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Christina Petterson and Roland Boer

Those Feet in Ancient Times:  
From Slave to Land (via Allegory)

55

In his poem Jerusalem from which our title is taken, William Blake 
presents us with an allegorical vision of Jesus walking the green hills 
of England as a contrast to the “dark satanic mills” of industrialization. 
In Jerusalem, then, there is a connection between Jesus, allegory, and 
socio-economic change, which is connected to our main argument in 
the present article, namely that the gospel tradition was part of a larger 
movement from an economy based on slave labour to one based on land 
through allegorization. 

Such an argument not only historicizes allegory in a particular so-
cio-economic context, it also attempts to bolster Fredric Jameson’s claim 
to allegory as a properly historical materialist interpretation. In his for-
midable book, The Political Unconscious, Jameson develops a Marxist 
strategy of reading ultimately based on the patristic and medieval system 
of allegorical interpretation and four levels of scripture—a technique 
he appropriated from literary critic and Blake scholar Northrop Frye. 
Jameson’s strategy intends on bringing out the political unconscious of 
the texts in question, be they overtly political or not. In his preface, he 
characterizes The Political Unconscious as embodying an interpretative 
approach, i.e. how we read the texts, rather than foregrounding the texts’ 
“objective structures,” i.e. the context-specific and historical limits of 
the text in question.1 To biblical scholars, and others familiar with the 
debates of allegory, this is akin to the question of the difference between 
performing an allegorical reading of a non-allegorical text, e.g. Homer,2 
or dealing with a written allegory, such as Prudentius’ Psychomachia.3

1  Jameson 1981, ix.
2  Lamberton 1989. 
3  Verdoner 2006. 
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In our recent book on a new economic framework for early Christi-
anity,4 Roland Boer and I argued that allegory was one of the means by 
which Christianity anticipated the profound socio-economic shift from 
labour to land as the primary focus. In the book, we suggested that the 
interweaving between allegory, pilgrimage and canonisation was the 
way in which Christianity anticipated this shift, and we claimed that 
the threads to this development in the late third century were already 
present in earlier material. Examining one of the threads is the task of 
the present article, which looks at the relation between allegory and 
land in the Gospel of Mark. In order to set the scene for our reading of 
Mark, we first briefly summarise our main argument, then move on to a 
discussion of allegory primarily through scholarship on Paul and Philo. 

I. Time of Troubles

In Time of Troubles, we argued that early Christianity functioned 
as a mode of régulation which largely followed in the wake of, and 
provided ideological justifications for, both the colonial and slave re-
gimes.5 The colonial regime was based on a primary distinction between 
polis and chōra, which the Romans inherited from the earlier Greek 
occupation of the Near East. In a colonial situation, the polis became 
the form of colonial presence while the chōra designated the rural land 
dominated and exploited by the polis. Side by side was the slave regime 
in other parts of the empire, predicated on the central economic and 
social role of slavery. Relating to the colonial regime, we argued that 
early Christianity should be understood as a polis-based movement, and 
as such, its textual products saw the chōra through polis eyes. In terms 
of slaves, we identified a tension within the early movement between 
a drive towards equality, as expressed in Galatians 3:28 and the reality 
of slaves as enabling the spread of the early movement. We argued that 
Paul—the man who breathed the polis and who owned slaves as a matter 
of course in the context of the Christian koinōnia—was precisely the one 
who saw this contradiction and provided an attempted resolution at an 
ideological level:6 the slave metaphor for the Christian life, a metaphor 

4  Boer and Petterson 2017.
5  By mode of régulation we mean the various cultural assumptions, social norms and net-

works, institutions, patterns of conduct, and belief systems that enable and condition the stability 
of specific regimes. However, because mode of régulation provides stability, it also attempts to 
deal with challenges to a given regime, and thus incorporates the tensions of impending change 
or challenge. Thus, unwittingly, it anticipates the shape of a new order, and thus anticipates this 
change at ideological and organizational levels.

6  Paul as slaveowner is inferred from: 1. the Letter to Philemon which in Ulrike Roth’s 
interpretation suggests Paul as co-owner of Onesimos (see Roth 2014; 2016); 2. the depiction 
of Paul as slaveowner in Acts, where Paul has power over the body of Timothy (Acts 16:3), and 

Ase 36-1 2019.indb   56 17/06/19   09:38



57

that took on a life of its own in the subsequent Gospels and then in the 
very structure of Christian teaching and practice afterwards. 

In the late third century, the colonial and slave regimes where su-
perseded by the land regime. This regime entailed a seismic shift from 
labour to land, in which all people were tied to a particular location 
(origo), whether estate or village. While strands may be detected cen-
turies earlier, as we will see, its first explicit identification appeared 
with Diocletian’s decree of the late third century C.E., only to be en-
thusiastically enforced by Constantine. It would lay the groundwork 
for European feudalism. In this case, Christianity took on a somewhat 
different role. Here its role was more anticipatory, providing the means 
in practice and belief for the fundamental shift from labor to land. To 
argue this point, we look at the Gospel of Mark as embodying the seeds 
to the transition from slave to land. This takes place by understanding 
Mark as an allegorical narrative of Pauline Christianity that focuses 
more decidedly on land. This argument also entails denying that Mark 
is the closest historical source to the rural context of Jesus’ ministry—
indeed, we see all the gospels as products of the polis and its urban 
outlook. In the following, we take a look at the question of land, first in 
Paul, then via Philo in Mark. Through this we aim to show that while 
the land plays no role in Paul, it does however play a role in Mark as 
the allegorical vehicle. 

II. Paul

Paul, who as we said was an ideologue of his times, was however 
not particularly interested in land, be it Roman Palestine, Corinth, or 
Galatia. In 1 Corinthians 15:3–8, for example, Paul narrates the trans-
mission of the resurrection of Jesus as follows: 

For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had re-
ceived: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 
and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in 
accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then 
to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at 
one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died. Then 
he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to someone 
untimely born, he appeared also to me.7 

lives off the labour of Timothy and Silas in Acts 18:1–5 after commanding them to join him in 
Acts 17:15 (see Petterson 2012, 86); 3. the presence of slaves in the early church as testified in 
the letters, which was crucial to the correspondence networks of the early church (see Boer and 
Petterson 2016, 172–74, building upon Roth’s work). 

7  Quotations are taken from the NRSV and modified. 
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As William D. Davies points out, these occurrences are “not geo-
graphically located” in Galilee, Jerusalem, or Damascus. As they stand, 
they constitute a “series of occurrences, unique in character, unrepeat-
able, and confined to a limited period,” but not fixed in geographical 
locations.8 Another example, and of great interest for us, is the allegory 
of Hagar and Sarah from Galatians 4:21–31. 

Tell me, you who desire to be under the law, do you not hear the law? 
For it is written that Abraham had two sons: the one by a slave woman, 
the other by a free woman. But he who was of the slave woman was 
born according to the flesh, and he of the free woman through promise, 
which things are symbolic. For these are the two covenants: the one 
from Mount Sinai which gives birth to bondage, which is Hagar—for 
this Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia, and corresponds to Jerusalem 
which now is, and is in bondage with her children—but the Jerusalem 
above is free, which is the mother of us all. For it is written:
“Rejoice, O barren, 
You who do not bear!
Break forth and shout, 
You who are not in labor!
For the desolate has many more children
Than she who has a husband.”
Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are children of promise. But, as he 
who was born according to the flesh then persecuted him who was born 
according to the Spirit, even so it is now. Nevertheless what does the 
Scripture say? “Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son of 
the slave woman shall not be heir with the son of the free woman.” So 
then, brethren, we are not children of the slave woman but of the free.

This text is Paul’s reinterpretation of Genesis 16 and 21, and his 
scriptural basis for the argument against the Galatian community of 
converts. Here Paul contrasts the two sons of Abraham as being born 
through flesh and through promise, and through their mothers and the 
two covenants, ultimately connecting this with Jerusalem now and Je-
rusalem above. However, we should take note of the emphasis on slave 
and free in this allegory, which is the overriding concern and into which 
the two Jerusalems are fitted. The point of the allegorical reading of Sar-
ah and Hagar and the etymological reading of Hagar is to argue that the 
ethnic Jewish identity and its centrepiece (Jerusalem now) is connected 
with slavery, whereas the Christ-believers are the true inheritors of the 
promise to Abraham, and thus free.9 If indeed, as we will ponder in this 
article, Paul and Mark all make use of a similar allegorical approach, the 

8  Davies 1964, 166. Wilken nevertheless calmly assumes that Paul is referring to Jerusalem 
because it was an intractable fact that “the chief events of Christ’s life had taken place in the 
city.” Wilken 1992, 62–63.

9  This is a condensed summary of the argument in Tronier 2001a. For Galatians and allegory, 
but with an emphasis on Jewish identity, see Boyarin 1994. 
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difference lies in the vehicles of the allegory, which for Paul is slavery 
and for Mark is land. 

The common approach to which we refer is an allegorical method 
from the first century which retains the historical referent or vehicle 
while adding a symbolic level to its meaning, namely that of Philo 
of Alexandria—who incidentally was also very interested in the land. 
Such an approach, which sees the historical referent as firmly tied to the 
allegorical interpretation is naturally of great interest to any materialist 
understanding of ancient material. This particular approach to Philo is 
taken from Henrik Tronier’s work,10 whose reading of Mark we return 
to below. 

1. Philo

Based on his analysis of the allegorical commentaries of Gen 12:4–6 
(De Migratione Abraham) and Gen 15:2–8 (Quis Rerum Divinarum 
Heres) Tronier argues that a basic feature of Philo’s allegorical method 
is “that he maintains the literal, historical truth character” of the stories 
from the Hebrew Bible.11 This is primarily due to the Platonic rational-
ity inherent in the metaphysics of Philo, in that his system is “a unified 
system of dualities” of epistemological, ontological, and anthropological 
kind. The epistemological duality is between sense perception and no-
etic comprehension, with corresponding ontological objects: those that 
are grasped through the senses, and those that are grasped through the 
noetic vision. These are related to the anthropological duality of body 
and soul as that instrument which grasps these ontological levels.12

These three levels are connected through the logos, as that which 
constitutes the unity of the created order, as well as that which effects 
the epistemological transformation of Moses’ nous, which enabled him 
to comprehend the allegorical meaning of Abraham’s migration—a 
migration which itself was set in motion by the transformation of his 
nous.13 We thus have several interconnected levels here: first, the his-
torical level of Abraham, who underwent an epistemological transfor-
mation, then the narrative level of Moses’ account, who saw Abraham’s 
epistemological transformation as a result of his own epistemological 
transformation and thus is able to record the former in his (Moses’) text. 

In this way Philo anchors his postulate of two levels of meaning—the 
literal and the allegorical one—to be found in the historical facts of 

10  For an English-speaking audience we refer to Tronier 2006. For English material which 
makes use of Tronier’s understanding of Philo, see Petterson 2015 and Nordgaard Svendsen 
2009.

11  Tronier 2006, 11.
12  Ibidem, 13.
13  Ibidem, 14.
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Abraham’s migration no less than in Moses’s account of them in a 
thoroughly Platonic world-view. The literal meaning corresponds to 
sense-perception, to the visible, particular objects of sense-perception 
and to the body. The allegorical meaning, by contrast, corresponds to 
the noetic vision, to the intelligible, invisible world and to the rational 
part of the soul, nous.14 

This has important implications for the understanding of the his-
torical or concrete level of the allegory, to which we—in our compart-
mentalizing, modern and idealist way of thinking—cannot immediately 
resort. Because of the activity of the logos as the provenance of these 
various levels, Abraham’s actions are the visible action of the logos: 

The consequence of this is that by this constructive application of 
Platonic dualities, Philo achieves a rational, hermeneutical basis for 
claiming that the universal, transcendent world of God’s logos (on-
tology) and the perfected, transcendent vision and knowledge of the 
world (epistemological and anthropology) are historically stamped only 
in the particular, historical, visible, bodily actions and words of those 
elect men of wisdom in Israel’s past.15 

The historical level is thus the concrete expression of the universal, 
the logos’ revelation in the concrete as that which points the way to 
the revelation of the universal. There is thus a firm and inseparable 
connection between the two levels of the allegory, both indispensable 
because they both are part of the same created order. 

But there is more. Through his migration, Abraham left his family 
of blood to create a new people, according to the promise of God. The 
Chaldeans, who were left behind, were both and simultaneously a family 
of blood and an epistemologically-anthropologically deficient kinship, 
which is why Abraham had to leave them and create a new people 
founded on mutual transcendent apprehension:

Who belongs to the new people elected by God and founded by Abra-
ham? The answer is given at the end of Quis Heres: it is the wise man 
who has himself received God’s sophia and has been transformed by 
the diairetical activity of God’s logos, that is, the allegorical readers 
of scripture themselves, people who like Philo himself will recognise 
that the allegorical meaning of a text that tells about Abraham’s (and 
Moses’s) historical migration(s) is themselves since they are precisely 
defined by having activated the transcendent epistemological nature 
given by God’s logos and by their capacity to apprehend the whole 
Platonic system of dualities from which began in the form in which 
Philo finds it in Scripture.16 

The diairetical activity of God’s logos is the self-unfolding and 
self-dividing of the logos into particular phenomena and concepts. This 

14  Ibidem.
15  Ibidem, emphases in original. 
16  Ibidem, 16, emphasis in original.

Ase 36-1 2019.indb   60 17/06/19   09:38



61

means that the logos is ontologically embedded in every particular phe-
nomenon, and the hermeneutical activity is thus to discern, through the 
noetic vision, the rational structures of objective reality through and in 
the particular phenomena. The noetic vision is enabled by the cognitive 
transformation of the logos.17 

The new people, then, is a community of cognitively transformed 
readers who can recognise the allegorical meaning of the text, because 
their epistemological ability has been generated by the self-same activity 
which has eventuated the concrete doings in history and transmitted 
them though the text. The two levels with which we began this article 
(allegory in text or allegorical reading of text) has thus been collapsed 
into one level, where the reader’s nous is at one with the epistemological 
level of the text. These readers presumably constitute Philo’s Jewish 
community in Alexandria, a point which is important for Tronier, as we 
will see later. For us, here, the importance lies in the sophisticated and 
highly complex nature of Philo’s allegorical hermeneutics and the role 
of the concrete/historical within, which seems to have been dismissed, 
or underappreciated by some of his harshest critics.18 We now turn to the 
main text under actual examination in this article, the Gospel of Mark.

III. Mark 

In his reading of the Gospel of Mark, Fernando Belo attempts to 
capture the “messianic narrative” as the throbbing materialist vein of 
class struggle in Mark, which has been domesticated by the “theological 
discourse” also present in Mark and favoured by exegesis. This is, thus 
Belo, “the rationalist expulsion of the miraculous from ‘history,’” which 
dominates any messianic narrative present in the gospels.19 What he thus 
performs with his dual reading is (in our words) showing a typologizing 
of the divine event, or messianic narrative, while attempting to recover 
the messianic narrative for contemporary readers. 

While we are greatly sympathetic to such an endeavour, and find 
much of value in his reading,20 our approach is different. While Belo is 
focusing on class struggle within Mark, we are in the following focusing 
on Mark as a product of class struggle. 

17  See also Petterson 2015. 
18  Such as, e.g., Williamson 1970. Less harsh, but a good example of the compartmentalizing 

reading of Philo is Hanson 1959.
19  Belo 1981 (1974), 239–40. 
20  See for example the magnificently indignant outburst where Belo notes the bourgeois 

intelligentsia’s proclivity for focusing on “infrastructural violence” as a way of distracting at-
tention from class struggle (Belo 1981 [1974], 311 footnote 87). Such a comment is as relevant 
today as ever. 
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The decision to choose Mark over against Matthew or Luke is based 
on the scholarly assumption that Mark is the earliest gospel, and the one 
who most consistently displays Jesus in his original rural environment.21 
This is not to say that we agree with the accuracy of this representation, 
in fact, we spend some time in Time of Troubles arguing against the 
rural organicism of Mark, and indeed any other gospel. Our argument 
is that the gospels present a polis outlook on the hinterland of the urban 
centers, an argument we base on—among other things—the slaveholder 
perspective so dominant in the texts. Nevertheless, land is important 
in Mark, but, as scholars have long agreed, Mark’s use of landscape 
and regions is symbolic rather than geographical, as evidenced, for 
example, by the well-known theological opposition between Galilee 
and Jerusalem, as well as by the wild and untamed nature of the chōra. 
We would like to take this a bit further, and, returning to Tronier, read 
Mark as an allegory and show what this means for the relation to the 
land in the narrative. 

1. Mark as Allegory of Paul

In a nutshell, Tronier’s argument is that Mark is an allegorical bi-
ographization of Pauline Christology, which Tronier sees as an adapta-
tion of Philo’s allegorical theory of knowledge.22 The Christ-figure in 
Paul’s letters thus becomes the medium through which traditional values 
are turned on their heads, and thus the early Christian communities are 
interpretative communities who subscribe to this inversion of cultural 
and social values.23 Mark, then, is to be seen in extension of this process, 
and the agenda of Mark, as Tronier following many others sees it, is 
to continue in overturning Judaism’s ethnic markers and socio-cultural 
hierarchies:

What Mark does more concretely at the very highest compositional 
level of the gospel, is to stretch out the Christ-figure’s cosmic move-
ment between heaven and earth in Paul, narratively, in the landscape 
as a horizontal, geographical movement between periphery (Galilee 
and surroundings) and centre (Jerusalem). He does this with the same 
cognitive point as Paul: Christologically speaking, the main point in 
both Paul and Mark is the link between glory/authority and cross, 
held together through the movement of the Christ-figure; in Paul cos-
mic-vertically, in Mark geographically-biographically horizontal. And 
in both this movement is linked to the reinterpretation of the values 

21  Cadwallader forthcoming; Collins 2007; Marcus 1992. 
22  Tronier 2001b; 2002; 2004. 
23  Interestingly, as Robin Hock has argued in relation to Paul, that while Paul had a view of 

menial labor appropriate to the upper classes, he worked to indicate loss of status, thus inverting 
social norms. See Hock 1978.
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inherent in the status-hierarchies, including, and especially, the ethnic 
status-hierarchy.24 

Mark and Paul thus share a belief-system and both desire to dissolve 
the distinction between clean and unclean, thus including gentiles into 
their understandings of salvation. They both express these beliefs alle-
gorically, with the keys given to the reader in Galatians 4:21–31 (Sarah 
and Hagar) and in Mark 4:10–20 (the parable of the sower). Their 
difference lies in the settings and forms in which they present their 
allegories. Paul develops his allegory vertically in relation to earthly 
and heavenly Jerusalems, while Mark stretches his allegory out onto the 
landscape of Roman Palestine, between Galilee and Jerusalem. Indeed, 
in his discussion of allegorical understandings of the parables over 
against a non-allegorical understanding, C.H. Dodd draws attention 
to this passage in Mark 4:11–12: “And he said to them, ‘To you has 
been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 
everything comes in parables; in order that they may indeed look, but 
not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they 
may not turn again and be forgiven.’” Dodd interprets this saying as 
very unlike the other sayings of Jesus, for it uses a terminology which 
is much closer to that of Paul and suggests that the differences create 
the presumption that we are dealing with a piece of apostolic teaching 
rather than the words of Jesus.25 If we turn this on its head, and see 
Mark as unfolding Paul’s allegory, then the issue does not have to be 
one of interpolation. 

Mark 4:11–12 is, perhaps unsurprisingly, the key in Tronier’s inter-
pretation of Mark, in that this is where Mark reflects its “hermeneutics 
of reading” and tells its readers how it is to be understood: “Here [Mark 
4] Jesus is presented as speaking both in and about parables.”26 Situating 
this key in the middle of the chapters which most explicitly address the 
gospel’s rejection of traditional borderlines between clean and unclean, 
Tronier argues that this is where we see that Mark’s use of land and 
landscape serves an explicitly allegorical function and intends to present 
allegorical reading as the new ethnic criterion. The “everything” (ta 
panta) in 4:11 refers not only to spoken parables, but Jesus’s actions, 
that is, all events in the gospel. This theory of parables in chapter 4 
presents four points: 

1. Mark’s account of Jesus-events has two levels of meaning: an empir-
ical level, which is accessible for all through seeing and hearing, and a 
hidden level only accessible to the elect, i.e. the reader. 

24  Tronier 2004, 244–45, translation Petterson. 
25  Dodd 1961, 13–15.
26  Tronier 2006, 24.
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2. This relationship is a continuous set of complementary symbolic 
relations as it presented in the relation between the parable in 4:4–9 
and its interpretation in 4:13–20.
3. The function is the constitution of allegorical competence in relation 
to the text of Mark as the new criterion for inclusion. 
4. Finally, the readers are to see themselves as part of this allegori-
cal process, in that they—and their hermeneutics, self-understanding, 
and practice, constitute the allegorical meaning of the text, in that this 
is where the meaning is realized (both cognitively and as in “made 
real”).27 

What we need from this interpretation is the following. If Mark is 
using a structurally similar method for producing his Jesus narrative to 
that of Philo, and uses the land as the concrete level of understanding, 
then what does this mean for the role of land, if, in Philo, the historical 
level is a fundamental part of the allegory? Tronier does not address this 
question, because he is interested in the epistemological transformation 
generated by the text, and its significance for the community of Mark. 
Nevertheless, the land is important in his conceptualization of Mark’s 
allegorical method, to which we now turn. 

2. Travelling the New Testament28

In an unpublished meditation on the relationship between pilgrimes-
que travelling in the landscape of Palestine and the rationality of lit-
erary and post-structural biblical scholarship, Tronier argues that one 
should use the initial contradiction between narrative a-historicity and 
the reality of the Holy Land as point of departure for further reflec-
tion upon the relationship between pilgrimage and literary analysis of 
the New Testament texts. In such a move, thus Tronier, the insights 
gained from literary and narrative analysis of the texts can cast light 
on the pilgrimage, if only one suspends the usual obsession with the 
relationship between figures of the text, episodes, places, and sites of 
pilgrimage and rather 

inquires into the relationship between the perceptual interest and pro-
cess which undergirds the tradition’s constant pinpointing of sites 
of pilgrimage in the landscape, on the one hand, and the process of 
the gospel’s construction of the narrative of Jesus as a journey in the 
landscape, on the other. It is in this perspective that a cognitive yield 
appears. For we realize that, cognitively speaking, it is the same that 
happens in these two places: the ongoing localization of sites of pil-

27  Ibidem, 32–33. 
28  The foundations for this interpretation of Mark are to be found in the summer of 1998, 

where Tronier was one of the participating staff-members travelling with a group of 40 postgrad-
uate students from the Faculty of Theology in Copenhagen on a three-week trip to the Middle 
East (Syria, Jordan, and Palestine/Israel). 
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grimage is a continuation of the process which led to, and is ongoing 
in, the gospels’ construction of the narrative about Jesus.29 

By seeing the construction of the “Holy Land” and its pilgrimage 
sites as an extension of the formation of the gospel narrative, Tronier 
has resolved the contradiction between a narrative approach’s historical 
disinclination and the actual reality of the Christian Holy Land: they 
both become narrativized. While this is an excellent point, the question 
still remains: why this focus on the land as a way of mediating the 
message about Jesus? Why the shift from Paul to Mark? We would 
like to consider the socio-economic shifts as a fundamental reason for 
this shift. In presenting such a consideration, we are underway in the 
move from the New Testament text of Mark to discussing the shift to 
the land regime as that which explains the shift in focus to land, but we 
still have more to say on Mark.30 

We propose that Mark should be seen as form of responsive meta-
phorization in which the text responds in complex and mediated ways 
to a multilayered situation: it emerges from the period after the Roman 
legions of Vespasian and Titus carved a bloody path, with the customary 
Roman practice of widespread terror, through the troublesome region; 
it constructs its narrative when the process of indenture was well under 
way, leading to the colonate; the founder of the movement came from 
a context, the chōra, where it did not take root.31

This response has two pertinent features. First, the depictions of the 
countryside features representations of the laborers who at the time of 
writing were negotiating the process of indenture; the primary contra-
diction is between polis and chōra, which is presented in a cosmological 
framework. To begin with, Mark’s gospel is replete with signals of rural 
laborers, so much so that land, labor, and economic contentions form 
the background of many key episodes. Obviously, tenants appear, as do 
the various tasks peasants would undertake, such as sowing, harvesting, 
cultivating longer yield trees, and fishing (Mark 1:16–20; 4:3–9, 26–29; 
12:1–11; 13:28–31). Second, and more importantly, the many “pos-
sessed,” “unclean,” “diseased,” and “deformed” of the miracle stories 
(1:23–34, 40–45; 2:1–12; 3:1–6, 11; 4:1–20; 5:21–43; 6:56; 7:24–36; 
8:22–26; 9:14–29, 38–40; 10:46–52) function not so much as echoes 
of the tough realities of life where disease and hard, repetitive labor 
reshaped bodies, but as polis-based perceptions of the working rural 
population. Throughout Greek and Roman literature, peasants appear 
as misshapen, ugly, and unlucky, in contrast to the properly formed 

29  Tronier 1998, 15–16, translation Petterson. 
30  Sections of this are taken and reworked from our recent book, Time of Troubles (2017), 

chapter 6. 
31  Moreland 2004.
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(kairos), beautiful, and lucky dwellers of the poleis.32 This is not to say 
that Mark offers a ruling class perspective per se, but that the ideological 
framework of representation is one informed by the polis. This perspec-
tive appears in the way the “disabled” become “abled” and functional 
through the healing stories.33 In the background are continuous allusions 
to Roman presence and control (Mark 6:14–29; 12:13–17; 15:1–25),34 
especially in light of the fact that the Gospel was written at a time when 
the colonate was well underway to becoming the overarching determi-
nant of rural life. 

IV. The Land Regime

One of the favored topics for Marxist historians is the transition 
from feudalism to capitalism. This is not only because it follows a his-
torical trajectory of modes of production outlined by Marx and Engels in 
German Ideology, but also because capitalism was the mode of produc-
tion unfolding during Marx’s lifetime, and one which he watched unfurl 
with a mixture of horror and fascination. There have been analyses of 
earlier modes of production, and the transitions between them, but what 
we want to do in the present article is to illuminate the role of early 
Christianity in a number of microshifts which eventually will become 
the transition from the Ancient mode of production to Feudalism. More 
accurately, we are interested in the shifts from what we call the Slave 
Regime to what we call the Land Regime. However, the links between 
the transition from the Ancient mode of production to Feudalism, and 
the one from Feudalism to Capitalism are interesting here, if we con-
sider the links between explorations and colonisation from the fifteenth 
century and onwards as analogous to early Christian movements to land. 
Or, put differently, what was it about early Christianity’s focus on land, 
which made it so useful for the conquests of early modernity?

To repeat our main point: we propose that the possibility of focusing 
on the land where Jesus trod was enabled by the process of allegorizing. 
More sharply, the universal and transcendent features of Christiani-
ty enabled the distinct fixation of place, land, and earthly reality that 
characterized the period of the establishment of the land regime. This 

32  Here the Platonic search for the true, good, and beautiful must be located, for these phil-
osophical and moral categories were redolent with class assumptions. See further, Ste. Croix 
2006, 338–39; Ste. Croix 1972, 371–76.

33  Indeed, in the very effort to reveal the transformative power of Jesus, Mark unwittingly 
gives voice to such a perspective. We draw here on some disability studies that highlight the 
normative role of the abled body. Toensing 2007, 140–41; Mitchell and Snyder 2007, 178–83. 
For a broader overview, see Garland 1995. 

34  See further Myers 1988; Cadwallader 2007; Cadwallader forthcoming. 
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process, however, is also connected with the appropriate selection of 
texts which could be used for such purpose. There are thus three signif-
icant and intimately related developments indicate the anticipatory role 
of Christianity: the allegorical interpretation of the Bible (especially as 
a way of including the Hebrew Scriptures as the Old Testament), the 
selection of the appropriate texts to interpret (canonization),35 and the 
growth of pilgrimages to the “Holy Land.” It should be stressed that 
these three features were not suddenly invented sometime in the third 
or fourth century C.E., but that their threads may already be espied 
from earlier centuries. By the time Constantine gained power in the 
312 C.E., these threads had coalesced in way that made his project of 
turning Palestine into a veritable biblical theme park seem perfectly 
normal. In the concluding pages, we will zoom in on the coalescence 
of allegorization and pilgrimage.

1. �“And Did Those Feet in Ancient Times”:  
Allegory and Pilgrimage

We are, in other words, giving an alternative interpretation of the 
passage from the “Jesus movement” to the church, from Galilee to 
Rome, from an anti-imperial movement to one that was quite at home 
with the emperor himself. This interpretation also addresses the ques-
tion of “holy places” and pilgrimage, in response to Robert Markus’ 

35  The canonical Gospels themselves, mediated through the eyes of the polis, played a sig-
nificant role in this situation. Indeed, since we have the focus on the land—crucial to the land 
regime—in mind, then the difference between the canonical and extra-canonical gospels becomes 
apparent, in that a cursory look through the non-canonical gospels shows a distinct lack of inter-
est in Palestine. This is not to say that there is no mention of, for instance, Bethlehem, Galilee, 
or the river Jordan, but these are brief occurrences in the texts (the Proto-gospel of James has 
an account of the census-trip to Bethlehem and the birth of Jesus in a cave there; the Gospel 
according to the Hebrews mentions Galilee, Jordan, and Bethany; the Gospel of the Ebionites 
mentions Capernaum and Jordan; the Gospel of Peter refers to the darkness falling over Judea as 
well as Golgotha; etc.) and do not seem to have quite that same insistence or distention in space 
as do the canonical Gospels. The non-canonical gospels, in other words, display a more focused 
transcendent perspective, in contrast to the canonical texts that emphasize in their mediated 
fashion the historical and geographical. Bart Ehrman paints a vivid picture of the diversity of 
early Christianity in his book on canonization and marginalization. Was it one God or many? 
Who created the world? Were the Jewish scriptures inspired? If so, where they inspired by a 
true God, a Jewish God or an evil deity? Was Jesus either divine or human or both? Did he 
have flesh or not? Did he die? And if so, did his death bring about the salvation of the world 
or not? From this bewildering array of possibilities emerged, as we know, the canon of the 27 
writings referred to in Athanasius’s Easter epistle in 367 C.E. Ehrmann describes the process 
as one where a particular form of Christianity, which he names “proto-orthodox,” emerged as 
“victorious from the conflicts of the second and third centuries” and then proceeded to produce 
a story describing a process in which, to quote Schröter, “the church ensured continuity with 
its beginnings and the mutual correspondence of its confession and its writings.” See Schröter 
2013, 250; Ehrman 2003.
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question “How on earth could places become holy?”36 The majority 
answer is that the fourth century’s fascination with holy places con-
stituted a massive volte-face between the time of Jesus and that of 
Constantine.37 Earliest Christianity was simply not interested in holy 
places, fostering a universal creed that appealed across space and time 
(Paul), while fourth-century Christianity could not get enough of the 
countryside of Palestine festooned with holy places that were filled 
with hordes of pilgrims.38 In between these two moments we find only 
dusty desert space, traversed by odd figures such as Melito of Sardis 
and Origen. 

What we propose, following Tronier’s argument above, is that this 
period of pilgrimage is a logical extension of what took place in the 
Gospel of Mark. While Paul’s message was based on a narrative of 
Jesus’s death and resurrection, and pushed for a form of Christianity 
that could appeal across peoples, places, and times (made possible by 
slave labour), the gospels, beginning with Mark seek to locate Jesus 
in a particular place and time. Whether or not the compilers of Mark, 
Matthew, Luke, and John had ever been to Galilee or Judaea is of little 
consequence. What is important is that they all situated Jesus within the 
dual kingdom, namely the biblical land of Israel and the chōra of the 
Roman province of Palestine.39 As mentioned earlier, they did so from 
the perspective of the polis—exactly the same perspective as that of Paul 
but with a very different result. In other words, the very mechanism of 
situating Jesus in Palestine is a mediated one. We cannot stress enough 
this mediation, for it would become a staple of subsequent efforts to 
focus on the land. 

In order to examine this mediation further, let us follow two of the 
earlier “pilgrims” on their path. The first is Melito of Sardis (died in 
180 C.E.), who visited Palestine “to the place where these things were 
preached and done” and returned with a list of the books of the Old 

36  Markus 1994, 257–71.
37  See also Taylor 1993, 313–14; Bitton-Ashkelony 2005, 21–22.
38  In her study of the evolution of Christian holy places in Palestine, Joan Taylor argues that 

pilgrimage, which regards places as being intrinsically holy, did not exist before Constantine. 
This is the crucial piece in her overall argument against the Bagatta-Testa hypothesis which 
argues for an original Jewish-Christian veneration of holy sites in Palestine, which were subse-
quently appropriated by the Byzantine Church. Most studies of pilgrimage to Palestine in the first 
four centuries distinguish between earlier “scholarly” visits and later “emotional” pilgrimage. 
However, this distinction does not have a bearing on our argument. Taylor 1993, 310–11; Hunt 
1982, 92–93; Wilken 1992, 108.

39  Wilken points out that the beatitude “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” 
should be better translated as the less abstract: “for they shall possess the land” in the Gospel 
of Matthew, and connects this with the promise to Abraham in Genesis 15. He notes that the 
anemic and opaque translation is due to the impression that possessing the land is not something 
“Jesus or the early Christians would have said” (Wilken 1992, 48). 

Ase 36-1 2019.indb   68 17/06/19   09:38



69

Testament.40 The catch is that this very same Melito had argued in his 
first homily, Peri Pascha, that the Jerusalem here below once had val-
ue, but now it is without value because of the Jerusalem from above. 
How can Melito hold both positions, valorizing the heavenly and uni-
versal and yet setting off for Palestine to see where Jesus had been and 
preached? Before we answer this question, let us now follow none other 
than Origen, the prince of allegory, who in Contra Celsum refuted the 
idea that the good land was the earthly land of Judaea. He nevertheless 
set out from Caesarea where he lived, “to trace the footsteps of Jesus” 
in Palestine.41 He also uses his visit to Bethlehem to refute those who 
would deny that Jesus was the savior: 

With respect to the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, if any one desires, 
after the prophecy of Micah and after the history recorded in the Gos-
pels by the disciples of Jesus, to have additional evidence from other 
sources, let him know that, in conformity with the narrative in the Gos-
pel regarding His birth, there is shown at Bethlehem the cave where 
He was born, and the manger in the cave where He was wrapped in 
swaddling-clothes. And this sight is greatly talked of in surrounding 
places, even among the enemies of the faith, it being said that in this 
cave was born that Jesus who is worshipped and reverenced by the 
Christians.42

Thus, if the prophecy in Micah is not enough, and even if the Gos-
pel history is not enough, then—in correspondence with the gospel 
(which must be the proto-gospel of James)—a cave in Bethlehem is 
shown as proof with its manger where the Christ was wrapped in swad-
dling-clothes. Has Origen finally given up on his elaborate flights of 
interpretation, which would become the basis for a millennium or so of 
allegorical exegesis, or something else going on here? To the contrary, 
we suggest that it was through the universal and transcendent (Melito) 
and through the allegorical move (Origen) that the fixation on place and 
land could happen.43 This is due to allegory’s absolute reliance on its 
vehicle to be valid as shown above in Philo, and the vehicle’s embed-
dedness in the socio-economic structures of its time.

40  Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiatica 4.26.14. See the full list of pre-Constantinian visitors in 
Windisch 1925, 145–58. 

41  Wilken 1992, 108. There seems to be great discomfort with Origen’s trip, and it is hardly 
mentioned without a speedy qualifier that he was not a pilgrim, but rather a scholar or tourist. 
See also Taylor 1993, 311.

42  Origen, Contra Celsum, ed. Chadwick 1980 [1953], 1.51.
43  Another interesting feature is that Origen also compiled a biblical onomasticon, which 

served to explain the Hebrew place names to Greek readers, using the etymological allegorical 
method. See Hanson 1956. For a good analysis of this form of interpretation, see Dawson 1991, 
24–38. Once again Origen’s obsession with the land resurfaces.

Ase 36-1 2019.indb   69 17/06/19   09:38



70

V. Conclusion: Allegory and the Grip on the Land 

So we have described two developments that began to happen in the 
lead-up to the land regime: pilgrimage to the places where Jesus trod 
and shift of vehicle in allegorical exegesis. More to the point, the earliest 
pilgrims were precisely those who brought transcendent and allegorical 
approaches to a new level. However, in the end, it is allegory—deriving 
from practices in Greek texts and philosophy—that provides the key 
form of mediation for fixing on the land. Allegory was the process by 
which the land could be identified and mapped. Allegory embodies the 
persistent tension in early Christianity between the idealized heavenly 
homeland and the actual land, which was very much present especially 
in the great allegorizer himself—Origen. As Davies points out, the land 
was one of the “most persistent and passionate doctrines with which the 
early church had to come to terms.”44 

Other efforts to deal with this tension, or rather mediate the earthly 
through the heavenly may be seen in debates that raged in the fourth 
century C.E. and afterwards over the nature of Christ, or indeed the four 
Gospels and the singular story, but we close by focusing on what is real-
ly the end-point of this process that both foreshadowed and then cement-
ed the fixation on the land: the Onomasticon by Eusebius from about 
330 C.E.45 The title proper is The Place Names of the Holy Scripture 
and it includes a list of about 1,000 entries, most of which refer to Old 
Testament place names in Palestine. According to Stenger, Eusebius’s 
main concern seems to have been the identification of the ancient places, 
thus interweaving the spatial and chronological dimensions—that is, 
late-ancient Palestine with a conjunction of Old and New Testament 
with Roman times.46 Correspondingly, Stenger also regards Eusebius’s 
purpose as apologetic and concludes:

The gazetteer’s usefulness lies then not so much in each individual 
entry but rather in the whole picture it evokes. Only when readers 
have the geographical inventory of the Bible in accessible presentation 
before them will they form an image of the territory of Palestine in 
their mind and recognise it as a coherent and well-defined space that 
is inscribed with Christian memories.47

44  Davies 1964, 5. See also Petterson 2007.
45  It is not his most well-known work, but is nevertheless experiencing renewed interest since 

the initial surge in the last century. For more recent research see Stenger 2016.
46  Stenger 2016, 388–89. Wolf shows that the items which occur are biblical places with 

summaries of events, references to Josephus, locations in reference to fourth century towns and 
roads, modern name of a place and if relevant present inhabitants, Roman garrisons and forts. 
Wolf 1964, 76.

47  Stenger 2016, 396.
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With Eusebius’s Onomasticon undergirding Constantine’s efforts, 
the grip on the land and the forced conversion of its peasant inhabitants 
was well underway.48
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