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The growing of Eastern mystery religions was a clear expressions of the transformation of classical values. During the Hellenistic Era, many religions were brought westward. The various cults possessed many common features. Initiation rites, secrecy… after being initiated they would attempt to unite with the deity by baptism, fasting, shaving their heads, or drinking from a sacred vessel. Communion was achieved by donning the god’s robe, eating a sacred meal, or visiting the god’s sanctuary. This propelled initiates through an intense experience of exaltation and rebirth. Cultists were certain that their god would protect them from misfortune and ensure their soul’s immortality. The cult of Mithras is of special significance, having certain parallels with Christianity. It stressed respect for masculine bravery and camaraderie. The god Mithras, whose birth date was on 12/25 had as his mission the rescuing of humanity from evil. The popularity of magic demonstrates that many people in Roman society either did not comprehend or had lost faith in the rational and secular values of classical humanism. Religion proved to be more comforting to the spirit. People felt that the gods could provide what reason, natural law, and civic affairs could not: a way to overcome life’s misfortunes, discouragements, guaranteeing immortality, a sense of belonging to a community, an outlet for emotions, and a sedative for anxiety. The religious orientation also found expression in philosophy, which demonstrated attitudes markedly at odds with classical humanism. These attitudes included indifference to the world, withdrawal, and pessimism about the earthly state. The philosophers more and more aspired to a communion with a higher reality. Philosophy reached something beyond this world in order to comfort the individual. In Neo-Platonism, which replaced Stoicism as the dominant philosophy in the Late Roman Empire, religious yearnings were transformed into a religious system that transcended reason. Plotinus subordinated philosophy to mysticism. Plato’s philosophy stressed a rational interpretation of the human community and called for reforming the polis on the basis of knowledge, and urged the soul to a higher world of reality. Although Plotinus retained Platonic rationalism, he was intrigued by Plato’s otherworldliness. Plotinus desired union with the One, or the Good, sometimes called God-the source of all existence. Plotinus felt that intellect could not understand the One, which transcended all knowing, and that joining with the One required a mystical leap. For Plotinus, philosophy became a religious experience, a contemplation of the eternal. His successors held that through acts of magic the soul can unite with the One. Compared with this union, what was the knowledge of the sensible world or a concern for human affairs? For Plotinus, this world was one from which the individual yearned to escape. Reality was beyond this world, and the principal goal of life was not comprehension of the natural world nor fulfillment of human potential nor betterment of the human community, but knowledge of the One. Thus, his philosophy broke with the essential meaning of classical humanism. By the time of the Late Roman Empire, mystery religions intoxicated the masses, and mystical philosophy beguiled the educated elite. Philosophy had become subordinate to religious belief; secular values seemed inferior to religious experience. The culture of the Roman world was moving in a direction in which the quest for the divine was to predominate over all human enterprises. 


