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Introduction

Janet E. Spittler

Judith Perkins, here celebrated for her contributions to the study of early 
Christianity, was in fact trained as a classicist. Her bachelor’s degree from 
Mount Holyoke College is in Latin. Her graduate studies at the University 
of Toronto concentrated in Latin hexameter poetry. Her 1972 dissertation, 
“Valerius Flaccus: Synonym and Style,” is a detailed study in applied sty-
listics of the Silver Age poet’s word choice. In the thesis there is no trace 
of a budding interest in early Christianity, though a brief note on the sig-
nature page perhaps hints that her interests ranged beyond Latin poetry: 
“Second Minor Field: Mystery Religions.” In 1976 she was hired to teach 
classics at Saint Joseph College (now the University of Saint Joseph) in 
West Hartford, Connecticut, where she is professor emerita of classics and 
humanities today.

I had known Judith for some time before I learned about this back-
ground. That she was trained in classics was not really a surprise: her 
philological chops are everywhere evident in her work, though I would 
have guessed her first scholarly love was the Greek novels or other ancient 
narrative—something rather closer to early Christian narrative than Silver 
Age Latin poetry. When I asked her when, where, and how she first got 
interested in early Christianity, the answer was surprisingly specific. It 
was 1979 in New Haven: “It all had to do with wanting to attend a NEH 
summer seminar, and the only one close enough to allow me to get home 
in time to meet my sons’ day-camp bus was being offered by Wayne Meeks 
for classicists and New Testament scholars at Yale on the ‘Social World of 
Early Christianity.’ ”

This response says so much about so many things, ranging from the 
degree to which academic success depends on serendipity to the impor-
tance of federal funding for research in the humanities (which peaked 
in the early 1980s). It speaks to matters of limitation, of opportunity, of 

-1 -
SBL P

res
s



2	 Spittler

priorities, of pragmatism, of ambition, of open-mindedness, of adven-
turousness. And, of course, it speaks to the realities of juggling an active 
research agenda and active parenthood, particularly motherhood—a feat 
that, to my knowledge, no one has yet perfected. But those of us—any sort 
of parent—doing research and writing between childcare drop-offs and 
pickups in 2019 surely owe a great debt to women like Judith Perkins, who 
somehow made it work forty years ago.

So she took the seminar, she loved it, and her publications gradually 
shifted from titles such as “An Aspect of Latin Comparison Construc-
tion” to “The Apocryphal Acts of Peter: An Ideological Novel.” But she 
surely did not leave classics behind: to the contrary, one of her most sig-
nificant contributions to the field of early Christianity is her insistence on 
bringing the two fields together. She was an early contributor to the late 
twentieth century’s burgeoning body of scholarship on ancient Greek and 
Latin novelistic literature. She was an original member of the Society of 
Biblical Literature’s Ancient Fiction and Early Christian and Jewish Narra-
tive group, founded in 1992 as an interdisciplinary effort to bring ancient 
fiction to the attention of biblical scholars, and was coeditor of Ancient 
Fiction and Early Christian Narrative, the 1998 volume produced by the 
group. She has also been a longtime participant in the International Con-
ference on the Ancient Novel (ICAN), in which context she, conversely, 
has worked to bring Christian and Jewish narratives to the attention of 
classicists, serving as coeditor of The Ancient Novel and Early Christian 
and Jewish Narrative: Fictional Intersections, one volume of the proceed-
ings of ICAN IV. Very few scholars are equally at home in two distinct 
fields, but the scholar who can successfully bring two fields together—not 
just through her own work but by creating a bridge that others cross—is 
truly exceptional.

Her two important monographs, The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative 
Representation in the Early Christian Era and Roman Imperial Identities in 
the Early Christian Era, both illustrate the gains that can be made when 
disciplinary boundaries are broken down. The Suffering Self, which has 
had an enormous impact on how scholars of early Christianity understand 
depictions of the body in pain, begins with an observation made while 
reading Apuleius and Aelius Aristides, that is, that many Greek and Latin 
writings of the first centuries CE take up a discursive focus on the suffering 
human body. This initial observation might, in the hands of a less sensi-
tive scholar, have led to the simplistic conclusion that Christian authors 
had been influenced by their non-Christian Greco-Roman counterparts. SBL P
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	 Introduction	 3

Through detailed analysis of the “particularities and specificities of the 
suffering body displayed in Christian narratives,”1 however, Perkins dem-
onstrates how Christian authors participated in and contributed to the 
discourse, ultimately producing a self-understanding and self-represen-
tation that allowed Christianity as an institution to thrive in the cultural 
context of the late first- and second-century Mediterranean world.

Her second monograph, Roman Imperial Identities in the Early Chris-
tian Era, expands this work on self-understanding and self-representation, 
examining how two specific cosmopolitan social entities (a transempire 
coalition of the socially elite and early Christians) constructed for them-
selves specific cultural identities during the consolidation of the Roman 
Empire. Here again, Perkins both argues for and demonstrates the value of 
treating Christians and non-Christians as fellow participants in a common 
cultural context and discourse. As she writes:

In my discussion, I hope to destabilize [the] polarity between Chris-
tians and non-Christians, which has proved so enormously influential 
in structuring discussions of the early imperial period. It has allowed the 
interconnections between Christians and people contemporaneous with 
them in their social world to be obscured, with the result that historical 
testimony that could prove useful for understanding the social dynamics 
of the early imperial period has been sequestered as “Christian” rather 
than recognized and utilized as evidence for understanding the social 
and political negotiations being enacted during the period.… A basic 
defining characteristic of the Christians surveyed in this study, one that is 
too often disregarded, is that they are inhabitants of the Roman Empire. 
Their writings need to be recognized as productions of that empire and 
as being in dialogue with other writings of this period adjusting to the 
enlarged perspective of cosmopolitanism.2

Her analysis of Christian identity construction alongside that of the 
socially elite (including their respective self-construction vis-à-vis topics 
such as cosmopolitanism, death, patriarchy, and the body) reveals the spe-
cific strategies used by Christians to “intervene and interrupt” the elite 
imperial discourse, carving out a position for themselves to hold, a space 

1. Judith Perkins, The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative Representation in the Early 
Christian Era (London: Routledge, 1995), 12.

2. Judith Perkins, Roman Imperial Identities in the Early Christian Era, RMCS 
(London: Routledge, 2009), 3.SBL P
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4	 Spittler

for their own institutional presence. As with all her work, the result for the 
reader is a better understanding of both Christianity as a distinct phenom-
enon and the broader world in which it developed.

The contributors to this Festschrift represent a very small segment of 
the scholars for whom Judith Perkins’s work and mentorship have had a 
significant impact. Perhaps now is the moment to apologize to the many 
who would very much have liked to contribute—some of whom have 
worked quite closely with her over the years—but were not invited. I do 
indeed apologize! But a quick look at the table of contents, which includes 
ten women and two men, will likely suggest to the reader the context in 
which this Festschrift was first conceived. Judith Perkins was the first 
scholar, beyond my dissertation advisors, to take me and my work seri-
ously. After my first presentation at the Annual Meeting of the Society of 
Biblical Literature, she approached me to talk about my work; she asked 
for a copy of my paper, offering to send a copy of one of her own works in 
progress on a similar topic; she replied to my emails with helpful bibliog-
raphy and good suggestions. In short, she treated me like a full colleague, 
while offering the sort of help and encouragement that a graduate student 
and junior scholar needs. While she has spent her entire career teaching at 
an undergraduate institution, never training graduate students of her own, 
I have learned through countless conversations with others in the field that 
many people, particularly women, count her as a model and mentor. The 
majority of the contributors to this volume fall into that category.

The essays presented here, arranged alphabetically by author, offer the 
reader a small sense of the impact of Perkins’s scholarship—of the various 
directions in which others have taken her insights. The reader will surely 
recognize recurring themes (e.g., representations of suffering) and texts 
(e.g., the apocryphal acts of the apostles), but each essay engages with these 
themes and texts in distinctive combinations, resisting simple categoriza-
tion. Jo-Ann Brant, Virginia Burrus, Jennifer A. Glancy, and Jeannie Sellick 
all treat the Acts of Thomas, a text that Perkins has worked with extensively, 
but each from a very different angle. Brant widens the scope of compara-
tive material, looking to Buddhist texts for insights on how best to take the 
seemingly extreme asceticism prescribed. Burrus takes up the depiction of 
animals in the text (yet another topic Perkins has treated) and widens the 
scope of comparanda in a different direction, looking to an anonymous 
letter from late fourth-century Spain or Gaul that, like the Acts of Thomas, 
muses on the nature of the ass as both distinctly animal and paradoxically 
human. Glancy takes up identity construction, considering the complex SBL P
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constructions of the self in terms of a twin or double in the Acts of Thomas. 
Sellick turns to the well-known bridal-chamber scene in the Acts of Thomas; 
taking as her starting point Perkins’s assessment that the apocryphal acts 
“offer an opportunity to view how Christians understood and positioned 
themselves vis-à-vis and in dialogue with other members of a complex and 
highly mobile society,”3 she asks to what degree and in what manner this 
episode represents and/or sheds light on the later phenomenon of spiri-
tual marriage in late antiquity. Two further essays treat other apocryphal 
acts. My own contribution on the Acts of Thomas and His Wonderwork-
ing Skin offers a case study of the representation of extreme suffering in an 
apostle narrative. Meira Z. Kensky’s essay, like Sellick’s, treats the relation-
ship between text (the Acts of Timothy) and historical phenomenon (the 
claiming of Ephesus as the sacred city of Timothy). Ilaria L. E. Ramelli’s 
contribution likewise deals with the interplay of text and history, tracing 
the complex development of traditions surrounding the Mandylion image-
relic (i.e., the image of Christ imprinted on a towel and sent to Abgar of 
Edessa). Three more essays deal with suffering in other contexts. Shelly 
Matthews treats the depiction of suffering in the Gospel of Luke, specifi-
cally the deeply problematic ideology of just crucifixion at play in Luke 
23:41. Kate Cooper’s essay turns to Prudentius’s Passio Sancti Cassiani and 
its depiction of pain and violence in the Christian classroom, both in the 
content of instruction (the violent stories of martyrdom) and the violence 
mutually inflicted by teacher and student. Nicola Denzey Lewis’s essay 
moves beyond literary representations of suffering, turning to the con-
temporary spectacle celebrating the torture and martyrdom of Cristina of 
Bolsena. The remaining two essays, by David Konstan and Dennis R. Mac-
Donald, engage perhaps the most fundamental question raised in Perkins’s 
work: How do narrative texts create meaning?

It has truly been a pleasure to edit this volume—not a statement one 
hears every day! I thank the contributors for their prompt submission of 
essays, for the high quality of their work, and—particularly—for their 
enthusiasm. I also thank Clare Rothschild, editor of this series, for her 
wonderful support of the project and her consummate editorial skills. But 
most of all, I would like to thank Judith Perkins herself for her scholarship, 
her mentorship, and her friendship.

3. Judith Perkins, “Fictional Narratives and Social Critique,” in Late Ancient 
Christianity: A People’s History of Christianity, ed. Virginia Burrus and Rebecca Lyman 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 48.SBL P
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