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The story of the world’s encounter with the Greeks and Romans is, I think, 

enlightening for us because it takes us out of ourselves. After all, one of the besetting 

infirmities of living creatures is self-centredness, as we all know from personal 

experience, and this has the dangerous effect of making us lose our sense of 

proportion. Every soul, tribe, and sect believes itself to be a chosen vessel; and the 

falsity of our belief in our own unique value does not easily become apparent to us. 

We can see the fallacy readily, though, when it is a case of somebody else hugging 

this illusion about himself. We westerners, being human, are inclined to feel that what 

we have done to the world within the past few centuries is something unprecedented. 

An effective cure for this western illusion of ours is to glance back at what, not so 

very long ago, was done to the world by the Greeks and Romans. We shall find that 

they, too, overran the world in their day, and that they, too, believed for a time that 

they were not as other men are. We shall also find, before we come to the end of this 

story of the world’s encounter with the Greeks and Romans, that, in this episode, a 

temporarily dominant Graeco-Roman society’s estimate of its own achievement broke 

down under the test of being weighed in the truth-finding balance of history.  

 

 

Expansion of the Greek World Overland  

The expansion of the west over the world which began with our dramatically sudden 

conquest of the oceans at the end of the fifteenth century has its counterpart in 

Graeco-Roman history in the expansion of the Greek world overland in and after the 

generation of Alexander the Great in the fourth century B.C. Alexander’s march 

across Asia from the Dardanelles to the Panjab made as revolutionary a change in the 

balance of power in the world as the voyages of Da Gama and Columbus; and, like 

these, it was followed up by wider conquests in later generations. In the second 

century B.C. the Greeks conquered India right across to Bengal, and in the same 

century the Romans won for the Graeco-Roman world a frontage on the Atlantic 

Ocean in what are now southern Spain and Portugal. The basic Greek in which the 

New Testament was written in the first century of the Christian era was spoken and 

understood from Ceylon and the southern tip of India to the hinterland of Marseilles. 

At the same date, Britain was being annexed to the Graeco-Roman world by force of 

Roman arms, while Greek art in the service of an Indian religion—Buddhism—was 

travelling peacefully north-eastwards from Afghanistan along a road that was 

eventually to carry it across China and down Korea to Japan. You will see that, in 

sheer physical range, the Graeco-Roman culture, in its day, spread as widely in the 

Old World as our western culture has spread in our day; and, in an age which had not 

yet seen the emergence of the native civilisations of the Americas, the Greeks could 

boast, as we can today, that every contemporary civilisation on the face of the planet 

(whose shape and size the Greeks had accurately calculated) had been reached and 

penetrated by the radiation of their world-conquering culture.  
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This impact of a Greek culture on the world in and after the fourth century B.C. gave 

the world as sharp a shock as the impact of our modern western culture has been 

giving it since the fifteenth century of our era; and, as human nature has not 

undergone any perceptible change within the past few thousand years, it is not 

surprising to find the standard alternative psychological reactions to a cultural assault, 

which we have observed in the history of the world’s encounter with ourselves, 

making their appearance likewise in the history of the world’s earlier encounter with 

the Greeks and Romans.  

 

This passage of history, too, can muster its intransigent mahdis and its adaptable Peter 

the Greats. In Peter’s line, for example, there was Mithradates the Great, an Iranian 

king in Asia Minor, who very nearly got the better of the Romans by arming and 

drilling his troops in the Greek and Roman style and by taking the field against Rome 

as a rival patron and champion of the Greeks and their culture. And there was Herod 

the Great, the Edomite King of Judaea, who was worsted by one of those impossible 

tasks that are set to people in fairy stories.  

 

Herod’s self-assigned mission was to educate his stiff-necked Palestinian Jewish 

subjects into acquiescing in the minimum compromises with Greek civilisation and 

with Roman power which, for a small oriental people in a predominantly Graeco-

Roman world, were the only practical alternatives to the desperate course of 

provoking and incurring annihilation. The Herodian policy of prudent accommodation 

to imperious historical facts was defeated by the obstinacy of a long line of 

Palestinian Jewish mahdis. This militant movement had begun in the second century 

B.C. in a fierce revolt against the Hellenising policy of a Greek king of south-west 

Asia. Re-read the first and second books of Maccabees, and you will, I think, be 

struck by the family likeness between the Maccabees’ insurrection in Palestine in 166-

5 B.C. and the Mahdi Muhammad Ahmad’s insurrection in the Egyptian Sudan in 

AD. 1881. After flickering up again in the insurrections of a Theudas and a Judas 

whose signal failures are cited by Gamaliel in the Acts of the Apostles, the flame of 

this fanatical Palestinian Jewish resistance to Hellenism rose to its final flare in the 

second century of the Christian era in the revolt of Bar Kokaba, who proclaimed 

himself the Messiah and was crushed by the Roman Emperor Hadrian.  

 

These Palestinian Jewish leaders of an oriental resistance movement to the Graeco-

Roman civilisation were not the only representatives of their kind. Already before the 

end of the third century B.C. there had been something like an ‘Indian Mutiny’ among 

native Egyptian troops who had been armed and drilled in the Greek style by a Greek 

King of Egypt for the defence of his dominions against an invasion by a south-west 

Asian Greek contemporary of his. The Greek-drilled Egyptians routed the full-

blooded Greek troops in the invading army; and their astonishing victory over 

descendants of Alexander’s invincible soldiers went to these native Egyptian soldiers’ 

heads. And then there were outbreaks among the most ill-fated of all the Orientals 

who had fallen under Greek or Roman rule—the Syrians who had been kidnapped and 

been deported overseas to work as slaves in chain-gangs on Greek plantations in 

Sicily. Before the end of the second century B.C. these Syrian slaves in Sicily had 

made two desperate insurrections against their Greek masters’ Roman protectors.  
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A Grim Tale  
This grim tale of cruel oppression and savage revolt in the earlier chapters of the 

history of the world’s encounter with the Greeks and Romans has found echoes in 

familiar chapters of the parallel history of the world’s encounter with the west. In a 

westernised world the slave- trade that once disgraced the Mediterranean has been 

revived in the Atlantic; the insurrection of plantation slaves that was crushed in Sicily 

has been victorious in Haiti; the mutiny of the Ptolemies’ Greek-drilled native 

Egyptian troops has been matched by the mutiny of a British East India Company’s 

western-drilled sepoys; and militant oriental resistance movements against an alien 

ascendancy that are reminiscent of the unsuccessful anti-Hellenic insurrections of the 

Palestinian Jews and the successful anti-Hellenic insurrections of the contemporary 

Iranian peoples, are in full swing at this moment in Indo-China and Malaya and are 

threatening to break out in three places in Africa. Up to this point, we can read the 

story in our own record without needing to consult the Greeks’ and Romans’ dossier. 

But now we are reaching and passing the point where, on the open page of our book, 

the moving finger is writing the latest entries in our still unclosed account; and, 

beyond this point, where the curtain veils our own future, the GraecoRoman account 

is our best source of potential information about what may be in store for us.  

 

I am not meaning to suggest that we can cast a horoscope of our own future by 

observing what happened in Graeco-Roman history beyond this point where our own 

record breaks off, and then mechanically translating this Graeco-Roman record into 

modern western terms. History does not automatically repeat itself; and the most that 

any GraecoRoman oracle can do for us is to reveal one among a number of alternative 

possible future dénouements of our own drama. In our case the chances may well be 

against the plot’s working out to its Graeco-Roman conclusion. It is conceivable that 

we westerners and our non-western contemporaries may give the course of our 

encounter with each other some quite different turn which has no counterpart in 

Gratco-Ronian history. In peering into the future we are fumbling in the dark, and we 

must be on our guard against imagining that we can map out the hidden road ahead. 

All the same, it would be foolish not to make the most of any glimmer of light that 

hovers before our eyes; and the light reflected upon our future by the mirror of past 

Graeco-Roman history is at any rate the most illuminating gleam that is visible to us.  

 

 

Peace from the Ganges to the Tyne  

With these counsels of caution in our minds, let us now go on turning the pages of the 

book of Graeco-Roman history till we come to the picture of the Graeco-Roman 

world half-way through the second century after Christ. When we compare this with 

the picture of the same, world 200 years earlier, we shall perceive at once that, in the 

interval, there has been a change for the better here which unfortunately has had no 

parallel in our western history, up to date. In the last century B.C. the Graeco-Roman 

world had been racked by revolutions, wars and rumours of wars, and had been 

seething with tumult and violence quite as feverishly as our western world is today; 

but, midway through the second century after Christ, we find peace reigning from the 

Ganges to the Tyne. The whole of this vast area, stretching from India to Britain, 

through which the Graeco-Roman civilisation has been propagated by force of arms, 

is now divided between no more than three states, and these three are managing to 

live side by side with a minimum of friction. The Roman Empire round the shores of 

the Mediterranean, the Parthian Empire in Iraq and Iran, and the Kushan Empire in 
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central Asia, Afghanistan, and Hindustan, cover the whole of the Graeco-Roman 

world between them; and, though the makers and masters of these three empires are 

all non-Greek in origin, they are nevertheless all ‘Philhellenes’, as they are proud to 

call themselves: that is to say, they consider it to be their duty and their privilege to 

foster the Greek form of culture and to cherish the self-governing municipalities in 

which this Greek way of life is being kept alive.  

 

Let us look into the hearts and minds of the millions of Greeks and Romans and the 

many more millions of Hellenised and semi-Hellenised ex-Orientals and ex-

barbarians who are living under the shelter of a second-century Roman-Parthian-

Kushan peace. The waters of war and revolution which had gone over the souls of this 

generation’s great- great-grandparents have now ebbed away, and the nightmare of 

that time of troubles has long since ceased to be a living memory. Social life has been 

stabilised by constructive statesmanship; and, though the settlement has fallen far 

short of the ideals of social justice, it is tolerable even for the peasantry and the 

proletariat, while for all classes it is indisputably preferable to the Ishmaelitish 

anarchy—every man’s hand against every other’ man’s—to which it has put a long 

overdue end. Life now is more secure than it was in the preceding age; but for this 

very reason it is also more dull. Like humane anaesthetists, these more or less 

beneficent autocrats, a Caesar and an Arsaces and a Kanishka, have taken the sting 

out of those once burning economic and political questions that, in a now already 

half-forgotten past, were the salt as well as the bane of human life. The benevolent 

action of efficient authoritarian governments has undesignedly created a spiritual 

vacuum in human souls.  

 

 

Spiritual Vacuum  

How is this spiritual vacuum going to be filled? That is the grand question in the 

Graeco-Roman world in the second century after Christ; but the sophisticated civil 

servants and philosophers are still unaware that any such question is on the agenda. 

The people who have read the signs of the times and have taken action in the light of 

these indications are the obscure missionaries of half a dozen oriental religions. In the 

long-drawn-out encounter between the world and the Greeks and Romans, these 

preachers of strange religions have gently stolen the initiative out of Greek and 

Roman hands—so gently that those hard hands have felt no touch and, so far, have 

taken no alarm. Yet, all the same, the tide has turned in the Greeks’ and Romans’ trial 

of strength with the world. The Graeco-Roman offensive has spent its force; a 

counter-offensive is on its way; but this counter-movement is not yet recognised for 

what it is, because it is being launched on a different plane. The offensive has been 

military, political, and economic; the counter-offensive is religious. This new 

religious movement has before it a prodigious future, as time is going to show. What 

are the secrets of its coming success? There are three on which we can put our fingers. 

  

One factor that, in the second century after Christ, is favouring the rise and spread of 

the new religions is a weariness of the clash of cultures. We have watched the 

Orientals responding to the challenge of an infectious Greek culture along two 

antithetical lines. There have been statesmen of Herod the Great’s school whose 

prescription for living in a Graeco-Roman cultural climate has been to acclimatise 

oneself, and there have been fanatics whose prescription has been to ignore the 

change of climate and to go on behaving as though this change had not occurred. 
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After an exhaustive trial of both these strategies, fanaticism has discredited itself by 

turning out to be disastrous, while the Herodian policy has discredited itself by 

turning out to be unsatisfying. Whichever of the two alternative strategies has been 

followed, this cultural warfare has led nowhere; and the moral of this anticlimax is 

that no single human culture can make good its conceited claim to be a spiritual 

talisman. Disillusioned minds and disappointed hearts are now ready for a gospel that 

will rise above these barren cultural claims and counterclaims. And here is the 

opportunity for a new society, in which there shall be neither Scythian nor Jew nor 

Greek, neither bond nor free, neither male nor female, but in which all shall be one in 

Christ Jesus or in Mithras, Cybele, Isis, or one of the bodhisattvas, an Amitabha (the 

spirit of boundless light), or perhaps an Avalokita (the spirit of compassion).  

 

An ideal of human fraternity that will overcome the clash of cultures is thus the first 

secret of the new religions’ success, and the second secret is that these new societies 

which are open to all human beings, with no discrimination between cultures, classes 

or sexes, also bring their human members into a saving fellowship with a superhuman 

being; for the lesson that human nature without God’s grace is not enough has by now 

been graven deep on the hearts of a generation that has seen the tragedy of a time of 

troubles followed by the irony of a world-wide peace.  

 

 

Gods Who Have Been Found Wanting  

At least two breeds of human gods have now been tried and been found wanting. The 

deified militarist has been a flagrant scandal. Alexander, as the Tyrrhenian pirate told 

him to his face in the story as we have it from Saint Augustine, would have been 

called not a god but a gangster if he had done what he did with a couple of 

accomplices instead of doing it with a whole army. And what about the deified 

policemen? Augustus, now, has made himself into a policeman by liquidating all his 

fellow gangsters, and we are grateful to him for that, but, when we are required to 

register our gratitude by worshipping this reformed gangster as a god, we cannot 

comply with much conviction or enthusiasm; and yet our hearts are hungry for a 

divinity that we can worship in spirit and in truth.  

 

In the gods who have made their appearance in the new religions, we are at last in the 

presence of divinities to whom we can devote ourselves with all our heart and mind 

and strength. Mithras will lead us as our captain. Isis will nurse us as our mother. 

Christ has emptied Himself of His divine power and glory to become incarnate as a 

man and to suffer death upon the cross for our sake. And for our sake likewise a 

bodhisativa who has reached the threshold of Nirvana has refrained from taking the 

last step into bliss. This heroic path-finder has deliberately condemned himself to go 

on haunting the sorrowful treadmill of existence for aeons upon aeons more; and he 

has made this extreme sacrifice for the love of fellow sentient beings whose feet he 

can guide into the way of salvation as long as he pays the huge price of himself 

remaining sentient and suffering.  

 

These were the appeals of the new religions to a majority of mankind who, in the 

Graeco-Roman world in the age of the imperial peace, were weary and heavy laden, 

as indeed they are at all times and places. But what about the Greek and Roman 

dominant minority that had devastated the world by conquering and plundering it, and 

were now patrolling the ruins as self-commissioned gendarmes? ‘They make a desert 
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and call it peace’ is the verdict on their handiwork that one of their own men of letters 

has put into the mouth of one of their barbarian victims. How were sophisticated and 

cynical Greek and Roman masters of the world going to respond to the challenge of 

the world’s counter-offensive on the religious plane which was the world’s answer to 

its rulers’ previous offensive on the plane of war and politics?  

 

If we look into these Greek and Roman hearts in the generation of Marcus Aurelius, 

we find a spiritual vacuum here also; for these earlier conquerors of the world, like us, 

their present western counterparts had long ago discarded their ancestral religion. The 

way of life which they had chosen for themselves and had been offering to all 

Orientals and barbarians whom they had brought within the range of Greek cultural 

influence was a secular way, in which the intellect had been conscripted to do duty for 

the heart by working out philosophies that were to take religion’s place. These 

philosophies, which were to have set the mind free, had bound the soul to the 

sorrowful wheel of natural law. ‘Up and down, to and fro, round and round: this’, the 

philosopher-emperor Marcus confessed to himself, ‘is the monotonous and 

meaningless rhythm of the universe. A man of average intelligence who has arrived at 

the age of forty years will have experienced everything that has been and is and is to 

come’.  

 

This disillusioned Greek and Roman dominant minority was, in fact, suffering from 

the same spiritual starvation as the majority of contemporary mankind, but the new 

religions which were now being offered to all men and women without respect of 

persons would have stuck in a philosopher’s throat if the missionary had not sugared 

the strange pill for him; and so, for the sake of accomplishing their last and hardest 

task of converting a Greek educated die-hard core of a pagan public, the new religions 

did clothe themselves in divers forms of Greek dress. All of them, from Buddhism to 

Christianity inclusive, presented themselves visually in a Greek style of art, and 

Christianity took the further step of presenting itself intellectually in terms of Greek 

philosophy.  

 

This, then, was the last chapter in the history of the world’s encounter with the Greeks 

and Romans. After the Greeks and Romans had conquered the world by force of arms, 

the world took its conquerors captive by converting them to new religions which 

addressed their message to all human souls without discriminating between rulers and 

subjects or between Greeks, Orientals, and barbarians. Is something like this historic 

dénouement of the Graeco-Roman story going to be written into the unfinished history 

of the world’s encounter with the west? We cannot say, since we cannot foretell the 

future. We can only see that something which has actually happened once, in another 

episode of history, must at least be one of the possibilities that lie ahead of us. 

 

 

 


