some literary circulation. In that sense, it’s a bit like modern literature: T.S. Eliot read Shakespeare; contemporary writers like Karl Ove Knausgård read their predecessors. The Acts texts seem to have functioned in a similar intertextual environment, engaging both insiders and potential new believers through narrative. We see something similar in the Acts of Paul, where characters are given the names of famous Greek intellectuals. The author is deliberately creating an atmosphere of belonging to the intellectual world of the time, signaling, “I’m one of them too.”
LHP:
Yes, and your point about these texts being “good stories” is also underscored by the fact that they’re not particularly concerned with theological sophistication. They seem aimed at a broader audience, with some entertainment value built in.
JB:
Yes, they’re a bit “theology-light,” so to speak. But we should be careful when we talk about “common” audiences. I don’t know about you, but before I go to sleep, I often read detective fiction. And on TV, we might watch Wallander or something similar. So even intellectuals enjoy entertainment. The same was surely true in antiquity. In the Acts of Peter, you have talking animals, a speaking dog, a fish, and other fantastic elements. So, yes, there’s entertainment, but there’s also moral instruction.
At the same time, theological sophistication was still developing. The complex debates we associate with later centuries - about the Trinity, for example - weren’t yet formalized. In the second century, you already have the so-called Gnostic authors, but they were always a small group with limited influence. Their works required philosophical training, and most people, even educated ones, would have found them difficult to follow.
Among the broader public, what circulated were simplified philosophical ideas: lead a good life, control your emotions, don’t be angry, be temperate. It wasn’t technical philosophy, but moral guidance. Early Christian texts operated similarly: accessible, ethical, and affective rather than analytical. You can already see this in the Acts of the Martyrs, where Christ is sometimes simply called “God,” without the fine distinctions that later councils would debate in the fourth century. So yes, we’re still in a formative period, conceptually and theologically.
LHP:
Still in a period before those complex conceptual frameworks took shape?
JB:
Yes, that’s how I see it. And that probably made Christianity more appealing. If it had been highly complex from the outset, it would never have attracted so many followers.
LHP:
Excellent point. I’d like to take a leap forward. I know you’ve also worked on reception history, and I’d like to ask: can we trace how some of the ideals being shaped in this early context are still alive today? How might we see them manifest in contemporary forms of religiosity? I know this is speculative, but I’d like to see how we can make these ideas relevant for the present, both within contemporary Christianity, but also more broadly.
JB:
Within Christianity, we can certainly see parallels. Geographically, there are clear differences. In the United States, for example, you have the MAGA movement, which blends nationalism with a kind of Christian identity politics. But alongside that, you also have evangelical movements of a very different kind. If I think about my own background, in the 1960s and 1970s, when I was a student, there was much discussion about what we called “believing on Monday.” You went to church on Sunday, but by Monday you were back in an entirely different world. Today, movements have emerged that challenge that divide. In Germany, and probably elsewhere, there’s something called “Christianity 24/7,” emphasizing that faith should shape everyday life, not just Sunday worship. I think in those movements you see renewed attention to the personal tie with Christ or God. In contrast, many mainstream churches have become routinized: faith is expressed through formal participation and ritual rather than an all-encompassing daily commitment. Of course, this also reflects broader social change. When most people were, in one way or another, culturally Christian, say, Lutheran, it wasn’t an issue. But now that secularization has set in, and religious affiliation is no longer the norm, there’s greater pressure on believers to define what faith actually means in practice.
Just yesterday [10/29, 2025], we had elections in the Netherlands. One of the major debates concerned our constitution, and questions of religion’s place within that framework, its visibility, its limits, are once again becoming politically charged. The Dutch constitution states that everyone should be cared for and should be free to believe what they want, and so on. But it also guarantees freedom of education. In the Dutch system, this dates back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, every religious or non-religious group can found its own school, and the state will fund it if there are enough parents supporting it. So, in recent times, we also have Islamic schools in the Netherlands. But this same right applies to very orthodox Christian, especially Protestant, schools. And then you get problems: what do you do, for instance, about homosexuality? On the one hand, you have guaranteed freedom for all citizens. On the other hand, a school might say, “We don’t want to appoint a homosexual teacher, because that goes against what we believe is right.” So what is wisdom in such a case? If you’re completely secular, you’ll say, “I don’t care what you believe, everyone should be accepted as a teacher.” But the orthodox, or even moderately conservative, might say, “It’s up to the parents to organize the school and decide what kind of education they want.” Of course, that orthodox group is now a small minority in the Netherlands, and the situation is changing. It’s always important to look at who’s in the majority and who’s in the minority, and to what extent religion is being instrumentalized for nationalist purposes. Take Poland, for example, the Catholic Church there, under communism, managed to hold on to its population and keep people within the fold. But now, with growing individualization across Europe, I think it’s becoming much harder to sustain that same kind of internalized religiosity.
That kind of inward, total commitment works best within a strong community, but today we have increasing individualization. Those two tendencies, the communal and the individual, are clashing, and that creates a real tension. It’s a difficult balance.
LHP:
In the Dutch context, do you see a figure like Wilders mobilizing some version of “cultural Christianity” in opposition to immigration? Because in Denmark, at least, I know that from the political center to the right, Christianity is being emphasized not only in relation to immigration, but also in relation to things like Russian expansionism. There’s a lot of talk about the need for a cultural awakening, and that includes Christianity.
JB:
Yes, absolutely. Wilders often talks about what he calls the “Judeo-Christian culture” as a counterpoint to Islam. I’ve seen him write that explicitly on social media. He himself grew up in the south of the Netherlands, which until the late 1960s was almost entirely Roman Catholic. His rhetoric very much draws on that cultural heritage. 
Interestingly, our system of separate religious institutions, schools, newspapers, broadcasting, was part of what we call verzuiling, the pillarization of Dutch society. For instance, we used to have a Roman Catholic newspaper and a Protestant one. Some of these still exist today, especially on the more conservative Protestant side. One of those Protestant papers, which was actually co-founded by my father just after the war, published a map today of the Dutch “Bible Belt.” It starts in the west of the country, follows the major rivers northward, and covers a significant area. And what’s striking is that a large part of this Bible Belt voted for Wilders.

Traditionally, these regions supported small conservative Christian parties, but in places like Zeeland, on the southwest coast, a region of former islands that stayed rather isolated until the 1960s, you now find strong support for Wilders. The same pattern appears in other parts of the Bible Belt: some areas still vote for orthodox Christian parties, but many others have shifted toward Wilders. So yes, he has gained significant backing among very conservative Christians. It’s a fascinating development; religious identity being reinterpreted as cultural capital in the service of nationalist politics.
