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Abstract
What if Jonathan Z. Smith had viewed the city through the lenses of urban religion ? This article begins 
by examining two central yet ambivalent categories in Smith’s work – rectification and incongruity. By 
analyzing these conceptual tensions, I argue that Smith overlooks a critical dimension of urban life : 
its capacity to create gaps – between expectations and lived realities, between normative codes of 
behaviors and actual conducts – while simultaneously producing subjects who not only navigate but 
also thrive within these incongruities, living off the rectifications they themselves enact. By fore-
grounding the incongruities inherent in religious expressions and experiences shaped by urban con-
texts, the article extends Smith’s core categories into the study of urban religion broadly, and of 
ancient Mediterranean Christ religion in particular. Ultimately, it lays the groundwork for remapping 
a distinctly urban religious phenomenon such as ancient Christian martyrdom, with The Martyrdom of 
Polycarp serving as a case study.

Résumé
Et si Jonathan Z. Smith avait considéré la ville à travers le prisme de la religion urbaine ? Cet article 
commence par examiner deux catégories centrales mais ambivalentes dans l’œuvre de Smith : la 
rectification et l’incongruité. En analysant ces tensions conceptuelles, je soutiens que Smith néglige 
une dimension essentielle de la vie urbaine : sa capacité à créer des écarts – entre les attentes et les 
réalités vécues, entre les codes normatifs de comportement et les conduites réelles – tout en produi-
sant simultanément des sujets qui non seulement naviguent mais aussi prospèrent au sein de ces 
incongruités, vivant des rectifications qu’ils mettent eux-mêmes en œuvre. En mettant en avant les 
incongruités inhérentes aux expressions et aux expériences religieuses façonnées par les contextes 
urbains, l’article étend les catégories fondamentales de Smith à l’étude des religions urbaines en 
général, et à celle de la religion chrétienne antique en Méditerranée en particulier. En fin de compte, 
il jette les bases d’une nouvelle cartographie d’un phénomène religieux typiquement urbain tel que 
le martyre chrétien antique, en prenant comme étude de cas Le martyre de Polycarpe.
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Locative, Utopian, and Urban :  
The Ordinary Incongruities of Urban Religion

Ambivalent Keywords : Rectification and Incongruity

« Ambivalent » is said of a subject, an object, a statement, an idea, or the like whose unity 
implies or allows a coexistence of tension-fraught, conflicting, or even contrary mean-
ings, uses, mental states, or attitudes. His/her/its strength (valentia) lies precisely in 
being non-univocal. Existentially, the force of ambivalent entities might arise either 
because having two sides eludes univocal criticism – consider the Marxian view of the 
double-faced function of religion as both « expression of » and « protest against » mis-
ery1  – or because, once acknowledged, they defy control and mastery on the part of 
potential holders and victims, users and interpreters – think of the « dual character » of 
Rudolf Otto’s notion of « the numinous » as « mysterium tremendum that (…) at the same 
time exercises a supreme “fascination” »2. Culturally and academically, the power of 
ambivalent systems regularly hinges on challenging the Enlightenment legacy that 
equates mystery-solving with human coming of age, along with the reductionist assump-
tion that explanatory commitments and achievements constitute the primary aims of 
any intellectual enterprise.

Ambivalence’s valentia, however, might turn into weakness when the recognition of 
double- or multi-sidedness reaches the point of breaking the spell, revealing its flawed 
nature, if not its noxious character. The compelling power of theoretical and conceptual 
ambivalences can be demystified, as exemplified by Pierre Bourdieu’s scathing critique 
of Martin Heidegger3 or Furio Jesi’s unforgiving analysis of Mircea Eliade4, both of which 
reveal how (much) political ideology is encoded within ontology and epistemology. Luck-
ily, in the realm of theory-building, most ambivalences are rather benign, unburdened 
by spiritual stakes, and identifiable without having to raze a whole intellectual edifice. 
One case in point is Jonathan Zittell Smith’s notion of rectification.

Over a span of twenty years in the development of his well-known topographical 
taxonomy of religious worldviews (« locative »/« utopian »)5, Smith employs the term 

I gratefully acknowledge Yvonne Hütter-Almerigi, Paul Michael Kurtz, and Jörg Rüpke for their insightful 
comments on this text at various stages of its revision.
1	 Karl Marx, « Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right : Introduction » (1927), in Karl 
Marx, Friedrich Engels, On Religion, New York, Schocken, 1964, pp. 41–58, here p. 42. 
2	 Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1958 (orig. 1917), p. 41.
3	 Pierre Bourdieu, L’Ontologie politique de Martin Heidegger, Paris, Minuit, 1988.
4	 Furio Jesi, Cultura di destra. Il linguaggio delle « idee senza parole », Milano, Garzanti, 1979, pp. 38–50. 
See also Bruce Lincoln, Secrets, Lies, and Consequences : A Great Scholar’s Hidden Past and His Protégé’s 
Unsolved Murder, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2024.
5	 The word « locative » to denote the first of these « two stances » occurs already in Jonathan Z. Smith, 
« The Influence of Symbols upon Social Change » (1970), in Id., Map Is Not Territory : Studies in the History of 
Religions, Leiden, Brill, 1978, pp. 129–146, here p. 134. The earliest appearance of the dichotomous taxonomy – 
albeit in the form of « native » / « utopian » – is in Jonathan Z. Smith, « Review : Native Cults in the Hellenistic 
Period », History of Religions 11.2 (1971), pp. 236–249, here p. 238. For the first time in its standard form, see 
Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Wobbling Pivot », in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 88–103, here p. 101.
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« rectification » in two different contexts6. The first, which I would term rectification A, 
refers to the fixing of an ontological disturbance or breach in the legality and endurance 
of the cosmos as demanded by « locative » worldviews. Mythically and/or ritually patch-
ing this fissure is mandatory for anyone (whether demigods or heroes, be they myth-
makers, ritual specialists, or simple attendants) who is preoccupied with, and who 
expresses confidence in, the restoration, maintenance, and reproduction of an estab-
lished, encompassing socio-cosmic order. As stated in the fifth chapter of Drudgery 
Divine (1990), entitled « On Comparing Settings »,

The soteriology of such a view is twofold : emplacement is the norm, rectification, 
cleaning or healing is undertaken if the norm (expressed primarily, although not 
exclusively, in the language of « boundaries ») is breached.7 

The second use (what I call rectification B) pertains to the redress of a socio-existential 
state of distress determined by overpowering historical events and incidents resulting 
from an « “encounter” situation – native and intruders »8. Such rectification corresponds 
to the deliberate attempt, once more through mythical and/or ritual means, at forcing an 
unanticipated, unprecedented, and undesirable conjuncture into alignment with more 
customary and reassuring socio-cosmic states of affairs. In the 1976 article « A Pearl of 
Great Price », this second type of rectification – exemplified by the « first slapping »9 of the 
foreign king during the Akitu ritual of the Babylonian New Year festival – is described as

[n]either validated by events (as in omen or prophetic traditions) [n]or a validation 
of events (as in archaic rituals), but rather is best understood as a desperate ritual 
attempt to influence events, to set things right.10 

The two rectifications may look the same, but they are not11. What they have in common 
is the fundamental idea that some human conceptual and ritual labor is needed to fix a 

6	 These two contexts do not exhaust Smith’s technical use of the term, which is in fact multivalent. In the 
context of a theory of sacrifice, see Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Domestication of Sacrifice » (1987), in Relating 
Religion : Essays in the Study of Religion, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2004, pp. 145–159, here 
p. 152. The most famous of Smith’s « rectifications » applies to scholarly categories and corresponds to the 
fourth « task » or « moment » of his protocol for comparison. See Jonathan Z. Smith, « The “End” of Compari-
son : Redescription and Rectification », in Kimberly C. Patton, Benjamin C. Ray eds., A Magic Still Dwells : 
Comparative Religion in the Postmodern Age, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000, pp. 237–241.
7	 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine : On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late 
Antiquity, London, Routledge, 1990, p. 121.
8	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures and Other Matters : Three Essays », in Barry S. 
Crawford, Merril P. Miller eds., Redescribing the Gospel of Mark, Atlanta, GA, SBL Press, 2017, pp. 17–98, here 
p. 30.
9	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price and a Cargo of Yams : A Study in Situational Incongruity » 
(1976), in Id., Imagining Religion : From Babylon to Jonestown, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1982, 
pp. 90–101, here p. 93.
10	 Ibid., p. 95 ; original emphasis.
11	 To the best of my knowledge, Smith himself never paused to consider such difference. In one of his latest 
published papers, he differentiates, instead, between rectification of academic categories, aiming at rede-
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problem. However, when thoroughly considering their modes of employ, rectification A 
and B differ in at least four respects :
I.	 Despite possessing cosmic dimensions12, rectification B ultimately aims at achieving 

intelligibility and regaining agency, that is, carving out room for human maneuver, 
rather than summoning forces to sanctify a fragile order as in rectification A.

II.	 Confronted with troublesome contingencies, rectification B allows for the possibil-
ity of consciously transforming and correcting the interpretive model itself, and not 
just the data like rectification A : for instance, by modifying traditional resources in 
the process and re-crafting pre-existing mythical materials to average out the gap 
and to claim a fit between cultural norms and expectations, on the one side, and 
historical reality, on the other13.

III.	 Both types of rectifications are systems of action that entail relations to power as 
well as natural, man-made, and superhuman resources. Yet while rectification A is 
part of a self-serving view of stability and sanctification of an appropriate order 
aiming at suppressing conflict and contradiction, rectification B is a weapon of the 
weak (Scott), a tactic (de Certeau), indeed an experimental « desperate (…) attempt 
to influence events, to set things right »14. Consider the Ceramese repackaging of 
mythological materials aimed at bringing Dutch colonial powers into conformity 
with native categories and gaining recognition of reciprocity15.

IV.	 The prize of exegetical ingenuity is only awarded to rectification B, while rectifica-
tion A is just as inventive and creative as the re-enactment of a myth or re-actualiza-
tion of a script. Consistently, throughout his intellectual project – marked by a per-
manent fascination with « the cognitive power of tension » between unanticipated 
data and underachieving models16 – Smith aligns his political sympathies, intellec-
tual affinities, and analytical focus with rectifications B. The moments where classi-
fication falters are seen and valued as opportunities for renewed rationalizations17.

An important corollary of these two different modes of employ is that, whereas rectifica-
tions A deal with all types of order-affirming disjunctures and order-endangering dis-
crepancies between the world of the dead/ancestors/gods and the world of humans, only 
rectifications B come into play in actual cases of incongruity. « Incongruity » stands as one 
of Smith’s most emblematic categories, appearing in different contexts and encompass-

scriptive projects, and what I refer to as rectification B. See Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunc-
tures », pp. 72–73, n. 120.
12	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price », p. 95.
13	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures », p. 73.
14	 Smith’s use of the term « experiment » and other related words like « testing » or « operation » usually 
directly references laboratory jargon and life, along with the associated rational and rationalizing proce-
dures. See Jonathan Z. Smith, « Fences and Neighbors : Some Contours of Early Judaism » (1980), in Imagining 
Religion, pp. 1–18 ; Id., « Map Is Not Territory », in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 289–309, here p. 307 ; Id., « When 
the Chips Are Down », in Relating Religion, pp. 1–60, here p. 9 ; Supriya Sinhababu, Jonathan Z. Smith, « The 
Chicago Maroon – Interview with Jonathan Z. Smith » (2008), in Willi Braun, Russell T. McCutcheon eds., 
Reading J. Z. Smith : Interviews & Essay, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2018, pp. 3–28, here pp. 14–15.
15	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price », pp. 98–101 ; Id., « Map Is Not Territory », pp. 302–309.
16	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures », p. 57.
17	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », pp. 307–308 ; Id., « The Bare Facts of Ritual » (1980), in Ima-
gining Religion, pp. 53–65, here p. 57.
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ing different domains of experience and levels of application18. Referentially, like rectifi-
cation, the concept is multivalent. I concentrate here on a specific duality of use.

Smith’s more technical and idiosyncratic use of incongruity describes two distinct 
experiences humans have expressed in religious terms :
I.	 the ordinary state of affairs in an imperfect world which is no « cuckoo-land » – such 

as the intracultural discrepancy between the controlled environment of hunting 
magic and the unpredictable accidents occurring during a real hunt19

II.	 the unsettling consequences of unforeseen historical contingencies and turns of 
events imposed by outsiders – such as a foreign king reigning in Babylon who has to 
perform the kingly rituals of the New Year festival, which are the traditional prerog-
ative of native rulers, or Dutch colonial powers introducing money, economy, and 
trade goods that outcompete Ceramese traditional values and modes of exchange20. 

Whereas disjunctions feature whenever and wherever humans map or remap a cosmos, 
the kinds of incongruities that persistently occupy Smith, especially during the first part 
of his career, and that he recognizes retrospectively as his « sort of note on the violin »21, 
relate to these two specific orders of situations. As such, a situational incongruity does 
not correspond to the perception of a clash between order and chaos, central and liminal, 
cherished norm and execrated anomie. At the same time, it does not map onto the (equally 
cross-culturally and cross-temporally retrievable) feeling of dissonance and malaise in 
response to an oppressively evil world order, which can go as far as the recognition of the 
perversion of the cosmos itself, eliciting various attitudinal responses (from alienation to 
resentment) and calling forth different patterns of thought and action (e. g., flight, ruse, 
deceit, rebellion)22. A situational incongruity is neither an affront to the cosmos remind-
ing us of its fragility nor an indictment of it fueling a desire for its destruction. Instead, it 
refers to the thoughtful and laborious acknowledgment of a gap, a lack of fit between 
how things are said (tradition) and how things are done (practice) as well as between how 
things ought to be (expectation) and how they actually are (historical reality). Contrary to 

18	 Jonathan Lehrich, Jonathan Z. Smith on Religion, London, Routledge, 2021, pp. 134–139 ; Tyler Roberts, 
Encountering Religion : Responsibility and Criticism after Secularism, New York, Columbia University Press, 
2013, pp. 23–47.
19	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Bare Facts », p. 61.
20	 Jonathan. Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price », pp. 90–96, 96–101.
21	 Alfred Benney, Jonathan Z. Smith, « The American Scholars of Religion Video Project : Interview with 
Jonathan Z. Smith » (1999), in Willi Braun, Russell T. McCutcheon eds., Reading J. Z. Smith, pp. 29–44, here 
p. 39. See also Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are Down », pp. 16–19 ; Russell T. McCutcheon, « Intro-
ducing Smith », in Willi Braun, Russell T. McCutcheon eds., Introducing Religion : Essays in Honor of Jona-
than Z. Smith, London, Equinox, 2014, pp. 1–17, here pp. 11–12.
22	 Yogic, Gnostic, and apocalyptic world-deniers, including Jim Jones and the Peoples Temple (see Jona-
than Z. Smith, « The Devil in Mr. Jones », in Imagining Religion, pp. 102–134) can be rallied together under this 
existential banner. Albeit familiar with deconstructionist perspectives seeing Gnosticism as a discursive-rhe-
torical construction of Christian heresiologists (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere » [2003], in Relat-
ing Religion, pp. 323–339, here p. 339, n. 39, citing Michael A. Williams, Rethinking « Gnosticism » : An Argu-
ment for Dismantling a Dubious Category, Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 1996) Smith never 
retracted his early understanding of it as a cross-cultural « structural possibility within a number of religious 
traditions in the Hellenistic-Mediterranean world » (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Birth Upside Down or Right Side 
Up » [1970], in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 147–171, here p. 151, n. 12). 
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some anticipated implications of the adjective « situational », Smith gives the term « a 
Sartrean turn » and insists that this « critical perception (…) lead[ing] to a testing of the fit/
no fit of established patterns » is part of people’s « everyday » intellectual fatigue and thus 
not confined to periods of crisis and « moments of extraordinary tension »23.

Smith never really explored how these two types of situational incongruity intersect 
with his favored notion of rectification ; that is, rectification B. However, upon surveying 
his work, one can conclude that rectifications B are only required when addressing the 
second type of incongruity, which I therefore refer to as incongruity B – leaving therewith 
incongruity A for the first type described above. Indeed, for Smith, there is little doubt 
that hunting magic and festivals « represent a perfect hunt » in their aim to perfect reality 
ritually by ruling out accidents and variables. Yet hunters know full well that real life 
differs from the laboratory life of rituals. Therefore, instead of experimental endeavors 
seeking to force the world to conform with its ideal model, hunting rituals and ceremo-
nies serve as periodic reminders and « realistic assessment[s] of the fact that the world 
cannot be compelled »24. It is only in the second case, then, that we are confronted with 
rationalizing attempts at averaging out power gaps, restoring equilibrium, and tipping 
the scales in favor of the weaker, the distressed, the displaced25, the colonized. 

One final observation adds further complexity to the picture. As partly anticipated, 
none of these distinctions and co-implications between types of rectification and incon-
gruity is explicitly delineated when Smith expounds his well-known proposal for a 
dichotomy between locative (or : world-affirming) and utopian (or : world-denying) 
worldviews as two fundamental human stances operating as « coeval existential possi-
bilities » in religious traditions26. Nor are they elucidated when, in the penultimate para-
graph of the 1978 essay « Map Is Not Territory », he briefly and « more obscurely »27 turns 
the mapping dyad into a triad – all while leaving the third world-view or map unnamed :

The dimensions of incongruity which I have been describing in this paper appear 
to belong to yet another map of the cosmos. These traditions are more closely akin 
to the joke in that they neither deny nor flee from disjunction, but allow the incon-
gruous elements to stand. They suggest that symbolism, myth, ritual, repetition, 
transcendence are all incapable of overcoming disjunction. They seek, rather, to 

23	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures », pp. 69, 71.
24	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Bare Facts », pp. 64, 65. Against this view, see Benjamin C. Ray, « The Koyukon 
Bear Party and the “Bare Facts” of Ritual », Numen 38.2 (1991), pp. 151–176.
25	 Losing access to sacrally charged places is also an incongruous situation calling forth ingenious rectifi-
cations. Retrospectively, Smith views his exploration of two intellectualistic endeavors addressing the dis-
placement of religious groups from sacred centers – such as the Jewish-Mishnaic spatial systematics of pure/
impure, on the one hand, and the temporal systematics of the Christian liturgical calendar, on the other – as 
« the most sustained investigation of situational incongruity » (Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are 
Down », p. 19, referring to Id., To Take Place : Toward Theory in Ritual, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 
1987, pp. 74–117).
26	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Wobbling Pivot », p. 101.
27	 Tyler Roberts, « Encountering Incongruity : On J. Z. Smith », Journal of the American Academy of Religion 
87.1 (2019), pp. 37–40, here p. 38.
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play between the incongruities and to provide an occasion for thought. Such are 
three maps of the worlds of other men. They are not to be identified with any par-
ticular culture at any particular time. They remain coeval possibilities which may 
be appropriated whenever and wherever they correspond to man’s experience in 
the world28.

The materials brought together in this manifesto-article are as heterogeneous as « an 
Oceanic punning account of origins to account for a newly introduced domesticated 
animal ; African divination ; the juxtaposition between expectation and reality in Aus-
tralian and African initiatory scenarios, and a lengthy discussion of the Ceramese myth 
of Hainuwele »29. These seemingly incommensurable items are juxtaposed and com-
pared based on a shared perception of discrepancy that stimulates thought, specifically 
prompting an exploration of the adequacy and inadequacy of a fit between « the 
already-present frameworks [and] the particular “occasion” » of the audience30. Two 
aspects of these reflective and rationalizing enterprises taken as comparanda are espe-
cially noteworthy.

First, and quite tellingly, the word « rectification » does not appear in this article. 
When attempted, the fixes are either incomplete, open to debate and scrutiny, or unsuc-
cessful, ultimately leaving some unbridgeable gaps31. All the incongruities recovered 
and displayed in « Map Is Not Territory » are eventually « allow[ed] to stand », as in a 
riddle, joke, or paradox32. Although facing the incongruous can be a tragic endeavor 
marked by frustrated hopes and the inability to resolve the tension, letting incongruities 
stand is a comedic-ironical achievement, one that enhances the intelligibility of reality 
and brings delight in testing established patterns against it. Leaving situational incon-
gruities unresolved elicits awareness of the contingencies of the world and provokes 
disbelief in the necessity, plausibility, and cogency of accepted orderings of experience, 
all while adding an element of playfulness and fun to the cognitive process33. 

Second, it is only in the last example of the comparative sequence (i. e., Smith’s 
indirectly anti-Eliadian re-interpretation of the Hainuwele myth) that power asym-

28	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 309. Tyler Roberts accurately accounts for the develop-
ment of the third map from the former two (Tyler Roberts, Encountering Religion, pp. 26–30). Already in its 
earliest appearance as an important technical term, Smith advocates for a « rhetoric of incongruity » ranging 
from joke to myth. See Jonathan Z. Smith, « Good News Is No News : Aretalogy and the Gospel » (1975), in Map 
Is Not Territory, esp. pp. 204–207.
29	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are Down », p. 18.
30	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures », p. 68.
31	 The 1978 essay no longer presents the myth of Hainuwele as an « attempt of rectification », as Smith did 
two years earlier (Jonathan Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price », p. 101), but rather as a « stunning example of 
application » (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 304).
32	 Ibid.
33	 The affinities with Richard Rorty include also a strong philosophical resonance with the latter’s episte-
mological-conceptual constellation of « contingency » and « irony ». For Rortyan echoes in Smith, see Jack C. 
Laughlin, Kornel Zathureczky, « Is There Room for “This Sort of Reflexivity” ? The Meaning of J. Z. Smith in 
Religious Education », in Barbara Krawcowicz ed., Thinking with J. Z. Smith : Mapping Methods in the Study of 
Religion, Sheffield, Equinox, 2023, pp. 206–214.
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metries associated with colonial incursions and intrusions become critical to the emer-
gence of incongruity. In all other cases, the disjunction between ideality and actuality is 
fully endogenous, ordinarily factual, corresponding to intracultural incidents and cir-
cumstances rather than contingent on exogenous extraordinary events ascribable to 
intercultural power dynamics. No wonder critics have proposed viewing the incongru-
ity map as the only one « actually viable as reflecting a real territory » : « not so much a 
third ideal, though technically Smith presents it as such, as it is a necessary product of 
Smith’s analytical scheme »34. From a very early stage, Smith’s perspective emphasizes 
religion as a playful and intellectual(istical)ly laborious way to grapple with the fact 
that « human life is not a series of burning bushes »35. Consequently, solutions to human 
problems cannot be found in re-enacting the primordial acts of the ancestors or sound-
ing the apocalyptic trumpets. In a view of religion shaped by a pervasive rhetoric of 
incongruity, the act of thinking eclipses awe and reverence, the language of irony and 
playfulness overshadows that of severity and drama, and « Homo religiosus is just a 
variation on Homo Faber »36.

Palimpsests of the Powerful : Smith and the City

Since their inception, cities have been places where intellectuality is enhanced and 
ingenuity rewarded, new work continually added to old, and amusement guaranteed. 
Yet contrary to the higher taxa of space and place37, the city is not a quintessential 
Smithian topic. Nor is it possible to say that « a tacit urbanism (…) traverses his oeuvre », 
as recently proposed by Loïc Wacquant in reference to Bourdieu38. For reasons that 
remain ultimately elusive, Smith fails to fully harness the full potential of the urban 
when it comes to matters of religion. The implications are significant and warrant 
closer examination.

34	 Sam Gill, The Proper Study of Religion : Building on Jonathan Z. Smith, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2020, pp. 145, 86.
35	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 308. On the playful dimension in Smith’s scholarship on 
religion, see Sam Gill, The Proper Study of Religion, pp. 77–107. For the centrality of the semantic sphere of 
labor in qualifying religious activities, see Luigi Walt, « Il signor Smith e l’ornitorinco », in Jonathan Z. Smith, 
Una questione di classe. Saggi di introduzione alla storia delle religioni, edited by Luigi Walt, Brescia, Morcel-
liana, 2024, pp. 11–94, here p. 79. For a self-designation of his approach as an « intellectualist understanding 
of religion », see Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are Down », p. 19. His posture is also described as 
« intellectual anthropology » by Ron Cameron, « An Occasion for Thought », in Willi Braun, Russell T. 
McCutcheon eds., Introducing Religion, pp. 100–112, here p. 102 ; and as « intellectualist anthropology » by 
Burton. L. Mack, « Sacred Persistence ? », in Willi Braun, Russell T. McCutcheon eds., Introducing Religion, 
pp. 296–324, here pp. 302–304. Not all comments on Smith’s intellectualist approach to mythmaking and 
emphasis on the science-like, rationalistic aspects of religious creativity are intended to be laudatory. For a 
critique of Smith’s « Neo-Enlightenment (…) view of human being », see Hugh B. Urban, « Making a Place to 
Take a Stand : Jonathan Z. Smith and the Politics and Poetics of Comparison », Method & Theory in the Study of 
Religion 12.1–4 (2000), pp. 339–378.
36	 Luigi Walt, « Il signor Smith », p. 79. 
37	 See Kim Knott, The Location of Religion : A Spatial Analysis, London, Equinox, 2005, esp. pp. 99–102 ; 
David Chidester, Edward T. Linenthal, « Introduction », in Iid. eds., American Sacred Space, Bloomington, 
Indiana University Press, 1995, pp. 1–42.
38	 Loïc Wacquant, Bourdieu in the City : Challenging Urban Theory, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2023, p. 21.
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Throughout Smith’s oeuvre, cities feature as places of ideology39. More precisely, a city is 
a place brought into being40 in a manner that makes the ideological endeavors of (put-
ting people into) place most apparent, compelling, and efficient. Cities serve as centers 
of (linear) power, centralized wealth and wisdom, breeding grounds for cognitive lead-
ers, and strongholds and stages for symbolic and material dominants of all sorts. Scribal 
elites – namely, those generally polymathic literati whose self-serving mythmaking Eli-
ade mistakes for the Alpha and Omega of religiosity – are urban intellectual aristocracies 
whose exegetical techniques, aimed at applying time-honored paradigms to new situa-
tions, are diffused through inter-urban networks41. Mostly overlapping with the for-
mer42, priests are city-based ritual specialists who are permanently freed from agricul-
tural toil and constantly engaged in stitching together the socially ideal with the socially 
real. In fact, sometimes old priests are all that remain when cities / sacred centers fall 
into decay43. Kings, of course, are enthroned in cities to rule over the rest, with cities 
falling and rising with them. All in all, Smithian cities are the epicenters of the locatively 
mapped religious worlds of agrarian states. They function through centralized storage 
and the centripetal organization of religiously sanctified monumentalized power. In 
« Earth and Gods », his most Eliadean article44, sacredness, understood as centrality both 
vertical and horizontal, radiates outward from Jerusalem to the Holy Land, with the 
Temple serving as its pivot45. However, upon transitioning from the jargon of phenome-
nology and morphology to the language of structuralism and social constructionism, 
Smith’s schema remains consistent : cities are (their) temples, temples metonymize 
states and state apparatuses, and cities equal states.

Nowhere in Smith’s body of work is this syllogism more straightforward than in the 
third chapter of To Take Place, « To Put in Place ». Prioritizing a structural perspective 
over historical enquiry, Smith elaborates here a sophisticated spatial analysis of Ezekiel 
40–48 : a « largely postexilic, priestly literary » test standing out within the biblical canon 
for its « most articulate » and « coherent ideology of place : of temple and city, with focus 

39	 In Smith’s work, « ideology » appears occasionally as a technical term, but always in service of his pro-
grammatic rejection of any version – whether phenomenological, functionalist, or structuralist – of the « rep-
lication model » of myth (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Conjunctures », p. 60, n. 105 ; cf. also Id., To Take 
Place, pp. 40–41). Myth, for Smith, resembles ideology when : a) it suppresses contradictions ; and b) it inter-
poses itself between the subject and its proper object of cognition (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Conjectures on Con-
junctures », p. 65). The former of these two senses is especially relevant here.
40	 See Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, p. 28.
41	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Wisdom and Apocalyptic » (1975), in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 67–87, here p. 77.
42	 Best representative of this scribal-priestly aristocracy is Berossus, the Babylonian mythographer and 
priest of Marduk active during the period of Seleucid rule. See ibid., pp. 68–74 ; Id., « The Influence of Sym-
bols », pp. 94–96.
43	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Temple and the Magician » (1976), in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 172–189, here 
pp. 178–180.
44	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are Down », p. 46, n. 53.
45	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Earth and Gods » (1969), in Map Is Not Territory, pp. 104–128, here p. 113. For Elia-
de’s connection between the City-cum-Temple and the universal pattern of the Center as primary mode of 
human symbolism, see Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, New York, Sheed &  Ward, 1958 
(orig. 1949), pp. 367–387 ; Id., The Sacred and the Profane : The Nature of Religion, Orlando, FL, Harcourt, 1959 
(orig. 1957), pp. 36–65.
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on the temple »46. As usual, his selection of theoretical literature is very conscientious and 
apt to the purpose. Developing a progressively nuanced notion of hierarchy out of Paul 
Wheatley, Clifford Geertz, and Louis Dumont, Smith leverages it to examine the « four 
homologous ideological maps » undergirding the grandiose vision of an ideal cultic place 
« conceived of as a city » in Ezekiel 40,247. I will limit my argument to maps 1 to 3. 

The first two maps, which describe the layout of the temple and the wider temple 
area, are classic models of power (i. e., sacred vs. profane) and status (pure vs. impure) 
hierarchies displayed in concentric systems and expressed in social and topographi-
cal-architectural idioms. Classifying and ranking areas, people, and objects around and 
within the sanctuary, they emphasize the centrality of YHWH as king and his Zadokite 
priestly class as the summit of purity. The third map, instead, dissolves the Temple–Israel 
metonymy, zooms out on the heterarchical organization48 of the surrounding tribal ter-
ritories, and then zooms in again on the very central segment of Eretz Yisrael that 
includes the « holy district » / « portion », « set apart for the Lord » (Ezekiel 48,9). It is 
here that the city of Jerusalem, along with its rural surroundings, comes into sharper 
focus (Ezekiel 48,15–20). Previously reduced to a residual category « swallowed up by the 
temple » and essentially ignored by an « overwhelmingly centripetal » spatial organiza-
tion, it now adds social complexity to the picture and acquires a countervailing force 
within the overarching cartography of power49. As a center of gravity within the profane 
sphere, the city not only counterpoises the sacred polarity of the temple (« The remain-
der (…) shall be for ordinary use for the city » ; Ezekiel 48,15) but operates as a model of 
egalitarian social space (« The city shall have open land. […]. The workers of the city, 
from all tribes of Israel, shall cultivate it » ; Ezekiel 48,17,19). Eventually, it stands out as 
the element that more decidedly rectifies the hierarchical messages of the first two map-
pings. The city thus represents

a rectification, a shift in focus possible only after the perspective gained from the 
first two maps has been internalized. (…) This system appears to have been more 
egalitarian, recognizing the integrity and legitimacy of each of the subsystems. But 
it is an egalitarianism possible only from the perspective of hierarchical domination 
by the highest order, with its attendant clarity as to the classification.50 

As we have seen, « rectification » holds an ambivalence within Smith’s discourse. In this 
context, its sense ultimately aligns with the locative purpose of rectification A. Indeed, in 
Ezekiel’s priestly dream-like landscape, the rectifying function covered by the city is not 

46	 Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, p. 48.
47	 Ibid., pp. 56, 49.
48	 Smith designates the division of the land according to the third map as « egalitarian with a superim-
posed hierarchy » (ibid., p. 66). He relies on Stanley J. Tambiah’s notion of « galactic polity », which de facto 
corresponds to a heterarchical model of territorial design and power organization. See Stanley J. Tambiah, 
« The Galactic Polity in Southeast Asia » (1977), in Id., Culture, Thought, and Social Action : An Anthropological 
Perspective, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1985, pp. 253–286. For the relevance of the concept of 
heterarchy in redescriptive projects on urbanity and religion, see Emiliano R. Urciuoli, « Heterarchy : A Val-
uable Category for the Study of Urban Religion », Numen 69.2–3 (2022), pp. 121–139. 
49	 Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, p. 63.
50	 Ibid., p. 70.
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a tactical « attempt (…) to set things right » by indexing a discrepancy between ideal 
model and everyday reality, and even less a way to overcome the incongruity affecting 
the minor/weaker partner (in this case, the lay people) in an asymmetrical system of 
relation. Rather, it serves as a functional tool to ideologically strengthen a hierarchical 
system by enhancing the integrity and legitimacy of its subordinate components. In the 
prospect of Ezekiel, a good representative of the post-exilic priestly class, keeping the 
urban and rural portions of Jerusalem’s civic space open to the profane use of impure 
folks is simply a way to lubricate the mechanism of domination. Carving out a space for 
them to farm and dwell merely spins the urban wheel for the sake of production and 
social reproduction.

I argue that Smith’s subordination of the city and the urban to the sociopolitical and 
ideological workings of state and church apparatuses largely depends on his emphasis 
on temple constructions and the enforcement of a spectacularized ritual order51. This 
tendency is confirmed by his more « historical » explorations of late antique Constan-
tinople and, notably, Jerusalem in the fourth chapter of To Take Place, « To Replace »52. 
Cities appear as palimpsest-like canvases, etched exclusively by imperial/locative map-
makers and framed by authoritative clerical propagandists. Cities serve as generous 
repositories for sacred loci possessing thick associative content and significant temporal 
depth. Cities are spaces where epiphanies lie dormant and erupt, re-actualizations 
thrive, and rectifications of type A come to rescue whenever the building programs and 
ritual experimentations of the powerful encounter territorial resistance. Finally, cities 
turn into handy and mobile signifiers, ready to be exported, replicated, and syntagmati-
cally replaced by other locations (i. e., other cities) and means (i. e., legal texts, ritual 
calendars) when fixity becomes a problem and the sacred must be dislocated elsewhere 
(geographically) or transferred to another realm (semiotically). The sacrality emplaced 
in the built environment can be transcended and discharged insofar as liturgies and 
rules of conduct detach from specific locations, evolving into « independent structures 
of thought, creativity, and human action »53. 

Smith’s take on the city as a locus of emplaced ideologies and rectifications of type 
A remains largely unchanged 25 years later, when he introduces another model for map-
ping worldviews. According to his posterior topographical triad of religions as proposed 
in « Here, There, and Anywhere », cities are explicitly related to what he refers as « reli-
gions of there » :

The religion of « there » appears, cross-culturally, as the result of the co-occurrence 
of at least six elements, although causal priority cannot be ascribed to any one mem-
ber of the nexus : urbanism, sacred kingship, temple, hereditary priesthood (as well 
as other religious specialists organized as craft guilds), sacrifice, and writing. As this 
list suggests, the religion of « there » has to do primarily with relations of power.54

51	 See the influence of Clifford Geertz, Negara : The Theatre State in Nineteenth Century Bali, Princeton, 
NJ, Princeton University Press, 1980.
52	 Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, p. 76.
53	 Ibid., p. 95.
54	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere », p. 328 ; emphasis mine. Although the « religion of here », 
concerning the domestic sphere, is said to be « supremely local » (ibid., p. 326) and the « religion of there » is 
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The word « rectification » appears no less than three times in the subsequent paragraphs, 
constantly denoting rectifications of type A. Within this scheme, too, cities are spaces 
that house places55 that ideologically pattern a « below »/reality after the « above »/tem-
plate and ritually stitch the gap between them56. Any time a breach occurs, they provide 
means, masteries, and manpower for reparation works.

Playgrounds of Incongruity : Urban Religion and the City

In his renowned witty style, Smith once recounted that when he accidentally bumped 
into the Jerusalem Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the focal point of chapter 4 of To Take 
Place, he quipped, « I prefer my church to theirs » and chose not to venture further 
inside. Then he adds : « I have consistently made a choice of the map over the terri-
tory »57. I am not suggesting that he was necessarily wrong, either in general or with 
regard to the Holy Sepulcher in particular. Yet, had he been less suspicious in combing 
through urban religious territories, including Jerusalem, he might have assigned cities 
to a different map : not the locative map of sacred kings and temple priests – the one that 
erases contradictions, establishes order, and values congruity and conformity – but the 
incongruity map – the one where a much-treasured « cognitive power of distortion » lies 
and thrives58. 

In fact, cities, past and present, are ordinary playgrounds of everyday incongruities. 
Cities are environments where locative-imperial religious mappings are easily frus-
trated, while, at the same time, utopian-subversive maps contend with the challenges of 
historical continuity, ritual repetition and routinization, and daily triviality. On the one 
hand, Roman King Tarquin may serve as prototype of any potent ruler or sovereign plan-

linked to « imperial cosmologies » (p.  328), Smith makes clear that one cannot draw a linear equivalence 
between religions of here and there as locative worldview/maps and religions of anywhere as utopian world-
views/maps (p. 334, n. 9).
55	 Smith differentiates between space (as abstract, undifferentiated, allowing movement) and place (as 
concrete, differentiated, imbued with meaning, and inducing pause) on the basis of Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and 
Place : The Perspectives of Experience, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1977. See Jonathan Z. 
Smith, To Take Place, p. 28.
56	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere », p. 328.
57	 Ann Taves, Jonathan Z. Smith, « Reading Religion : A Life in Learning », in Willi Braun, Russell T. 
McCutcheon eds., Reading J. Z. Smith, pp. 111–126 ; original emphasis. See also Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the 
Chips Are Down », p. 31 ; Id., « Bible and Religion » (2000), in Relating Religion, p. 209. Choosing a map over a 
territory squarely puts Smith within the Kantian epistemology. His famous sentence that « maps are all we 
possess » (Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 309) sounds like an exaggeration in the service of 
social constructionism, emphasizing a strong preference for « experience-limiting » intermediate constructed 
forms (texts, maps, images) in the academic study of religion, rather than indicating a complete philosophical 
commitment to an anti-realist (« maps-all-the-way-down ») type of ontology : see Sam Gill, The Proper Study of 
Religion, pp. 99–100, 117–147, 221 ; Stanley Stowers, History and the Study of Religion : The Ancient Mediterra-
nean as a Test Case, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2024, p. 35, n. 20 ; Kevin Schilbrack, « Imagining Religion 
in Antiquity : A How To », in Nickolas P. Roubekas ed., Theorizing « Religion » in Antiquity, Sheffield, Equinox, 
2018, pp. 59–78, here pp. 61–62. For an expansion of the argument in the direction of Searle’s social ontology, 
see Jeppe S. Jensen, « Blending Ontologies and Epistemologies : Mapping Deontic Grids – Methodological Con-
siderations for the Comparative Study of Religion », in Barbara Krawcowicz ed., Thinking with J. Z. Smith, 
pp. 94–102.
58	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « When the Chips Are Down », p. 31.
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ner who had to revise their architectural ambitions due to the lack of available space 
and the opposition posed by the pre-existing conditions at the chosen location (Augus-
tine, City of God IV,23). On the other, from xvith-century Münster to early XXIst-century 
Peshawar, « fundamentalist cities » materialize as the outcome of a utopian mapping 
that has spiraled out of control : paranoid local forces, aiming to achieve salvation by 
imposing their ultimate religious good as transcendental referent of civility for all resi-
dents, go so far as to craft an exclusionary space and enforce exclusionary spatial prac-
tices in the here and now59. However, while mighty planners labor to smooth over dis-
crepancies and apocalyptic prophets despair of filling gaps, there have always existed 
less conspicuous and vocal urban actors who thrive on urban incongruities and live off 
their potential rectifications (i. e., rectifications B). Uncovering them is the core business 
of research on urban religion.

Ever since its conceptual debut in Robert A. Orsi’s introduction to the collective vol-
ume Gods of the City60, scholarly discourse on « urban religion » has made the stepping-
stone of incongruity into the cornerstone of religious innovation, improvisation, and 
ingenuity61. For quite some time, a vast cross-disciplinary body of ethnographic litera-
ture on contemporary cities and a growing number of historical studies have demon-
strated that most urban religious entrepreneurs and practitioners are engaged in a task 
reminiscent of what Smith ascribed to the creators of the Ceramese myth of Hainuwele : 
confronting a multitude of impractical frameworks for religious imagination and action, 
they « test the adequacy and applicability of traditional patterns and categories to new 
situations and data in the hopes of achieving rectification »62. Take Mama Lola, the dom-
inant character of the first chapter of Gods of the City63 and the protagonist of the epon-
ymous monograph Mama Lola : A Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn64. Mama Lola faces a major 
situational incongruity. Like many of her Haitian colleagues and voodoo practitioners, 
she struggles with the « cosmo-logistical problem » resulting from the « loss of contact 

59	 Nezar AlSayyad, Mejgan Massoumi eds., The Fundamentalist City ? Religiosity and the Remaking of Urban 
Space, London, Routledge, 2011.
60	 Robert A. Orsi, « Introduction : Crossing the City Line », in Id. ed., Gods of the City : Religion and the Ame-
rican Urban Landscape, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1999, pp. 1–78.
61	 For an overview of this research field in the social sciences, see David Garbin, Anna Strhan, « Introduc-
tion : Locating Religion and the Global City », in Iid. ed., Religion and the Global City, London, Bloomsbury, 
2017, pp. 1–24. For historical research, see Martin Christ et al., « Entangling Urban and Religious History : A 
New Methodology » Archiv für Religionsgeschichte 21 (2023), pp. 1–72. 
62	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « A Pearl of Great Price », pp. 100–101. Despite the shared emphasis on « applica-
tion », I am not aware of any sustained use of Smith’s notions of incongruity and rectification in the social 
science literature on urban religion. Quite tellingly, a handbook on religion and cities mentions Smith only 
once, specifically in relation to To Take Place’s constructionist approach to the sacred (here : Linda Noonan, 
« Praying with Our Feet : Interfaith Rituals of Disruption and Sanctification in the Public Square », in Katie 
Day, Elise M. Edwards eds., The Routledge Handbook of Religion and Cities, New York, Routledge, 2021, pp. 287–
305, here p. 297. From the side of scholars of religion(s), it is noteworthy that Jörg Rüpke’s pilot study on urban 
religion from a historical perspective references both Smith’s spatial-topographical taxonomies of religious 
worldviews without delving into the dimension of the incongruous. See Jörg Rüpke, Urban Religion : A Histor-
ical Approach to Urban Growth and Religious Change, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2020, pp. 50, 61.
63	 Karen McCarthy Brown, « Staying Grounded in a High-Rise Building : Ecological Dissonance and Ritual 
Accommodation in Haitian Vodou », in Robert A. Orsi ed., Gods of the City, pp. 79–102. 
64	 Karen McCarthy Brown, Mama Lola : A Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn, Berkeley, University of California 
Press, 1991.
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with the Haitian soil – and at times in New York City, loss of contact with any soil at all »65. 
How can one feed the spirits in New York if they are tied to specific spaces and places 
in Haiti ?

« In Haiti, you got this big yard, and you pour the rum on the earth for the spirit », 
she said. « But here you pour it on the floor and you have to be careful not to pour 
too much ». It is far easier to imagine that libations poured onto the earth of Haiti 
make their way to Africa than it is to imagine that libations nourish spirits in any 
way when they are poured onto concrete, linoleum, or carpet, the most common 
types of flooring in New York apartments66. 

We see a physical space grating against a cosmological assumption – or, as Smith would put 
it, « a gap between the “socially real” and the “socially ideal” » calling forth rectification67. 
One of Mama Lola’s smartest tactics is to pour the libation into multiple small bottles and 
distribute them to devotees, who will then use them to wash their bodies regularly until the 
skin has thoroughly absorbed the liquid. According to Karen McCarthy Brown,

this is an ingenious solution. (…) The spirits in Vodou are as much in the person who 
inherits them as they are out there in the world. In theory, at least, one could feed 
them as well through the skin as through the earth.68 

The urban religious worlds charted in Gods of the City are remarkably replete with such 
incongruities and rectifications. We read of Jewish synagogue leaders adapting their the-
ology to accommodate both the shrinking numbers of congregants and the racial and 
religious reshaping of the neighborhood catchment area69 ; Italian-American immigrants 
declaring Haitians « not black » and dismissing the significance, or even existence, of 
their voodoo practices to accept their role as saviors of the declining mid-summer festa70 ; 
and Catholic Cuban-Americans remapping and recasting Miami in the image of long-lost 
Havana71. At the heart of any creative rationalization pertaining to the constellation of 
urban religious phenomena lies a discrepancy that is neither ritually eradicated nor 
imaginatively fled but rather worked through, tentatively fixed, played with. Further-
more, in most instances, there are blunt power imbalances essential to the emergence of 
such incongruity. As Robert Orsi himself has noted,

immigrants and migrants dramatically re-placed themselves on cityscapes that had 
been explicitly designed to exclude them or to render them invisible or docile. By 

65	 Karen McCarthy Brown, « Staying Grounded », pp. 79, 85.
66	 Ibid., p. 85.
67	 Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, p. 41.
68	 Karen McCarthy Brown, « Staying Grounded », p. 85.
69	 Jack Kugelmass, « Moses of the South Bronx : Aging and Dying in the Old Neighborhood », in Robert A. 
Orsi ed., Gods of the City, pp. 231–256.
70	 Robert A. Orsi, « The Religious Boundaries of an In-Between People : Street Feste and the Problem of the 
Dark-Skinned Other in Italian Harlem, 1920–1990 », in Id. ed., Gods of the City, pp. 257–288.
71	 Thomas A. Tweed, « Diasporic Nationalism and Urban Landscape : Cuban Immigrants at a Catholic 
Shrine in Miami », in Robert A. Orsi ed., Gods of the City, pp. 131–154.
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acting upon the urban environment in these different ways, immigrants and 
migrants denied the arrangements of space, the understanding of poverty, the mar-
ginalization or ostracism of the foreign, and the alienation of the streets built into 
the urban landscape by law, architecture, and religion. Into every space hollowed 
out by contempt for the city and its peoples – the bleak apartments of public hous-
ing, streets dwarfed and dominated by massive towers of stone and reflecting glass 
or overshadowed by highways, parks intended for the polite refreshment of people 
who behaved the way reformers and landscape designers thought they should – or 
the demands of capital, migrants and immigrants have inserted themselves, making 
themselves present, indeed at times over-present, usually on their own terms. This is 
the persistent subversive impulse of popular urban religions in the United States, 
the counter-story to the narrative inscribed by architects, planners, and reformers 
on the streets and in the skies of American cities.72 

These acts of re-emplacement and self-insertion do not hinge on ritual works of re-enact-
ment of the ancestral deeds or restoration of metaphysically warranted orders. Rather, 
the rectifications pursued by these religious actors in response to the incongruities they 
experience explore novel pathways of thought and unanticipated modes of behavior. At 
the same time, such people’s denials and subversions are less utopian flights towards 
« another world of freedom and openness »73 than instances of « religious engagement 
with the urban world », meaning with « what was being made of the city for and against 
them, in the plans and programs of others »74. Neither locative nor utopian, the endeav-
ors of the urban religious improvisers undeniably fall under Smith’s third cartography, 
the incongruity map. 

Marked by urbanity rather than kinship or citizenship, urban religion is not con-
fined to household membership, nor does it overlap with the political use of religion by 
sociopolitical dominants and ruling elites, be they civic or national, native or colonial75. 
To a great extent, and since its beginnings in the Gods of the City collection of essays, the 
concept works best when applied to small-entrepreneurial and interstitial, grassroots 
and self-authenticating religious initiatives and experiments that are not initiated or 
mainly operated by established centers of power. Therefore, following Smith’s second 
topographical taxonomy as articulated in the later triad of « Here, There, and Any-
where », urban religion aligns neither with the supremely local and domestic sphere of 
the « here », nor with the power-laden public arena of the « there », but rather – and very 
neatly – with the third locus and pattern : the « anywhere ». 

72	 Robert A. Orsi, « Introduction », p. 41 ; emphases mine.
73	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Influence of Symbols », p. 140.
74	 Robert A. Orsi, « Introduction », p. 12.
75	 Ethnographies on urban religion have an early focus on displaced religious minorities, diaspora com-
munities, exiles, and long-distance migrants in general, more recently coupled with direct explorations of 
« urban ethnocracies » enforced upon homegrown populations. On this latter, see Nimrod Luz, The Politics of 
Sacred Places : A View from Israel-Palestine, London, Bloomsbury, 2023. It is worth recalling that urbanity does 
not overlap with the city and can generate effects that transcend the city borders : see Jörg Rüpke, Emiliano 
R. Urciuoli, « Urban Religion beyond the City : Theory and Practice of a Specific Constellation of Religious 
Geography-making », Religion 53.2 (2023), pp. 289–313.
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It is noteworthy that urban ethnographies of American lived religion have been espe-
cially instrumental in strengthening Smith’s confidence in his second tripartite mode-
ling. In fact, in envisioning the rise to prominence and spatial re-orientation towards 
the « anywhere » of several Late Antique forms of Mediterranean religions, Smith 
acknowledges drawing inspiration from Orsi’s work on the « spatial decentering » of 
the cult of saints in xxth-century American Catholic popular piety76. He specifically refers 
to a 1991 study of the St. Jude shrine in South Chicago, which successfully transitioned 
from serving a local neighborhood constituency to becoming a translocally oriented 
pilgrimage center, attracting devotees and securing contributions from across the coun-
try. Critical to this change in the new geography of the cult, which marked the waning 
importance of the local/here and the rising of the national/there, was the creation of a 
dedicated association (the « League of St. Jude ») communicating by mail and even 
replacing traveling and moving by writing and waiting77. However, this converging con-
ceptual grid does not coalesce into a shared vision of, or sustained interest in, the urban. 
Together with his documented tendency to associate the city with locative spatial orien-
tations and cosmologies and his understanding of urbanism as one driving force behind 
the religion of « there », the peculiarities of this ethnographic case study might explain 
why, despite his debt to pioneering research on urban religion, Smith refrains from 
exploring the urban character of the religions of « anywhere »78.

In the following, I seek to briefly pursue and develop this line of inquiry. I build on 
the assumption that situations of, as well as responses to, incongruity are very common 
traits of urban religion at any time in history, if not intrinsic and indicative features. My 
case study draws a connection between the emphasis on urbanity in social-scientific and 
historical works on urban religion, on the one hand, and Smith’s career-long insistence 
on the hermeneutical relevance of incongruous elements in religious imagination, on 
the other. Focusing on textual data from nearly two millennia before Mama Lola’s inven-
tiveness and the Ceramese application of the Hainuwele myth, I sketch a redescription 
of martyrdom materials that places ancient Christian martyrdom – a quintessentially 
« urban religious event »79 – on the map of incongruity.

76	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere », p. 324.
77	 Robert A. Orsi, « The Center out There, in Here, and Everywhere Else : The Nature of Pilgrimage to the 
Shrine of Saint Jude », Journal of Social History 25.2 (1991), pp. 213–232. Orsi, in turn, cites Smith’s To Take 
Place as an influential study of religion and ancient cities (Id., « Introduction », p. 75). On other occasions, he 
mentions Smith’s scholarship as a reference work for the history of the modern study of religion (Robert A. 
Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street : Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880–1950, 3rd ed., New Haven, CT, 
Yale University Press, 2002, pp. xxxv–xxxvi ; Id., Between Heaven and Earth : The Religious Worlds People Make 
and the Scholars Who Study Them, Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 2005, p. 175).
78	 By the same token, inspired by Peter Brown’s socio-type of the Late Antique « holy man », Smith predates 
its « sociological niche » to the ist century BCE, refashions it into the concept of « religious entrepreneurship » 
(Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Temple and the Magician », pp. 186–187), and presents it as a more complex model 
for mapping worldviews « ultimately able to account for the complexities unaccounted for by the other two » 
(Andrew Durdin, « When No “Magic” Dwells », in Barbara Krawcowicz ed., Thinking with J. Z. Smith, pp. 63–76, 
here p. 65). Yet he does not explore the relationship to the urban. 
79	 For this concept, see Paul Bramadat et al. eds., Urban Religious Events : Public Spirituality in Contested 
Spaces, London, Bloomsbury, 2021.
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Incongruous Martyrdoms

This is not an appropriate context for an extensive reconstruction and fair evaluation of 
over five decades of Smith’s discontinuous scholarship on Christ religion80. His theoreti-
cal work on classification and comparison, along with his own experiments with classi-
fication and comparison, was instrumental in presenting the religion of early Christians 
as just one of the ancient Mediterranean / Late Antique religious traditions, effectively 
normalizing its place among them. Rejecting the notion and language of uniqueness as a 
logical fallacy rooted in centuries-old confessional biases, Christ religion must be exam-
ined using the same methodological toolkit applied to any and all others81. Christian lit-
erature thus attests to the same scribal provenance of wisdom and apocalyptic as seen in 
the ancient Near Eastern and Egyptian writings82. So too early Christ followers’ « interi-
orization of apocalyptic motifs » in the form of Gnosticism is structurally analogous to 
the dynamics observable in other religious systems83. The textualized lives of Jesus 
known as gospels are also « yet another narrative of a son of god who appears among 
men as a riddle inviting misunderstanding »84. Christ religion likewise takes part in the 
general Late Antique transition from the preeminence of « religions of here » and 
« there » to the « relative prominence » of the « religions of anywhere »85. Simultaneously, 
it embodies the coexistence (sometimes even within the same author or text) of « loca-
tive » and « utopian » traditions as concurrent existential possibilities of world-experi-
ence, whether latent or manifest in any given culture at any particular time86. 

Regardless of the chosen motif and mapping, then, the alleged uniqueness and 
incommensurability of all sorts of early Christians is fully domesticated and thus made 
available for classificatory and comparative purposes. Embracing this presupposition, I 
will rapidly address the interplay between two elements that Smith’s work on Christ 
religion has left unexplored : the first element is urbanity, the second is incongruity. I 
will then concentrate on early Christian martyrdom as an individual member of the 
wider class and higher taxon of ancient Mediterranean « noble deaths »87.

As with religion in general, the nexus between Christ religion and urbanity is only 
rhapsodically addressed by Smith. Upon introducing ancient Mediterranean voluntary 
associations as typical social locations of the « religion of anywhere », he argues that 
within these settings various strategies emerged to adapt religions of « here » and 
« there » to a « new world order » characterized by the cessation of native kingships, 
remoteness-cum-foreignness of imperial rulers, large-scale dislocation of individuals 
and groups. By accommodating displaced tutelary deities, mimicking state-styled organ-
ized bureaucracies, fostering fictive kin language, offering ritualized shared meals, val-

80	 I prefer to use this increasingly established scholarly formulation in place of the more conventional 
« early Christianity ».
81	 See Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine.
82	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Wisdom and Apocalyptic ».
83	 Ibid., p. 86 ; Id., « Birth Upside Down », p. 151.
84	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Good News ».
85	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere », p. 330.
86	 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine, pp. 129–142.
87	 Jan Willem van Henten, Friedrich Avemarie, Martyrdom and Noble Death : Selected Texts from Gre-
co-Roman, Jewish, and Christian Antiquity, London, Routledge, 2002.
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uing secrecy for group cohesion and security, these clubs provided a « new, predomi-
nantly urban, social location » of religious memberships. While Smith does not explicitly 
mention the early Christians, both the cited literature and the chosen motifs suggest they 
serve as prototypical examples of the timely « sociological solution » offered by religious 
associations88. Another elusive insight into how urbanity can affect the Christ groups’ 
multiple experimentations in both mythmaking and social formation89 is provided by 
his brief discussion of the « pluralistic urban » environment of ist-century Corinth  – a 
relatively large port town hosting many people with recent migration background. Yet 
the essay is unconcerned with issues of urban religion, since it aims at « redescri[bing] 
the Corinthian situation in relation to a set of data from Papua New Guinea »90.

Situational incongruity is thoroughly examined in relation to Christ religion on one 
occasion. In his 1975 essay « Good News Is No News », Smith offers, in his own style, a 
redescription of the gospel genre as a sub-species of aretalogy. This reconfigured genre, 
encompassing a number of non-Christian Greco-Roman Vitae featuring larger-than-life 
magical or divine men, requires « on the part of the readers a perception of discrepancy 
between their understanding and the protagonist’s self-understanding ». In the case of 
the Christian gospels, the incongruity experienced while reading the text – that Jesus is 
an ultimately incomprehensible figure inviting misunderstanding – amounts to a par-
ticularly « pronounced » overarching sentiment of existential conflict raised by « the 
[apocalyptic] theme of hostility to the world and the dualism heaven/world ». Both 
sources of discrepancy, the hermeneutical and the cosmological, the riddle and the 
antagonism, shall be overcome in the future, but only the former is there to stay in order 
to procure delight and afford an occasion for thought91. 

I would like to contend that the same argument applies to martyrdoms too. Ancient 
Christian martyrdom stories are replete with jokes, puns, and riddles. Based on James 
Scott’s political anthropology92, Daniel Boyarin’s opposition between the trickster and 
the martyr as ideal types of resistance from dominated peoples across the globe can be 
re-examined and recharted within the Jewish-Christian continuum in the sense of a 
« pedagogy of trickery » including the martyrs themselves93. The latter encompasses a 
variety of coded defensive techniques of disguise, concealment, mockery, and deception 
that believers can learn from the texts and potentially adopt for different purposes, 

88	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Here, There, Anywhere », pp. 332–333.
89	 This pairing has been especially significant and formative in Burton Mack’s work. For a critical review 
of its use in the study of Christ religion, see Ian P. Brown, « Mythmaking and Social Formation in the Study of 
Early Christianity », Religion Compass 10 (2016), pp. 15–24.
90	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Re : Corinthians », in Relating Religion, pp. 342–361, here pp. 347–348 and 342.
91	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Good News », p. 205.
92	 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance : Hidden Transcripts, New Haven, CT, Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1990.
93	 Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God : Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism, Stanford, Stan-
ford University Press, 1999, pp. 42–66. While the conversation on the value of martyrdom engages Christian 
as well as Jewish propagandists, and the figure of the « defiant martyr » is advertised by both literatures, 
Boyarin ascribes the second and « anti-phallic » model of resistance to the Rabbis alone. In extant Christian 
literature, tricksterism to avoid martyrdom, if present, is always aborted (God never approves or rewards it) 
and the dodging of martyrdom can only be for the sake of it. What was certainly « cross-confessional », as 
Boyarin admits based on evidence contained in the letters of Cyprian, bishop of Carthage during Decius’s 
persecution, was the practice of tricksterism (ibid., pp. 55–56). 
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whether in alignment with or contrary to and regardless of the writers’ confrontational 
agendas. Martyrs use double-edged formulas, redirect charges and name-callings, divert 
meanings, play dumb, or ridicule their torturers, all while confronting superhuman 
demonic forces and wicked earthly authorities in the context of an augmented cosmic 
reality, whether in courtrooms, arenas, or both94. 

However, the « ordeal of incongruity »95 into which these martyrdom texts can ini-
tiate their readers is more challenging and diversified than a potential catalog of jokes, 
riddles, and tricks might suggest. To offer but a few examples, consider the gap between 
the ideal model of Jesus’s death (structurally analogous to the perfect hunt of Siberian 
hunting magic and festivals) and the panoply of concrete imitative behaviors either 
forced into alignment with the normative category or laboriously excluded from it 
(which may correspond to the rich array of actual conducts among the hunters)96. Or 
take the discrepancies and inconsistencies resulting from unanticipated historical events 
shaped by power asymmetries in colonial situations, such as the imperial edicts impos-
ing religious loyalty and ritual conformity to all Roman citizens : there is evidence that 
these pressures compelled Christ believers to draw upon new salvific resources from 
emerging soteriological virtuosi (martyrs and confessors) and prompted Christian lead-
ers to thoughtfully rectify existing frameworks of purity, rules of admission, patterns of 
belonging – ultimately subjecting Christian mythmaking and social formation to creative 
processes of application and adjustment97. Martyrdom is indeed a religious discourse, 
experience, and practice that calls forth a « rhetoric of incongruity which would explore 
the [whole] range » of dissonances exhibited and produced by these types of texts98. 

To place ancient Christian martyrdom adequately on the incongruity map, one 
might still feel the need for further assistance. Much like Smith’s reading of the Cer-
amese myth of Hainuwele, the ideal text would have a discernible mythmaking agenda 
shaped by its historical context and prompting the author/s to perceive and address 
incongruity. Simultaneously, its narrative would evoke a sense of incongruity in modern 
readers as well, alerting them to the presence of a thought-generating discrepancy 
underlying the text99. Such a document, moreover, would not only be a piece of urban 
religious literacy but also serve as a site where urbanity concurs with generating an 

94	 Emiliano R. Urciuoli, Citifying Jesus : The Making of an Urban Religion in the Roman Empire, Tübingen, 
Mohr Siebeck, 2024, pp. 155–174 ; Tim Whitmarsh, « “Away with the Atheists !” Christianity and Militant Athe-
ism in the Early Empire », in James Carleton Paget, Judith Lieu eds., Christianity in the Second Century : 
Themes and Developments, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2017, pp. 281–293.
95	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 309.
96	 See « voluntary martyrdom » as stigmatic label for the martyrdoms of others (William Tabbernee, Fake 
Prophecy and Polluted Sacraments : Ecclesiastical and Imperial Reaction to Montanism, Leiden, Brill, 2007, 
pp. 201–242) and/or as ingenious rationale for justifying withdrawal and avoidance (Candida R. Moss, « The 
Discourse of Voluntary Martyrdom : Ancient and Modern », Church History 81.3 [2012], pp. 531–551). The anal-
ogy with bear-hunters is drawn from Jonathan Z. Smith, « The Bare Facts ».
97	 For the well-documented case of mid-iiird-century Carthage, see Allen Brent, Cyprian and Roman 
Carthage, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2010. The fragile and highly intellectualistic tripartite sys-
tem of repentance designed by the local bishop, Cyprian, is a compelling example of the remapping of a loca-
tive map in response to the incongruities produced by the overpowering ordering strategy enforced by an 
imperial figure. See Emiliano R. Urciuoli, Citifying Jesus, pp. 175–194.
98	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Good News », p. 206.
99	 Jonathan Lehrich, Jonathan Z. Smith, p. 136.



166

Asdiwal 20 (2025) 147–171  |  DOI 10.24894/asdi.2025.20010

Emiliano Rubens Urciuoli

ambiguous and incongruous situation that has to be thought through and dealt with 
rather than suppressed. Few texts illustrate this better than the Martyrdom of Polycarp 
(hereafter : MP), which will be briefly analyzed at the close of this article with attention 
to a conspicuous set of incongruities and their attempted rectifications.

With dating hypotheses of textual strata ranging between the mid-iind and the early 
vth century100, the letter reporting the MP belongs to a relatively small set of ancient 
Christian texts that show how to transform a periodical urban mass event (the public 
execution of criminals) into an extraordinary urban religious event (martyrdom). The 
MP narrates the arrest, trial, and capital punishment of Polycarp, a Christ group leader 
active in the Asian coastal city of Smyrna (today : Izmir) and executed in the city’s sta-
dium probably somewhere between 155 and 177 CE. It is a text full of wondrous facts 
and stunning events, among which this quite incomprehensible episode stands out :

So he [i. e., Satan] incited Nicetas, the father of Herod and brother of Alce, to appeal 
to the ruler not to hand over his body. « Lest », he said, « forsaking the crucified one, 
they should worship this one ». And the Jews were inciting and urging these things, 
and they kept guard as we were about to take him from the fire, not knowing that 
we will never be able to abandon the Messiah (who suffered for the salvation of the 
whole world of the saved, the blameless on behalf of sinners) or worship someone 
else. For we worship this one, who is the Son of God. But we love the martyrs as 
disciples and imitators of the Lord, worthily because of their unsurpassed good will 
toward their own King and Teacher. May we also become both [their] partners and 
fellow disciples ! Therefore, when the centurion saw the opposition (philoneikian) 
having arisen from the Jews, having put him [Polycarp’s body] in the middle, as [is] 
their custom, he burned [it].101 

The MP is a text fraught with incongruities when it comes to Jews. Upon their first 
appearance, they have already united their voices with the Pagans in lamenting that 
Polycarp was a « destroyer of our gods » (MP 12,2). Quite unexpectedly, if not for the 
emerging anti-Jewish rhetoric in early Christian discourse, this sudden appearance of 
Jews of Smyrna portrays them as alarmed guardians of the city’s polytheistic beliefs. 
Shortly after, we startlingly witness their active participation once more, as they eagerly 
gather « wood and kindling from both the workshops and baths » to help the Pagans set 
up the pyre (MP 13,1). Up to this point, however, reports of Jewish agitation on Sabbath 
(MP 8,1 ; 21)102, their overt sympathy with Gentiles’ concerns, and their zealous involve-
ment in a Christian death-spectacle seem simply historically unreliable. There is a clear 

100	 Despite its dating being highly contested, the text is still largely believed to contain the earliest extant 
occurrence of Greek witness vocabulary with technical martyrdom connotations (MP 1,1 ; 2,1–2 ; 13,2 ; etc.). 
For an overview of all the main debates, including those on dating, authorship, integrity vs. multi-stage 
redaction, authenticity/historicity, intertextuality, see Paul Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians and 
the Martyrdom of Polycarp : Introduction, Text, and Commentary, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013, 
pp. 165–239.
101	 MP 17,2–18,1. Edited and translated by Paul Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle, pp. 263–265.
102	 The day the execution takes place is called « great Sabbath » (see also Martyrdom of Pionius 2,1 ; 3,6). 
There is no solid consensus on whether the formula designates a special Saturday in the Jewish calendar (and 
if so, which one) or an alignment between holy days of different religious traditions (Jewish, Christian, local). 
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attempt to strain the plausibility of a martyrdom narrative to signpost and even elicit 
the distinction between two competing religious groups103. In cities, past and present, it 
is common even for morphologically similar groups to coexist and operate in close 
proximity, competing for a broad yet finite pool of resources, sponsors, and clients. 
While implausible as accurate descriptors of real events, the text’s abundant anti-Jew-
ish tones and tropes might have been activated by a religiously pluralistic urban envi-
ronment fueling, amplifying, and eventually turning minor differences into major lines 
of divisions.

Upon reaching chapter 17, however, we encounter « a climax of hostility »104 and 
see the initial feeling of historical unreliability morph into a perception of logical 
absurdity. Much like the moment in « Map Is Not Territory » when, in the midst of a 
supposedly « primal myth » set in an ancestral age, Hainuwele is described excreting 
manufactured trade goods105, a pronounced sense of exceptionally strained coherence 
takes center stage. The local authorities might well have « worried about the provoca-
tive nature of admiration for a local martyr » but, in all probability, they could not care 
less about Jesus’s liturgical primacy. And, again, what about the Jews ? True, the passage 
« stands in a tradition of representations of Jewish-Christian tensions in Smyrna »106. 
But why would Jews even bother if Christians were to become Polycarpians, casting off 
a false Messiah to embrace another one ? Why are they maligned for misinterpreting a 
practice (i. e., veneration of martyrs) that the text itself deems problematic to the extent 
that it requires qualifications and limitations ? The text, as it stands, resists making 
sense. As if that were not enough, commentators have not failed to note that this whole 
portion of the MP is plagued by grammatical issues and syntactical disorder, coupled 
with instability in the textual and manuscript tradition107. From a Smithian perspective, 
such a sheer abundance of incongruity-signals not only allows but invites the deploy-
ment of the incongruity-map.

In fact, two different explanations can be proposed to make sense of this muddled 
piece of martyrdom propaganda. As exemplified by Candida Moss, the first concentrates 
on historical implausibility and logical incoherence, offering a very reasonable solution 
to the conundrum :

This is a piece of doctrinal instruction directed at Christians who might otherwise 
have thought that Polycarp was just like Jesus. This was the risk of portraying Poly-
carp as dying like Christ. If Jesus’s death was what made him special and a savior, 

However, the narrative seems to point to a day on which both Jews and Greek polytheists were at leisure and 
thus able to attend the show.
103	 Walter Ameling‚ « Smyrna von der Offenbarung bis zum Martyrium des Pionos  – Marktplatz oder 
Kampfplatz der Religionen », in Stefan Alkier, Hartmut Leppin eds., Juden  – Heiden  – Christen ? Religiöse 
Inklusion und Exklusion in Kleinasien bis Decius, Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2018, pp. 391–432, here pp. 405–407.
104	 Judith N. Lieu, Image and Reality : The Jews in the World of the Christians in the Second Century, Edin-
burgh, T&T Clark, 1996, p. 64.
105	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 304.
106	 Paul Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle, p. 319, citing Revelation 2,9 and Martyrdom of Pionius 13–14.
107	 E. Leigh Gibson, « The Jews and Christians in the Martyrdom of Polycarp : Entangled or Parted Ways ? », 
in Adam H. Becker, Annette Y. Reed eds., The Ways That Never Parted : Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity 
and the Early Middle Ages, Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2003, pp. 145–158, here pp. 153–156.
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and martyrs died in similar ways, then some may have understood martyrs to be on 
a par with Christ.108 

There were or, at least, as Moss seems to suggest, might have been Christ believers who 
misunderstood Polycarp’s martyrdom in a way that jeopardized Christ’s role as the unri-
valed, supreme martyr initiating the chain of imitation and being the only deceased 
individual deserving of proper worship. The Jews here are brought into play as substi-
tutes for potential or actual misinformed and/or misbehaving Christians109. In other 
words, their portrayal as flawed Christologists is summoned to secure or reinstate an 
endogenously threatened theological-ritual order at the expense of logical and historical 
coherence. Besides, in its incongruous shape, the entire scene provides an occasion for 
thinking about/through death, martyrdom, and bodily hierarchies, aiming to rectify a 
model–application relationship suspected of spiraling out of control. In contrast to the 
myth of Hainuwele, which predictably failed to compel the colonizers into alignment, 
the outcome of this ingenious strategy remains unknown.

There is, however, a second possible explanation. Compared to the former, it places 
greater emphasis on the stylistic awkwardness of the passage and the vicissitudes of its 
textual tradition. It also presents a more intriguing problem and proposes a more intri-
cate solution for this locus desperatus. E. Leigh Gibson argues that originally these Jews 
were not exactly Jews but rather Judaizing Christ believers : a Torah-observant faction of 
the local Christ network who sought to claim the remains of Polycarp for their own cultic 
purposes, not to obstruct Christian access to them110. On this reading, these « Judaizers » 
are labeled and staged as « Jews » (Ioudaioi) in the same derogatory fashion and adver-
sarial tone that is used in Revelation to describe some non-Judaizing Smyrnean Jesus 
followers as « self-proclaimed but not real Jews » (ek tōn legontōn Ioudaious einai heaut-
ous kai ouk eisin ; Revelation 2,9). In short, « Jews » serves here as a shorthand and sur-
rogate for critiquing Law-abiding Christians. Over time, however, this initial line of divi-
sion between local Christ groups (Judaizing vs. non-Judaizing) would lose its relevance 
in relation to the evolving battles between emergent religions (Jews vs. Christians). As 
the indirect reference grew opaque, unserviceable, or both, later tradents started to 
interpolate the text – further muddling it – in an effort to impose their own coherence : 
Jews are simply Jews111. 

For a considerable period, distinctions between Jews and Christians on the ground 
were not as clear as some literate boundary-makers would have preferred them to be112. 
Incongruities are thus introduced to confront – and dispel the anxiety provoked by – an 
evolving « Jewish-Christian continuum », marked by its « disputed or porous bounda-

108	 Candida R. Moss, The Myth of Persecution : How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom, New 
York, HarperCollins, 2013, pp. 102–103.
109	 Thus already Judith N. Lieu, Image and Reality, p. 67.
110	 In fact, for this explanation to hold, the Greek term philoneikia, as it appears in MP 18.1, must carry a 
positive connotation, meaning not « to be contentious and fond of strife » but « to be eager and to desire to 
emulate » (E. Leigh Gibson, « The Jews and Christians », p. 156).
111	 Ibid., pp. 156–158.
112	 Daniel Boyarin, Border Lines : The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity, Philadelphia, University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 2004.



Asdiwal 20 (2025) 147–171  |  DOI 10.24894/asdi.2025.20010

169The Ordinary Incongruities of Urban Religion

Händisch: 
Kein Absatzeinzug am Seitenbeginn 
mit «Standard» und Einzug links = 0

Englische Textpassagen händisch auf 
engl. Silbentrennung umgestellt!!

ries » among urban groups vying for the same religious capital, whether located in a 
martyr’s body or stocked in a shared scriptural archive113. By the same token, much like 
in the case of Hainuwele, traditional resources and mythical materials are updated to 
better fit the present conjuncture as well as to defy any lingering evidence of the fragility 
underlying dichotomizing strategies. Their sense is even distorted to align with changing 
circumstances and preserve relevance in an evolving scenario. These manipulations 
seek to yield a double profit : rectifying a disquieting present while simultaneously 
redressing an unpleasant past. 

Ultimately, while offering different historical explanations for the linguistic and 
discursive disturbances in the text, both interpretations of this awkward passage con-
verge on rectifications B as strategies to address a situation involving both colonial 
interferences (such as an imperial power deciding which religious practices are action-
able and whose practitioners be sentenced to death) and intracultural incidents (like 
religious competitions and liturgical misalignments across the local Jewish-Christian 
continuum). It is noteworthy that all this occurs within an urban context that multiplies 
and amplifies factors of incongruity while also providing material and symbolic 
resources for rectifications. By nurturing unconventional subcultures of all kinds, cities 
expose their residents to a « wide array of practices and criteria of social valuation », 
challenge doxic beliefs, foster habitus variegation, and function as « crucible[s] of gen-
eralized disconcertment » and cognitive dissonance, demanding continual mental and 
behavioral realignments114. They repeatedly create gaps between how things ought to be 
and how they actually are, which afford unanticipated solutions and open up new ave-
nues for thought.

Understanding Smith with Polycarp (and vice versa)

In conclusion, I would like to offer two additional reflections that may broaden and 
enrich the Smithian interpretive framework applied to the MP. Both illustrate the 
extreme variability and instability of the urban religious territory on which the map-
ping of ancient Christian martyrdom is conducted.

The first observation pertains to the relation between primal myths / pristine mod-
els and secondary applications. Although specific written gospel texts are neither explic-
itly mentioned nor formally cited and used115, the MP describes its content from the outset 
as an example of « martyrdom in accordance with the gospel » (MP 1,1 ; also 19,1) and 
contains an exceptionally large number of passages that recall episodes from Jesus’s 
passion narratives. Traditional stories about Jesus’s death have been unquestionably 
regarded as the pristine myth and supreme model of Polycarp’s application116. The echo-
ing effect entices the reader to view Polycarp’s martyrdom as a tale of two cities (Smyrna 
and Jerusalem) and two deaths (Polycarp’s and Jesus’s) layered upon each other like a 

113	 E. Leigh Gibson, « The Jews and Christians », p. 158.
114	 Loïc Wacquant, Bourdieu in the City, pp. 50, 172.
115	 Boudewijn Dehandschutter, Polycarpiana : Studies on Martyrdom and Persecution in Early Christianity. 
Collected Essays, Leuven, Leuven University Press, 2007, pp. 131–141.
116	 Although not the exclusive one, as Socrates also plays a role. See especially Stephanie L. Cobb, « Poly-
carp’s Cup : Imitatio in the Martyrdom of Polycarp », Journal of Religious History 38.2 (2014), pp. 224–240.
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palimpsest117. However, as noted elsewhere118, by simultaneously dating the redaction of 
the canonized gospels to the mid-iind century and arguing for a stratified composition of 
the MP, Markus Vinzent challenges the communis opinio that textualized passion narra-
tives had « already been around for decades » at the time of the earliest version of the 
MP. In his view, the « direction of authority might have been the other way around » : 
rather than the gospels legitimizing the MP, it was the latter text that actively promoted 
the reception of the Jesus-biographies – texts that, at the time of the Urfassung of the 
martyrdom narrative, were neither canonically fixed nor widely accepted. The MP thus 
functions not as a derivative imitation but as a formative script, inviting its readers to 
imagine that what occurred in a western Anatolian city could just as readily have hap-
pened in Jerusalem119. If Vinzent is correct, the relationship between chronology and orig-
inality would be blurred, and the chain of imitation disrupted and reconfigured differ-
ently : subsequent events in time would model and frame earlier occurrences, with the 
putative model (Jesus) relying on its initial application (Polycarp) to serve as the master 
paradigm and foundational story for Christian martyrs throughout history. Within early 
Christian scholarship, the debate about the competition between the martyr and Christ 
would certainly « gain a new spin »120. Outside this specialized niche, in the much broader 
realm of social-constructionist epistemology, Smith’s dictum that « there is no pristine 
myth ; there is only application »121 would acquire added depth and significance.

The second consideration concerns the correlation between establishing a date for 
a martyrdom text and its placement on a map, whether locative, utopian, or incongru-
ous. As mentioned, the dating hypotheses for the MP span a wide chronological spec-
trum, with the extremes corresponding to quite different historical contexts for the 
Christ groups and churches. This implies significantly varied potential uses of the text. 
In this regard, based on information found in Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History IV,15,46–
47), Eric Rebillard has argued that the MP soon became part of a « Smyrnean compila-
tion » along with another local martyrdom text, the Martyrdom of Pionius. Dated no 
earlier than the mid-iiird century, this Polycarp-Pionius collection would also provide 
us « with the earliest known context in which [the compiled texts] were used » : an 
ongoing ecclesiastical debate on the readmission of the repentant lapsi (namely, Chris-
tians who complied to Decius’s edict and sacrificed)122. Rebillard concludes his argu-
ment as follows : 

117	 Emiliano R. Urciuoli, Citifying Jesus, pp. 161–164.
118	 Ibid., p. 163, n. 49.
119	 Markus Vinzent, « Polycarp’s Martyrdom According to the Gospel », in Mark Edwards, Elena Ene 
Drăghici-Vasilescu eds., Visions of God and Ideas on Deification in Patristic Thought, London, Routledge, 2016, 
pp. 21–36, here pp. 27–28.
120	 Ibid., p. 30.
121	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 299.
122	 For the use of the Martyrdom of Pionius to support the readmission of at least certain categories of lapsi, 
see Walter Ameling, « The Christian Lapsi in Smyrna, 250 A. D. (Martyrium Pionii 12–14) », Vigiliae Christi-
anae 62.2 (2008), pp. 133–160, esp. pp. 157–160. Contrary to the story of Pionius, the MP itself seems to be 
hardly serviceable to the lapsi’s cause. However, since Pionius is mentioned in its epilogue as miraculous 
discoverer and final copyist of the Polycarp materials (MP 22,3), the MP’s primary function in the collection 
would be to lend the greater authority of his hero to the agenda promoted by the other text.
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The Smyrnaean compilation (…) might well have been composed in the aftermath of 
the edict of Decius in order to strengthen the positions of those Christians who sup-
ported the readmission of the lapsi. (…) The goal of the compilation was not to 
encourage Christians to face persecution, at least not primarily, but to weigh in on 
ecclesiastical controversies by citing the authority of the martyrs.123 

Applying Smith’s taxonomies, when the primary aim of a martyrdom collection is nei-
ther to embolden utopian virtuosi to confront evil forces nor to overcome disjunction by 
providing an occasion for thought, but « to broadcast and underpin a certain position in 
the Smyrnaean church » about membership, reconciliation, and salvation124, then its 
worldview falls squarely within the domain of the locative. Crafting « an imperial map 
of the world » does not necessarily demand kingly powers and pageantry. Nor does it 
imply the priestly personnel of a Temple or the full-fledged bureaucratic apparatus of a 
Church. The « self-serving ideology » of « well-organized, self-conscious scribal elites 
who ha[ve] a deep vested interest in restricting mobility and valuing place » is sufficient 
to attempt to put people in their place125. An urban Christian martyr is just as apt to the 
purpose as a Vedic primal man, a Babylonian kingly demigod, a Roman city founder.
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123	 Eric Rebillard, The Early Martyr Narratives : Neither Authentic Accounts nor Forgeries, Philadelphia, 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021, p. 14.
124	 Ibid., p. 13.
125	 Jonathan Z. Smith, « Map Is Not Territory », p. 293.




