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Periodizing Conversion with, and after, A.D. Nock 
 

My talk for the workshop builds on “Philosophical or Religious Conversion? Marsilio 
Ficino, Plotinus’ Enneads and Neoplatonic epistrophe” – an essay I have recently written 
with Denis Robichaud. Leaving aside the most technical part of the essay, which included 
a statistical analysis of how – and why - Ficino rendered Plotinus’ epistrophe in Latin 
when translating the Enneads, my “think-piece” is centered on the historiographical 
facet of the essay, that is, A.D. Nock’s seminal book on conversion, its original context 
and enduring legacy. My point is that Nock’s book partakes in a “narrative of 
singularization” rooted in Protestant apologetics, whose original purpose was isolating 
early Christian conversion, and Christianity at large, from its Hellenistic surroundings. 
Persistent as it may be, I contend that what I call “Nock narrative” only inadequately 
accounts for the religious experimentation and multiple languages of transformation that 
define Early Modern texts – a body of evidence that recent scholarship on Early Modern 
religious pluralism (Hanegraff, von Stuckrad, Filoramo) is contributing to rediscover 
and understand. 
 
<<Divina igitur providentia ducti divinum Platonem et magnum Plotinum interpretati 
sumuS’ (Ficino Op., II: p. 1537). 

 
Arthur D. Nock’s (1902-1963) Conversion: the Old and the New in Religion from Alexander to 
Augustine of Hippo is probably the most influential scholarly work on religious conversion. 
Published in 1933 by an already established scholar of Greek and Roman antiquity, this book 
sets out to cover one thousand years of history of the whole Mediterranean world, with its main 
focus on Imperial Rome. Nock argues that conversion is a religious experience found exclusively 
in prophetic religions grounded in Judaism, and most specifically in Christianity. In Nock’s 
perspective, antiquity, especially within the culturally diverse and fragmented Hellenistic 
oikoumenê, might have offered opportunities of spiritual transformation, as documented by 
Oriental cults and mysteries. Philosophical schools, moreover, required from their followers a 
change of mind combined with the adoption of a regimented lifestyle. Cults, mysteries, and 
philosophy, however, did not entail the experience of sudden and overpowering spiritual rebirth 
that defines ‘real’ conversion – an experience that only Christianity could offer, and that played a 
central role in its final success over other available options. As influential as it turned out to be 
on later scholarship, Nock’s Conversion is a book that should never be used instrumentally. It is 
a relatively unusual work in the author’s scholarship and its main thesis is better understood once 
framed within its original intellectual context (Nock 1933). 
 
What strikes as unusual in Conversion is Nock’s adoption of a definition of conversion that is not 
found in the sources under investigation, but is borrowed from William James’s (1842-1910) The 
Varieties of Religious Experience (James 1902). Although Nock refers to James only twice 
within the text, the influence of this seminal work in psychology of religion is omnipresent 
throughout Nock’s book (Nock 1933, pp. 7-8, 220).1 What makes Christian conversion different 
from everything else that antiquity had to offer is precisely the fact of allowing an experience 
that corresponds to what James describes in his treatise – an irreversible moment of wholeness, 



newness and happiness accompanied by the perception of truths unknown before (Nock 1933, 
pp. 7-8). Slightly diverging from James – who occasionally shows a certain degree of curiosity 
for other religions such as Sufism and Hinduism – Nock is convinced that the experience of 
conversion cannot be found ‘beyond the range of countries with a long-standing Christian 
tradition’ (Nock 1933, p. 8).   
 
Although Nock had already discussed conversion in previous works and will continue to do so 
throughout his copious scholarly production, he does not employ James’s overarching definition 
of conversion again. The grand claims found in Conversion, in other words, give way to a much 
narrower perspective in Nock’s later works. This suggests that Nock’s study on conversion is 
rather different from the rest of his scholarship and, most importantly, had a fortune of its own 
that diverged from the author’s intellectual itinerary. While James’s psychology of religion 
gradually fades away from Nock’s later works on ancient culture, the main argument Conversion 
brings forth is reiterated and even strengthened throughout the scholar’s career – a fact that 
points to an often forgotten polemical context.  
 
Nock’s book on conversion, more specifically, is part of an intellectual itinerary started in 1928 
with an essay on Early Christianity written for a collection entitled Essays on the Trinity and 
Incarnation by Members of the Anglican Communion. This essay, as Jonathan Z. Smith has 
shown, was printed in the midst of the Church of England’s debate on modernism, and also in 
response to the controversial angle on Early Gentile Christianity expressed in the works of 
Ecclesiastical historian, New Testament scholar and archeologist Kirsopp Lake (1872-1946). 
Lake, who was also Nock’s colleague at Harvard, argued that Christianity had become 
sacramental only by moving away from Jewish into Greco-Oriental surroundings – a thesis that 
several Anglo-American readers, traditionally keen to isolate Christianity from its Hellenistic 
context, often found offensive (Smith 1990, pp.64-76). In Nock’s essay, moreover, one finds the 
central elements of Conversion, from its dismissive view of Oriental cults and mysteries to its 
appreciation of philosophy as a kind of praeparatio evangelica paving the way for Christian 
conversion (Nock 1964a).  
 
The endpoint of this intellectual itinerary, however, is an essay on Hellenistic mysteries and 
Christian sacraments first printed in 1952 but based on material originally presented in 
Amsterdam in 1950. Showing Nock’s familiarity with the linguistic New Testament scholarship 
of Walter Bauer’s lexicon, which was becoming available to an Anglo-American audience, this 
essay reiterates the old argument of Christianity’s independence from mysteries and Oriental 
religions in a radically new way, while also including a number of corrections of more nuanced 
views expressed in Nock’s previous works (Nock 1964b). Shying away from linguistically 
ambiguous terms like conversion, the essay published in 1952 focuses on – among other terms 
found in Oriental cults, mysteries, and Christianity – baptism and ritual purification by water in 
an attempt to show the difference between the Christian interpretation of spiritual rebirth and the 
subsidiary role this ritual played in late ancient religions. Leaving no room for doubt, Nock 
concludes that: 
 

any idea that what we call the Christian sacraments were in their origin indebted to pagan 
mysteries or even to the metaphorical concepts based upon them shatters on the rock of 
linguistic evidence (Nock 1964b, p. 132). 



 
Besides being engaged in a dialogue with British and North-American scholars of the time, 
Nock’s view of conversion is part of an overall interpretation of early Christianity rooted in 
Protestant apologetics. In his Drudgery Divine Jonathan Z. Smith, once again, has abundantly 
shown how Protestant writers, animated by the ambition to restore the original words of Christ, 
had embarked in a project to cleanse systematically early Christian sources from any dubious 
element of ‘paganism’ – a dangerous mixture Protestant apologists not only detected in textual 
sources, but also considered the distinctive feature of Roman Catholicism, which they 
disparagingly described as ‘pagano-papism’ (Smith 1990). While this apologetic agenda took 
shape in the midst of the Reformation, Smith demonstrates that it continued to inspire historians 
of religion for centuries to come, even after its original confessional implications had faded 
away, substituted by the rise of comparative theories of religion inaugurated by the publication 
of Charles-François Dupuis’s Origine de tous les cultes ou religion universelle (first printed in 
1795, translated into English in 1872). In emphasizing the uniqueness of Christian conversion, 
therefore, Nock was taking a polemical stance against late nineteenth century masterpieces of 
comparative Religionswissenschaft. More specifically, Nock explicitly criticized Ernest Renan’s 
(1823-1892) Histoire des Origines de Christianisme (first printed in 1882, translated into English 
in 1903), which considered the triumph of Christianity over Mithraism as a historical accident, 
and Franz Cumont’s (1858-1947) Les religions orientales dans le paganisme romain (first 
printed in 1909, translated into English in 1911), which equated Christianity with other Oriental 
cults diffused in Late Antiquity. 
 
The polemical views and apologetic concerns hidden underneath Nock’s reading of conversion 
are particularly insidious when, if their original context is forgotten, one applies them to Early 
Modern Europe. Precisely during this period a Protestant apologetic agenda to differentiate true 
Christianity from any residual form of paganism slowly took shape. Protestant polemical 
demonizations of the pagan past – a motif that can be found, for instance, in Christian writings 
composed at the time of Theodosius – was only one among several options available within 
Early Modern Christianity, which eventually became identity-markers in contexts polarized 
along confessional lines. While Protestant theologians, notably foreshadowed by Gianfrancesco 
Pico della Mirandola (1470-1533), ended up denouncing the analogies between paganism and 
Christianity as dangerous mistakes that should be eliminated, some of the finest minds of the 
Early Modern Period actually revived the possibility of tracing all religions back either to an 
ancient theology (prisca theologia) eventually dispersed into multiple religions, or to a form of 
universal wisdom (philosophia perennis), glimpses of which can be detected beneath superficial 
differences, or to a kind of pious wisdom (pia philosophia) that, although incomplete, paved the 
way for the final triumph of Christianity (Walker 1972; Hanegraaff 2012). 
 
Isaac Casaubon’s critique of Hermes Trismegistus, for instance, did not stem from aloof 
philological concerns, but was actually directed against Cesare Baronio’s Annales Ecclesiastici, 
which openly used the Hermetica – together with other prisci theologi – as instances of the 
philosophia perennis that Agostino Steuco (1497-1548), director of the Vatican Library, had 
influentially described in his works (Grafton 1983; Hanegraaff 2012, 2015). Similarly, scholarly 
debates concerning the identity of the paradigmatic convert Dionysius the Areopagite –although 
foreshadowed by Lorenzo Valla (c. 1407-1454) in the Quattrocento – were seldom innocent from 
polemical intentions (Monfasani 1987). As illustrated by the frontispiece Peter Paul Rubens 



(1577-1640) drew for the Jesuit scholar Balthasar Cordier’s (1592-1650) edition of the Corpus 
Dionysiacum, the legendary encounter between Paul and Dionysius on the Areopagus had 
become a Catholic identity-marker in the midst of the Reformation (Wilberding 1991). Grounded 
in the work of early Christian apologists such as Justin Martyr, Eusebius of Caesarea and 
Lactantius, this strain of Christian inclusivism also entails a notion of conversion that, while at 
odds with Nock’s definition, is widely documented in Early Modern religious history. It can be 
found in Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino, Ludovico Lazzarelli and Johan 
Reuchilin, as well as many other sixteenth century intellectuals such as the Augustinian Hermit 
and Cardinal Giles of Viterbo (1469-1532), and even in the work of foreign writers and 
missionaries such as Garcilaso de la Vega (1501-36), Bartolomé de las Casas (c. 1484-1566) and 
even Joseph François de Lafiteau (1681-1746) (Soranzo 2017). 
 
Examples of this kind are too numerous to be considered deviations from the narrative of Early 
Modern European religious history as singular; that is, the story of a monolithic Christian 
religion fading into secularization. Questioning, on the one hand, the conventional narrative of 
European religious history as limited to the history of Christianity and, on the other hand, the 
modernist account of European intellectual history as a progressive movement toward 
secularization, in the last ten years or so scholars such as Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Kocku von 
Stuckrad and, in an Italian context, Giovanni Filoramo have been arguing that the history of 
European religions is marked by a constant state of pluralism (Hanegraaff 2012; von Stuckrad 
2010; Filoramo 2003, 2013). In this perspective, Early Modern European Christians not only 
defined themselves in contrast to other contemporary Abrahamic religions such as Islam and 
Judaism, but, as the case of Ficino clearly demonstrates, Christian identities were also far from 
monolithic, as they actually resulted from a process of selecting among a number of internal 
alternatives that included, for instance, forms of late ancient Platonism that were imagined as 
divine wisdom derived from the Orient – a sort of alternative religiosity available to learned 
Christians and with distinctive sets of doctrines, myths and even rituals, which is at times called 
‘Platonic Orientalism’ (Hanegraaff 2012, 2013a, following Walbridge 2001; Jeck 2004). In my 
view, this recent emphasis on pluralism as a constant feature in European religious history is 
most pertinent to an adequate periodization of conversion. 
 
Contrary to Nock’s influential notion of conversion, for example, a statistical analysis of Ficino’s 
translation of Plotinus’ Enneads has demonstrated that the Florentine philosopher considered 
Neoplatonic epistrophê as perfectly compatible with its Christian counterpart, as they are all 
snippets of the same, unique truth. Ficino’s understanding of epistrophê, metanoia, conversio, 
reflectio, reversio and other related words used to describe change, in this perspective, not only 
gives access to a way of looking at the history of Christianity that is at odds with the post-
Protestant agenda tacitly adopted by Nock and his followers (e.g., in Ficino’s understanding of 
Plotinus’s epistrophê as leading to a transformative contact and union with the One), but it is 
also interesting in itself as part of a specific, albeit not destined to be hegemonic, project of 
Christian reformation, which took place in relation to, and at times in contrast with, a number of 
other components available at the time (e.g. Ficino’s Neoplatonism, Giovanni Pico’s libertas 
philosophandi, Reuchlin’s Kabbalah, Lazzarelli’s Hermetism). As the quotation placed at the 
beginning of this text clearly testifies, Ficino thought of himself as a divinely inspired prophet, 
and his discovery of Plato as part of a providentially ordained design, which was unfolding for 
the well-being of all Christians. And the same can be said of other authors of the time who, such 



as for instance Ludovico Lazzarelli, produced their own blends of Bible and Hermetica, boldly 
suggesting to identify Christ with the Poimander of the Corpus Hermeticum in what they 
perceived as a perfectly viable message of Christian reformation. 
 
The examples could be many more, but what I want to highlight today is that once framed in this 
pluralistic view of European religious history, the ways in which Ficino translated and 
interpreted Plotinus’s conversion (epistrophê), adapted a so-called ‘Platonic Orientalism’ to 
Christian notions of spiritual rebirth (metanoia) or, generally speaking, foreign or forgotten ways 
to verbalize spiritual transformation can be rethought as cultural-specific modes to understand 
the cross-cultural and diachronic experience of religious change (religio) and conversion 
(conversio), which are fundamentally polysemic rather than expressions of a hypothetically 
singular and universal definition of Christianity that, pace Nock and his countless epigones, was 
not universal at all. 
 
 
 
 
 P.S. To put this in a language familiar to ethnographic research, I suggest that conversion could 
be conceived as though it were an originally emic notion, which scholars abstracted from its 
original context and gradually turned into an etic concept. The presence of experiences and 
languages of spiritual and intellectual change outside of Abrahamic religions, across different 
cultures and, most importantly, outside of the Christian world, has thus brought contemporary 
scholars, mostly with a background in the social sciences, to adopt the more theoretically neutral 
category of spiritual transformation, of which “conversion” would thus be a sub-species 
(Paloutzian et al. 2013). 


