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Paul, the Goddess Religions and Queers: Romans 1:23-28
Romans 1:23-28 is one of the primary texts from the NT used to justify the contemporary condemnation of both male and female homosexuals by some religious groups and has been the source of significant recent discussion.  This paper seeks to recontextualize the passage as a unified attack on idolatry by identifying the subjects of the “gay” and “lesbian” behavior
 in Rom 1:26-27 as participants in the goddess cults that were widespread in Paul’s time and posed a direct threat to Paul’s ministry.  These individuals violated patriarchal norms of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality in very public ways, as well as contemporary heteronormativity, and so I refer to them using the postmodern term “queer.”
  
Several lines of research converge to allow an interpretation that rejects the assumption that Paul is here condemning “gays” or “lesbians”: 1) the dubious hypothesis that “gay”/“lesbian”/“straight” existed in this Greco-Roman-Jewish context (which I will not here address directly, since it has been adequately addressed elsewhere); 2) the rejection of the assumption that 1:26b must refer to female homogenitality; 3) it has been demonstrated that the syntactic connection between the females in 1:26 and the males in 1:27 does not necessarily imply a relationship in the “identity” of these subjects (i.e., female homosexuals and male homosexuals), but rather in action (i.e, a common exchange of the natural); 4) the natural vs. unnatural behaviors (παρὰ φύσιν) likely do not refer to an exchange of the identity categories “straight” for “gay”, but to non-procreative sex in general (or perhaps an inversion of patriarchal social hierarchy); 5) the structural and rhetorical unity of the passage seem mismatched if one assumes the dominant interpretation regarding “gays” and “lesbians” as archetypal sins followed by a “more minor” list of sins that includes, for example, murder; and 6) the socio-historical-religious context witnessed the wide growth and acceptance of goddess cults whose cross-gender practices violated the patriarchal norms of masculinity and femininity and would have provided Paul with a graphic object lesson to refer the audience back to non-Yahwistic cults.
I. Romans 1:23-28—GLB or Idolaters?

(1) 23 and [they] changed (ἤλλαξαν) the glory of the incorruptible God into the likeness of an image of corruptible man, and of fowls, and of quadrupeds, and of reptiles.  24 Wherefore also God did give them up (παρέδωκεν), in the desires of their hearts, to uncleanness, to dishonour their bodies among themselves;

(2) 25who did change (μετήλλαξαν) the truth of God into a falsehood, and did honour and serve the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed to the ages. Amen.  26 Because of this did God give them up (παρέδωκεν) to dishonourable affections, 
(3) for even their females did change (μετήλλαξαν) the natural use into that against nature (παρὰ φύσιν).;  27 and in like manner also the males having left the natural use of the female, did burn in their longing toward one another; males with males working shame, and the recompense of their error that was fit, in themselves receiving.  28 And, according as they did not approve of having God in knowledge, God gave them up (παρέδωκεν) to a disapproved mind, to do the things not seemly; 

Romans 1:26b: Heterogenital or Homogenital?
Romans 1:26b is the only passage in the Old or New Testaments that has been interpreted to refer to female homosexuality.  However, this has not always been the interpretation of this passage
.  Some early church leaders interpreted this passage to refer not to female homogenitality, but to non-procreative, heterosexual acts. Clement of Alexandria is one example.  In “Discussion on Procreation” (Paedagogus 10) he explains that due to excessive lusts,
 the hare grows a new rectum every year due to heavy sexual use, and both male and female hyenas develop a special passage (non-vaginal, non-anal) for sexual penetration.  In the latter case, Clement believes that this explains why conception is rare among hyenas: sperm is diverted from the passage designed for pregnancy, and thus παρὰ φύσιν (“contrary to nature,” 86.1).  Clement then ties this discussion directly back to Paul by quoting Rom 1:26-27 (86.3), concluding his discussion with the following (87.3):
It is clear that we should reject sex between men, sex with the infertile, anal sex with women, and sex with the androgynous.  We should obey nature’s prohibition through the genital structure—real men discharge semen, not receive it.   As Jeremiah said… “The hyena’s cave has become my home,” … as a skilled allegory condemning idolatry.

Two points are relevant here.  First, Clement’s concern about sex contrary to nature assumes that sperm is being wasted, therefore it would seem that a man must be involved in this specific παρὰ φύσιν act—contrary to the contemporary assumption that Rom 1:26b refers to two women. Second, through the reference to Jeremiah, he ties the entire discussion back to idolatry.  Further, as I will demonstrate, the entire context of Rom 1:23-28 is about idolatry, and the sexual references specifically oriented the original reader to the sacred sex practices of the goddess cults.  This alsos help explain Clement’s reference to sex with the androgynous, representing a typical early characterization of their castrated and effeminate male priests, the galli.  Brooten quotes an early Christian commentator on Clement, Anastasios, further strengthening this position.  In a marginal note on the above passage, he explicitly dismisses the view that Paul was describing female homogenital (“lesbian”) acts, specifying the women were not going to each other, but would “offer themselves to men.”
  
Similarly, Augustine seems to hold a non-homogenital view of this passage, describing this context as non-procreative, heterogenital intercourse.

In the apostle’s words concerning the wicked, Having abandoned natural relations with a woman, they burned in their desires for one another, men treating men shamefully (Rom 1:27), he did not speak of marital, but natural relations.  He meant for us to understand those relations which are brought about by the members created for this purpose so that both sexes can be joined by them in order to beget children.  For this reason, when anyone is united by these same members even to a prostitute, the relations are natural, though they are not praiseworthy, but sinful.  But if one has relations even with one’s wife in a part of the body which was not made for begetting children, such relations are against nature and indecent.  In fact, the same apostle earlier said the same thing about the women, For their women exchanged natural relations for those which are against nature (Rom 1:26). 

Slightly predating Augustine, Didymus the Blind, provides yet another question to the assumption of homogenitality in Rom 1:26b.
  In his commentary on Zechariah he twice quotes Romans 1:26-27, in both instances using it as an example of what happens to idolaters (152, 262). In one of these he expands on Paul’s quote:
those who did not see fit to acknowledge God and were given up to a debased mind are guilty of improper behavior, having lustful desires for one another, males committing shameless acts with males, females exchanging the intercourse natural to females for unnatural, and women having lewd desires for women.

The question pertinent here, is why Didymus would add the clarifying note that “women were having lewd desires for women,” if this was already implied by “females exchanging the intercourse natural to females for unnatural”?  It is reasonable to assume that Didymus felt the clarification necessary only if he had no reason to believe Paul’s original female reference was about female homogenitality.  He therefore added what he felt Paul had mistakenly failed to include in his original condemnation of deviant sex.
Another problem when trying to understand Romans 1 is Paul’s intent for παρὰ φύσιν in 1:26b. For example, the behavior could (outside of the context of this passage) refer to sex with a barren or pregnant woman, sex with a menstruating woman, pederasty or sex between animals of different species, since it meant exchanging the procreative purpose of sex for behaviors that could not produce children.
  Philo, speaking as a Jewish contemporary to Paul, “condemns men who knowingly marry barren women . . . thereby destroying their seeds. . . . These men are like pigs or goats, and are thus antagonists of God and enemies of nature.”
  Similarly, regarding pederasty, he says that the active partner (the penetrating male) is παρὰ φύσιν because he “does not procreate.” In Rom 1:26-27, Paul uses παρὰ φύσιν in the verse that involves at least one female.  Since the cultural usage of the phrase in a sexual context typically indicates that a male was engaging in a behavior that prevented conception, it seems most likely that Paul is referring to some type of heterogenital sex that prevented procreation, such as anal or oral sex between a man and a woman.  Several analyses of παρὰ φύσιν support this position.
  Similarly, Fredrickson’s analysis of χρῆσις (“use”) finds no examples of females “using” another female, while he does find a “wife’s use of the husband,” which he believes is the reference here.

McNeill, Boswell and Nissinen argue that παρὰ φύσιν refers to inherent “heterosexuals” who dabble in same-sex sexualities.
  However, if this were true, it leaves the contemporary reader having to judge an individual’s sexual behavior based on determining their “true” heterosexual or homosexual nature.  This position ignores the profoundly social nature and fluidity of the sexualities, if not stigmatizing bisexuality as much as previous authors have stigmatized homosexuality.
  Others emphasize that παρὰ φύσιν refers to patriarchal social inversion, that the “man who acts like a woman” and the “woman who acts like a man” threatened Roman constructions of masculinity and thus society as a whole.
  There is no necessary contradiction between this view and the perspective offered here, that Rom 1:26b-27 is a specific example of the queer identities and sexual practices in the goddess cults.  They may, in fact, supplement one another, for example, when Swancutt describes Roman virulence against Cybele and her effeminate, eunuch priests in terms of a violation of the perceived threat they posed to Roman masculinity and political stability.
  In the social milieu of this threat, Paul and his readers may have been particularly sensitized to the goddess cults because of the intersection of these two important values--idolatry and patriarchy--thus potentially clarifying Paul’s use in 1:26b-27 as a highlighted example
Returning to the question of 1:26b as a reference to female homogenitality, Banister analyzes the connecting clause between Rom 1:26-27, ὁμοίως (“likewise”), and determines that this connector does not imply that 1:27 should be used to limit the meaning of 1:26.
  Even though two men are involved in the clause following ὁμοίως, the word does not lead to the conclusion that the clause preceding it will involve two women, only that both clauses are examples of some larger idea, in this case, that some kind of natural use was being exchanged (1:26b) or abandoned (1:27) for something else.  In this case, Banister suggests as possibilities, that a woman could be using an ὄλισβος (phallus) on herself, a woman could be using an ὄλισβος with a man, or that the men were having oral or anal sex with the women.
  Swancutt comes to the same conclusion, explaining that if ὁμοίως here follows other usages in the NT, that it indicates that “the important connection between Rom 1:26 and 27 is the action, the ‘exchange/forsaking of the natural use for what is contrary to nature,’” (italics mine) and ὁμοίως is not intended to show similarity between the subjects of the two sentences, thus making it unlikely that the intended audience would have heard this as a reference to “lesbians.”

If one assumes that 1:26b is a reference to female homogenitality, the question persists why Paul would bother to mention it, and especially preceding male sex, when female sex is rarely mentioned in ancient literature, and not at all in the OT.  The Judaic traditions, with which Paul was clearly familiar,
 has vanishingly little discussion of female homogenitality.
  Some propose that female homogenitality was so monstrous that it was worse than male homogenitality, so deserved both mention and priority,
 while others instead note Paul’s “strikingly egalitarian” perspective that he would mention it at all.
 However, with a heterogenital reading the reference seems less striking, since the more common discourse about males/female sex, here παρὰ φύσιν, becomes the logically prioritized clause.  Regarding θήλειαι αὐτῶν (“their females”),
 who were engaging in sex παρὰ φύσιν, Jewett notes the “chauvinism or procreational preoccupation” in the possessive form.
  Sayler believes that “their females” refers to “wives and daughters of Gentile men,” although since she assumes the traditional homogenital reading of 1:26b, she does not draw the intuitive conclusion that those wives are asking their husbands to perform παρὰ φύσιν sex on them, rather than doing it to each other.
  
If this passage about sexual deviance is targeting non-Yahwistic worship, rather than sex itself, it would not be anomalous.  The association between idolatry and sex was common in early Jewish and Christian sources.
  As will be described later, the OT has specific references to male temple prostitutes in conjunction with non-Israelite worship.  In the Wisdom of Solomon, we find similar references to those made by Paul in Romans 1, clarifying the literary background from which Paul was most certainly writing, which I argue would have starkly drawn the first century mind to the goddess religions:

 For the idea of making idols was the beginning of fornication…  It was not enough for them to err about the knowledge of God, but they live in great strife due to ignorance, and they call such great evils peace.  For whether they kill children in their initiations, or celebrate secret mysteries, or hold frenzied revels with strange customs, they no longer keep either their lives or their marriages pure, …  all is a raging riot of … pollution of souls, sex perversion, disorder in marriage, adultery, and debauchery.  (Wis 14:12-31, RSV)
We see this again in the Apocalypse of Peter (2nd century CE), also quite similar to Romans 1, where the author describes the punishment for those who have sex in the context of idol worship—men with men, and some kind of relationship between men and women, but absent is any clear reference to relationships between women.
  
These are the worshippers of idols... These are they which have cut their flesh as apostles of a man, and the women who were with them . . . and thus are the men who defiled themselves with one another in the fashion of women. ...  All idols, the works of men's hands, and what resembles the images of cats and lions, of reptiles and wild beasts, and the men and women who manufactured the images, shall be in chains of fire. 

Assuming a similar literary tradition to Romans 1, we again see problematized the assumption that the women in such literary contexts are lesbians.  We also see here a practice related to the Attic/Cybele rituals that will be described later, specifically, ritual castration (“cut their flesh as apostles”).  
Pericope in Three Parts: Is it Really All about Idolatry?

The structure of Rom 1:23-32 is the use of the μετ/ήλλαξαν ("they exchanged": 1:23, 1:25, 1:26b) and παρέδωκεν  ("God gave them over": 1:24, 1:26a, 1:28), 
 which enclose three parallel thoughts between 1:23-28. Parallelism is common in Hebrew literature, and involves repeating a thought in a different way for emphasis.  Paul was familiar with this device, and it seems clear that he is using this technique here to emphasize God's wrath against idolatry.
  Paul describes people engaged in philosophies and religions that tried to understand and worship creation apart from Yahweh.  He concludes that abandoning the concept of God leads to the “sin list” in the last verses of the chapter (1:29-31).  In this sense, the focus of the chapter is on those who μετ/ήλλαξαν the worship of Yahweh for the worship of physical idols.
  Both of the first two parallel passages (1:23-24, 1:25-26a), bracketed by μετ/ήλλαξαν and παρέδωκεν, explicitly describe physical idol worship as it would have been found in the first century.


The third parallel is similarly bracketed with μετ/ήλλαξαν and παρέδωκεν, but does not quite follow the pattern of the first two. As in the first two, God gives them over to wicked behavior (1:28). However, in the third part, sex is exchanged for the worship of Yahweh rather than explicit idol worship.  If one proposes that the exchanges in 1:23 and 1:25 are metaphors for anything that draw us away from God, then the sex described in 1:26b-27 could describe general homogenitality (if one assumes a priori that homogenitality necessarily causes one to abandon the belief in God).  However, the text does not lend itself to such a metaphorical interpretation, since the texts are so concrete in their description of ritualistic idolatry.  To preserve the symmetry inherent in the parallelism, the third parallel should also be read as a specific reference to ritualistic idolatry.  “Sacred sex” was a common practice of certain religions in the first century, including homogenitality, and male-female παρὰ φύσιν sex.
 

A potential counter-argument is that only the first two clauses represent parallels about idolatry, but that Paul turns his focus away from simple idolatry to all sinful behavior, and that homosexuality represents an archetype sin. The argument continues that Paul finishes his thought in 1:29-31, providing a larger “list” of sins,
 of which homosexuality is merely the first, separated by 1:28, a description of what God has to do when confronted with unrepentant sinners. However, the grammar of the passage makes questionable that interpretation, for two reasons.  First, και καθος (“since”, 1:28) takes a causal meaning,
 separating the previous discussion from the discussion that follows it, making the homogenital behavior listed in 1:26b-28 part of a different clause than the sin list in 1:29-32.  Second, Chamberlain describes ποιεῖν ('to do') as the epexegetical infinitive, used here to clarify what precedes it (1:23-27) by way of the example that follows it (1:29-32). 
  Again, we see a clear separation between the sex acts and the sin list.  This yields the following rough paraphrase (mine) of 1:28: 

And because of the fact that (και καθος) they stopped believing in God, doing all of the things listed in 1:23-27, God surrendered them (παρέδωκεν) to do (ποιεῖν) the evil things listed in the following verses…

In the first two parallels God gives them over to evil behaviors because of actions they took (“changing the glory of God into an image,”
 and then worshipping and serving created things rather than the creator). However, God did not give them over because of the exchange itself, but because of actions taken as a result of the exchange (in the second parallel, they have exchanged the truth of God for a lie, but the resulting action is that they "worshipped and served created things"). In the third parallel, they exchanged the φυσικὴν χρῆσιν (“natural use”) for that which is παρὰ φύσιν as described in 1:26b-27. However, it was not those exchanges that caused God to give them over. Those exchanges resulted in the action of 1:28, “they did not think it worthwhile to retain a knowledge of God,” which is what caused God to give them over--not the sexual behavior, but the fact that they abandoned their belief in God.  The ritualized sexual behavior was a key part of the process of their rejection of their belief in God, just as making idols and worshipping/serving idols was a key part of the process in 1:23-26a.  Parsing cause and result in this passage demonstrates that the sex acts must be separate entities from the sin-list and therefore are intended to be interpreted in the context of the three-clause, μετ/ήλλαξαν /παρέδωκεν parallel, not part of the sin-list itself.   

II. Paul versus the Goddess 

The religion of the mother goddess, the great mother (Magna Mater), is one of the oldest recorded religions, dating at least to 6000 BCE.  A terracotta figurine from this era, found at Catal Huyuk, in modern-day Turkey, shows the Mother sitting on her throne between two large cats.
  This religion was in Asia Minor by at least the seventh century BCE,
 in Greece by the 5th or early 4th century,
 and its official entry into Rome was on April 6, 204 BCE.
  According to tradition, the Sibylline books instructed the Roman government to bring the “Mother of Mount Ida” to Rome if they wanted to defeat Hannibal, 
 while a minor earthquake convinced King Attalus to release the goddess to them
 in the form of a small black meteorite.
  The temple dedicated to Cybele on Palatine Hill was completed in 191 BC.
 

The importance of the goddess religions in the Greco-Roman period cannot be underestimated.
  During Paul’s missionary travels, the goddess religions were having a wide resurgence, and Fear notes that while "mystery religions in general were not a focus of Christian polemic, Attis and Cybele on the other hand appear to have been a favorite target for the invective of Christian writers."
  Temples dedicated to Cybele/Attis, Artemis, Aphrodite, Demeter and Venus were in most large cities of the region.  The temple to Artemis in Ephesus was claimed to be the largest building in the world and one of the Seven Wonders, and as will be described later, Acts 19 describes a conflict between Paul and the followers of Artemis in Ephesus.
  Strabo (somewhat dubiously) claimed that the temple to Aphrodite in Corinth had more than 1,000 temple prostitutes and it was this business that made the city rich.
  In Rome, the Cybele/Attis temple was built in the heart of the city on one of the Seven Hills of Rome (the Roman temple to another goddess, Aphrodite, was on another of these hills
) and the official sanctions that had prevented citizens from fully participating in the priestly rituals were lifted in the mid-first century.
  In addition, Cybele’s image was printed on some Roman coins, two major city festivals, the Day of Blood and the Megalensia, were organized around Cybele and Attis, and a statue of Cybele presided over the public games.
  Roller describes the worship of Cybele as central to Roman life: 

By the first century CE, the Magna Mater was thus a divinity with a central place in Roman life.  And the place of honor created for her cult in the first two centuries of its existence in Rome continued under the early Empire. The prominence of the Magna Mater in literature, art, and practice speaks of a cult that lay at the very center of the Roman religious experience.  Her temple was located in the heart of the city, near its most venerable shrines. 

Hermaphrodite Goddesses and Queer Priests

There are similarities in the practices and beliefs between the goddess cults,
 as well as a popular blending of goddess identities, as described by Apuleius:
Though I am worshipped in many aspects, known by countless names, and propitiated with all many of different rites, yet the whole round earth venerates me.  The primeval Phrygians call me Pessinuntica, Mother of the gods; the Athenians, sprung from their own soil, call me Cecropian Artemis; for the islanders of Cyprus I am Paphian Aphrodite; for the archers of Crete I am Dictynna; for the trilingual Sicilians, Stygian Proserpine; and for the Eleusians their ancient Mother of the Corn.  Some know me as Juno, some as Bellona of the Battles; others as Hecate, others again as Rhamnubia, but both races of Aethiopians, whose lands the morning sun first shines upon, and the Egyptians who excel in ancient learning and worship me with ceremonies proper to my godhead, call me by my true name, namely, Queen Isis.

Venus/Aphrodite was brought to Rome shortly before Cybele.  According to Macrobius, Aphrodite was an hermaphroditic god/dess.  

Moreover, there is in Cyprus a bearded statue of the goddess with female clothing but with male attributes, so that it would seem that the deity is both male and female. Aristophanes also calls her "Aphroditus"; and in Laevinus the descriptive adjective is in the masculine gender, when he says: "Therefore worshipping Venus the giver of life (almum), whether the deity is female or male--even as is the life-giving deity that shines by night." Philochorus, too, in his Atthis says that Venus is the moon and that men offer sacrifice to the moon dressed as women, and women dressed as men, because the moon is thought to be both male and female. 

Artemis is another goddess with similarities to Cybele, in worship, history and ideology.
  Acts 19 describes the economic, political and social power of Artemis in Paul's encounter with her followers Ephesus.  After a silversmith convinces his fellow-tradesmen that Paul's teachings pose a risk to their trade and that Paul is blaspheming Artemis, they start a riot, shouting "Great is Artemis" (Acts 19:28, 34).  Eventually, the city-clerk calms the crowd, exclaiming, "Men of Ephesus, does not all the world know that the city of Ephesus is the guardian of the temple of the great Artemis and of her image, which fell from heaven?" (Acts 19:35).  


Like Cybele’s priests, Artemis priests were also frequently eunuchs, described as effeminate, and were sexually penetrated, violating the strict patriarchal ideals for masculinity found in early Rome.
  These are common themes found in goddess priests across time and culture.  The history between the goddess religions and gender-variant priests goes back at least as far as the Sumerians in the 3rd millennium BCE,
 appearing in temple records as the gala/kalu priest in relation to the goddess Innana.  Anal sex in their rituals appears to be clear from the following epithet:  "When the gala/kalu wiped his anus [he said], 'I must not excite that which belongs to my lady Innana.'"
  Likely not coincidence, the word-sign for gala are the combined signs for penis + anus.


The goddess Innana in later cultures was called Ishtar, notoriously promiscuous and at times engaging in transvestitism.
  Ishtar similarly demands gender-variant priests, assinu (male), assinutum (female),
 kurgurrutu,
 or galatur.
  The assinu were castrated, about whom it was said that Ishtar, to show her mighty power, had changed the priests' gender forever.
  The assinu, engaged in cross-gender behaviors, and had sexual roles in worship.
  Roscoe notes that "Akkadian omen texts instruct men to have intercourse with assinu to obtain luck and refers to the desire of assinu for intercourse with men."
  The assinitu were discussed in the context of Ishtar's female priests (harimtu, kezertu, sekretu, samhatu), who were expected to engage in anal sex acts with worshipers so as to prevent pregnancy--they were consecrated to the goddess as naditu, or 'barren'.
  

Multiple texts describe the cross-dressing and effeminate image of the Greco-Roman goddess priests,
 as well as the annual-festival activities of the galli, the Cybele/Attis priests.  Initially the Romans had difficulty accepting the galli’s gender violations, as patriarchal masculinity was core to the politico-cultural hegemony.  Roman citizens were prohibited from becoming galli, primarily because of their repulsion of emasculation, until 101 BCE when the laws were altered to allow certain citizens to become galli, and finally around 50 CE, “Claudius removed all restrictions preventing citizens from becoming galli.”
  Eventually, the head of the galli, the Archgallus, became a state-appointed position,
 and the galli's primary festival, the Day of Blood, was incorporated into the public religious calendar
 along with Cybele’s Megalensia, which then became a multi-week event.


The galli would wander in the streets in full cross-dress regalia: amulets, flowing robes, make-up, depilated bodies and long hair dyed blond.  They would dance in a Bacchalic frenzy with tambourines and flutes, often with knives or swords, with which they would cut their arms, shedding blood to help them tell the fortunes of the people who would give them money.
  These practices continued at least to the 4th century.  Firmicus and Augustine, both of whom attack the competing religion, describe some of their theology, temple practices, festivals.  Firmicus’ account is as follows:
Tell me, is air a divinity if it looks for a woman in a man, if its band of priests can minister to it only when they have feminized their faces, rubbed smooth their skin, and disgraced their manly sex by donning women's regalia?  In their very temples one may see scandalous performances, accompanied by the moaning of the throng: men letting themselves be handled as women, and flaunting with boastful ostentatiousness this ignominy of their impure and unchaste bodies.  They parade their misdeeds in the public eye, acknowledging with superlative relish in filthiness the dishonor of their polluted bodies.  They nurse their tresses and pretty them up woman-fashion; they dress in soft garments; they can hardly hold their head erect on their languid necks.  Next, being thus divorced from masculinity, they get intoxicated with the music of flutes and invoke their goddess to fill them with an unholy spirit so that they can ostensibly predict the future to fools.  What sort of monstrous and unnatural thing is all this?  They say they are not men, and indeed they aren't; they want to pass as women, but whatever the nature of their bodies is, it tells a different story. 

Augustine's account is similar, mentioning also castration:

There are the rites of the Mother of the gods where the beautiful youth Attis, loved by her and castrated because of a woman's jealousy, is mourned by those unfortunate men called Galli who are also castrated… The rites which are enacted by castrated and effeminate men are indeed performed in secret; but our adversaries have certainly not been able to conceal the men themselves, so miserably emasculated and corrupted. 
 

Other Christian and non-Christian sources alike describe the roaming priests similarly.
  In addition to the frenzied, effeminate behavior, other practices of the galli are consistent: castration, same-sex sex, and the presence of female galli, often paired with phalli and anal sex.  Each of these deserves a separate treatment.

Castration and Male Homogenitality

The documentary record indicates that male priests of many goddess religions made themselves into eunuchs, and that in fact, it was an important aspect of their religious practice.
 Several sources provide descriptions of the castrated galli as well as the Bacchalic frenzy associated with the castration ritual.
  Here, two typical texts characterize these practices, one Latin and one Greek.  By the time of Lucian (2nd CE), the rituals had long since become part of the official Roman religious calendar, occurring on the Day of Blood.

During these days they are made Galli. As the Galli sing and celebrate their orgies, frenzy falls on many of them and many who had come as mere spectators afterwards are found to have committed the great act. I will narrate what they do. Any young man who has resolved on this action, strips off his clothes, and with a loud shout bursts into the midst of the crowd, and picks up a sword from a number of swords which I suppose have been kept ready for many years for this purpose. He takes it and castrates himself and then runs wild through the city, bearing in his hands what he has cut off. He casts it into any house at will, and from this house he receives women's raiment and ornaments. Thus they act during their ceremonies of castration. 

The second description, from Lucretius (1st century BCE), comes long before the ritual had gained official acceptance, but sounds little different from the first.  The geographical and chronological distance between these two authors may attest to the longevity and widespread knowledge of the galli and their practices.
To her [the Idean Mother] do they assign the Galli, the emasculate, since thus they wish to show that men who violate the majesty of the mother and have proved ingrate to parents are to be judged unfit to give unto the shores of light a living progeny. The Galli come: and hollow cymbals, tight-skinned tambourines resound around to bangings of their hands; The fierce horns threaten with a raucous bray; The tubed pipe excites their maddened minds in Phrygian measures; they bear before them knives, wild emblems of their frenzy, which have power the rabble's ingrate heads and impious hearts to panic with terror of the goddess' might. 


The act of self-castration helped the gallus transcend gender.  One faction of the Gnostic movement, the Naassenes, expresses this idea, linking it to early Christian thought.  The Naassenes, "while equally regarding the Logos [Jesus] as the centre of their belief, held the equivalent deity to be Attis, and frequented the Phrygian Mysteries as the most direct source of spiritual enlightenment."
  Kroeger dates this Christo-Naassene sect to the first century CE, and links it and the transgender theology to the galli practices: “There is considerable evidence that the Naassene sect developed from that of Attis of Cybele."


Hippolytus, a Christian apologist from the late 2nd century, attacks the Naassenes and their hermaphroditic practices and gender-deviant beliefs.  Such beliefs are described in the Logia, sayings the Gnostics claim are attributable to Jesus. The Gospel of Thomas describes the basis for the Naassene belief in the desirability of transcending gender: "…when you make the male and female into a single one, so that the male will not be male nor the female be female... then you will enter [the <Father’s> domain]" (brackets in the original, Saying 22).
  It is this and other teachings that Hippolytus directly critiques, and in the process links the Cybele/Rhea and Attis religion to Romans 1:

For (the Naassene) says, there is the hermaphrodite man, … [and] Attis has been emasculated, that is, he has passed over from the earthly parts of the nether world to the everlasting substance above, where, he says, there is neither female or male, but a new creature, a new man, which is hermaphrodite. As to where, however, they use the expression "above," I shall show when I come to the proper place (for treating this subject). But they assert that, by their account, they testify that Rhea is not absolutely isolated, but--for so I may say--the universal creature; and this they declare to be what is affirmed by the Word. Wherefore also God gave them up unto vile affections; for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature." What, however, the natural use is, according to them, we shall afterwards declare. "And likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust one toward another; men with men working that which is unseemly."…  For in these words which Paul has spoken they say the entire secret of theirs, and a hidden mystery of blessed pleasure, are comprised. 
 

In Romans 1, what many contemporary Christians see as a condemnation of homosexuality, the Naassenes saw as a blessing, in as much as it helped them to transcend gender, and thus become closer to God.  The Naassenes, at least, viewed the context of Paul's intent for the description of the sexual activity in Romans 1 as sacred sex, connected with the sexual practices of the galli.  Equally as important to the early Christian polemicists, the practice of self-castration was not limited to the Gnostic factions of Christianity, but became an issue for many Christian men, who, in their attempts to wholly dedicate themselves to their faith, believed they must become “eunuchs because of the reign of the heavens” (Matt 19:12, YLT) and drew inspiration from the practices of the goddess religions to castrate themselves.
 


In addition to castration and transgender theology, several of the goddess religions made sex an integral part of their worship,
 all practices still seen today in the Indian devadasi system.
  Such are seen in the OT references to qadosh (translated "male shrine prostitutes" in 1 Kings 15:12 and 2 Kings 23:7, NIV).  That the Old and New Testaments recognize and condemn sacred sex is clear.  That Greek and Roman society condemned sacred sex, even sacred homogenitality, is far from clear, and is probably mistaken.  In fact, it seems that ritualized sacred homoeroticism "experienced a kind of renaissance between the fourth century BCE and the third century CE."
  In this form of worship, it seems that the worshiper "receives the inner-most essence and power of a god."
  The galli, for their part in the homogenital act, live out the sexual/gender variance of Attis and Cybele, as well as transcend gender, to become more like their gods.  Or in contemporary sociological language, they are able to find a survival niche in a patriarchal structure that stigmatized their queer identity, and perhaps for women, finding a place to engage in self-efficacy and authenticity.


That the galli participated in homogenital acts is indisputable.  From the documentary evidence, the gala/kalu provide an example (as described above),
 as well as descriptions of the galli from Roman and Greek texts.
  Apuleius (2nd century CE) tells an archetypical story of the galli, here describing a traveling band of priests of the Goddess:
The eunuch, whose name was Philebus, led me off to his lodgings.  When he reached the door he called out: "Look, girls, Look!  I have brought you a lovely new man-servant!"  The girls were a set of disgusting young eunuch priests who broke into falsetto screams and hysterical giggles of joy, thinking that Philebus really meant what he said, and that they would now have a fine time with me...  This queer family included one real man, a great big slave, whome they had bought with money collected by begging.  When they went out, leading the Goddess in procession, he would walk in front playing a horn--he played extremely well--and at home they used in him all sorts of ways, especially in bed. 

Female Galli, Temple Prostitutes, and Phalli

In addition to the gender-variant males, female galli, ἱεροδούλους (temple prostitutes/slaves) and sacerdos (priestess), are associated with the mother goddess.  Vermaseren notes that

many priestesses (sacerdos; 'iereteuousa) of the cult are known.  Their choice, too, had to be sanctioned by the quindecimviri.  The title of sacerdos maxima, which occurs in Rome, suggests a certain hierarchy. ... They supervised the inferior members of the staff and they carried the sacred vessels (cernophorae), or acted as mourners (praeficae) during the days of mourning in March. 

Sawyer concurs: "Women in particular would have enjoyed the freedom that such a religion offered them as an alternative to the rigid, patriarchal structures Roman society imposed on them."
  Showerman notes, "The ministers of ordinary rank were sometimes men, sometimes women, the former being the castrated galli."


Roller describes a Greek text from Lesbos on the modesty of women, limiting access to a sacred temenos by certain persons: "women who have recently given birth, galli, and women who γαλλαζειν --that is, hold Gallic rites to Meter."
  This text adds to the evidence that women could also be galli.  Further, since Aphrodite was the patron of both ἱεροδούλους and secular prostitutes,
 it helps explain why they are closely associated with her temples.  As already mentioned, ἱεροδούλους were associated with the temples of Aphrodite/Venus in Rome
 and Artemis in Ephesus.
  The rituals associated with these temples were often orgiastic, and "their votaries were women and eunuchs"
.  


Clement describes the practices of some of the female galli, pairing them with these stereotyped images of the male galli that we have discussed:

And these women are carried about over the temples, sacrificing and practicing divination day by day, spending their time with fortune-tellers, and begging priests, and disreputable old women; and they keep up old wives' whisperings over their cups, learning charms and incantations from soothsayers, to the ruin of the nuptial bonds. And some men they keep; by others they are kept; and others are promised them by the diviners. They know not that they are cheating themselves, and giving up themselves as a vessel of pleasure to those that wish to indulge in wantonness; and exchanging their purity for the foulest outrage, they think what is the most shameful ruin a great stroke of business. And there are many ministers to this meretricious licentiousness.  ... But these women delight in intercourse with the effeminate [κιναίδων].
 And crowds of abominable creatures flow in, of unbridled tongue, filthy in body, filthy in language; men enough for lewd offices, ministers of adultery, giggling and whispering. 

In addition to showing the presence of female galli, Clement also describes a surprising practice: the women were having sex with the κίναιδοι --in an oversimplified sense, these are effeminate men who enjoy being sexually penetrated.
  These may or may not have been the male galli.  While most galli were κίναιδοι, it cannot similarly be concluded that most κίναιδοι were galli, since most persons who engaged in homogenitality were not priests of Cybele and Attis.


Regardless of whether these κίναιδοι were galli, it begs the question of why a κίναιδος would go to a female to have sex, and what form that sex would take.  Three primary possibilities emerge.  First, these κίναιδοι may have been sexually penetrating the women, contrary to cultural expectations of the κίναιδοι as well as the contextual inferences.  The second possibility is that the men were instead performing oral sex on the women.
  The third possibility is that the women were using an ὄλισβος (“dildo”) to perform anal sex on the men.  In each of these, there is a dramatic gender-reversal taking place.  In the first case, the roles of the sexual partners are reversed from what the Judeo-Christian/Greco-Roman cultures expected: passive women (the penetrated) and aggressive men (the penetrators) are here replaced with sexually aggressive women (the ἱεροδούλους) and the effeminate men (the κίναιδοι).
  In the second case, if the male performs oral sex on the woman, such behavior would still put the male in the passive condition of fellare, and the woman in the active condition of irrumare.
  Such a reversal would similarly constitute a breach of expected gender roles for any respectable Roman or Greek, for both the man and woman.  Finally, the same gender-reversals are present with the possibility that the woman used an ὄλισβος or φαλλός to engage in pedicare, and the man allowed himself to be cevare.  Either case would constitute behavior that was παρὰ φύσιν, since none created procreative possibilities, and each reversed expected gender roles.

The latter interpretation of the behavior of the temple ἱεροδούλους is supported by several texts that associate the goddess temples with phalli.  The goddess Diana was honored in the kordax: "a dance-drama in which women and men dressed in the garments of the opposite sex, the women, wearing lombai, 'enormous phalli,' pretended to penetrate the male dancers."
  In another text by Clement, he mentions the galli of Aphrodite, who give a phallus to the initiates:
Of members so lewd a worthy fruit--Aphrodite--is born. In the rites which celebrate this enjoyment of the sea, as a symbol of her birth a lump of salt and the phallus (φαλλός) 
 are handed to those who are initiated into the art of uncleanness. 

Similarly, in a much later text, Arnobius describes a similar belief regarding the galli of Venus: "And those hidden mysteries of Cyprian Venus we pass by also, of whom the founder is said to have been King Cinyras, in which those who take them bring stipulated fees as to a harlot and carry away obscene tokens, given them as a sign of the propitious divinity."
  While neither of these texts explicitly states the use of these phalli by women on the men, nor do they state that the phalli are used in the rituals at all, the associations of the phalli in the context of the rituals, especially when compared with the rites of the gala/kalu, are certainly indicative of such practices.  
III. Conclusion


That Paul would have been familiar with the goddess religions seems inescapable.  Temples and shrines to Cybele, Artemis, Venus/Aphrodite, Astarte, and others were scattered densely around the region of Paul's upbringing and missionary travels (Asia Minor, Greece, Cyprus, etc.).
  In Corinth, where Paul most likely wrote Romans,
 several gender/sexual-variant artifacts have been found.  The anti-Christian riot at Ephesus (Acts 19) was important enough to be preserved in the canon, and evidence suggests that other conflicts between the goddess cults and early Christian groups occurred.  Roscoe goes as far as saying, "In some cities, worshipers clashed in the streets when the festivals of the two religions coincided, as they often did in the spring."
  This should not be surprising, given the popularity and influence of the goddess religions on the Greek and Roman cultures.  Roller notes the extent of the galli's presence in Rome:

In contrast, the evidence suggests that eunuch priests were a common sight in Rome.  The prominence of these priests in Roman society may have resulted from the secure position given to eunuchs by the Magna Mater cult.  Such a protected status could have caused their number to multiply, as the priesthood proved a magnet for transsexuals, transvestites, and others who found themselves on the margins of society.  ... This may well have caused their numbers to grow to the point where they became quite a conspicuous part of the social scene. 

Given the spread of castration rituals into the Christian community, potentially linked directly to the goddess cults, it seems theologically there would be heavy internal interest in discrediting goddess beliefs and practices, in addition to the political and social clashes.


The cumulative evidence suggests that Paul’s context for the entire pericope of Rom 1:18-32 is idolatry, and that Rom 1:26-27 is a reference to the gender and sex-variant practices of the goddess cults.  Further, considering that at least four sources from the early church imply or state that 1:26b is a reference to heterogenitality, it seems that the tradition linking this verse to “lesbians” is dubious, thus problematizing the idea that in 1:26-27, Paul is describing the “category of homosexuality.”  There is little reason to believe that Paul's intent in this passage is anything but an exhortation against the worship of non-Yahwist gods, and even less basis to infer the general content of Paul's beliefs about sexual orientations, specifically the use of this passage as a condemnation of contemporary queer relationships.  This current essay seeks to unify the entire passage under Paul’s single purpose of condemning idolatry, and further situating the “sex” references within early Christianity’s socio-religious context, thus clarifying some of the continued exegetical problems that have surrounded this text.
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