
Places for Worship 
 
We tend to think of places for worship being indoors - Churches for Christians, Synagogues 
for Jews, Mosques for Muslims and so on. Initially, though, worship was probably outdoors. 
 
In the time of the Roman Empire a Mithraeum was the indoor meeting place, or temple, for 
pursuing the Mysteries of Mithras. Remains of Mithraea (plural of Mithraeum) can be seen 
across many parts of the early first millennium CE Roman Empire. Parts of buildings can be 
visited such as at Mackwiller, Alsace, France; Aquincum, Near Budapest, Hungary; 
Caernarfon, Gwynedd, Wales; Carrowburgh (Brocolitia), Northumberland, England; Duino, 
Trieste, Italy; Fertorakos, Hungary; Walbrook, London, England; Ostia Antica, near Rome, 
Italy; Rudchester (Vindobala), Northumberland, England and Savaria, Szombathely, Hungary. 
In addition other Mithraea are under current churches and many Mithraic altars and statues 
are in museums.  
 
These temples generally were underground or partially underground, sometimes beneath 
other buildings. Some have also been in caves. For the built temples the structure can be 
likened to a cave (of significance as Mithras was said to have been born from rock in a cave) 
but also a model of the macrocosm. Having a semi-circular vertical profile, the typical built 
structure then also became cave-like. On either side of the long centre line of the 
rectangular Mithraeum were benches and at one end the iconography of the Tauroctony – 
the bull slaying by Mithras. Being enclosed they were private but something must have 
enticed people to want to understand the Mysteries; nothing external is apparent from 
excavations so far (no signage and no written records) – this suggests word of mouth. A 
detail in several of these temples is niches for statues speculatively for Cautes & Cautopates 
(Mithras’s companions) and other Gods.  
 
The earliest date for Mithraeum construction in Britannia is in the early 3rd century i.e. from 
200. Beyond Britannia they are earlier, ranging from the beginning of the 2nd to the second 
half of the 3rd i.e. between 100 and 299 but generally the first half of the 3rd – the early 
200s.  
 
More detail regarding Mithraea is at Temples of Mithras - Pursuing the Mysteries of 
Mithras. 
 
 

 
 
← The Mithraeum at Carrawburgh, Hadrian’s 
Wall, Northumberland 

Photo – the author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://pictishsymbolstones.com/temples-of-mithras/
https://pictishsymbolstones.com/temples-of-mithras/


The House of the Mithraeum of the                     
Painted Walls, Ostia, Italy. → 

Photo courtesy of Jan Theo Bakker. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nearest indoor places to North East Scotland for Mithraic worship were by Hadrian’s Wall - 
there is no evidence of any locations further north. Just beyond the Roman withdrawal of 
around the early third century CE, the author has proposed a belief - Pictish-Mithraism - 
developed but would not have had any indoor meeting places. This is explained in 
Mithraism and Pictish Symbols. With many of the carvings on Pictish Symbol Stones being 
ascribed as Mithraic and forming part of an “Open-Air” Mithraeum it seems reasonable to 
assume that believers assembled by these Stones. No indication exists of any Pictish-
Mithraic worship activity moving indoors. With the introduction of Christianity from around 
the 5th  century and the presence of both Mithraic and Christian objects on the so-called 
Class 2 Stones it is very likely they still acted as a focus as a place for worship. The likelihood 
of this is reinforced by carvings on such Stones enabling a transition between beliefs. 
 

With the history of Christianity in Scotland going back to Saint Ninian in South West 

Scotland around 400 CE and in 563 CE Saint Columba arriving on the Scottish island 

of Iona there would have been a spread of Christian beliefs which would have timed with 

the carving of Crosses on Symbol Stones. What is not apparent is an adoption of Christianity 

from Rome in the early 300s (from the Edict of Milan of 313 CE); maybe that Edict not 

influencing a belief change in North East Scotland is not surprising with the Roman military 

presence having ceased a century before. 

From information in the Christianity History Institute website it appears, from the time of 

the ministry of St Paul in the first century CE to the time of St Justin the martyr 100 years 

later, that Christian meetings in Rome were conducted in private residences - indoors. By 

the time Christianity had reached North East Scotland the Pictish Symbol Stone was, 

arguably, well established as the meeting place to pursue the then current Mithraic belief, 

so there is neither logical reason to doubt, nor evidence to suggest, that the meeting place 

for Christian worship was other than the Symbol Stone (complete with Cross). At some stage 

indoor structures, later to be called churches, would be built. At this point of changing belief 

there is a case for the Mithraic “Open-Air temple” transitioning to an “Open-Air church”. 

 

https://pictishsymbolstones.com/pictish-symbols-and-mithraism-2/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/scottishhistory/earlychurch/features_earlychurch_iona.shtml
https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/scottishhistory/earlychurch/trails_earlychurch_iona.shtml
https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/where-did-christians-worship/


According to a Wikipedia page on Ancient Celtic religion what is commonly called Celtic 

paganism comprised the religious beliefs and practices adhered to by Iron Age people across 

Western Europe (now known as Celts) between approximately 500 BCE and 500 CE. 

Generally references are made to Deities and Animism. However, there is no mention of 

animals, bird and fish whose “Celtic attributes” are explored in Celtic Carvings. Whether 

there is any connection between the recognition and pursuit of Celtic attributes in the wider 

context of beliefs and what we now see labelled as Druids is not yet known. Folklore 

suggests that Celtic belief practices centred on outdoors locations. With a case for Pictish-

Mithraic and Christian worship being outdoors and utilising Symbol Stones there is no case 

to suggest that those who had some form of belief in Celtic attributes did not also use those 

locations. 

In conclusion, physical places for worship for Celtic, Mithraic and Christian beliefs all could, 
in the period of this website’s Investigations, have centred on the Pictish Symbol Stones - 
they would have been important places in local and connected communities. 

An example, Monifieth 2, can be found in the collection of Monifieth Sculptured Stones 
which comprises 5 Class 2 and 3 Pictish Stones which were found in or around St Regulus’ 
church in Monifieth, Angus and are now housed in the Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh. 
 
Monifieth 2 is a Class 2 grey Cross sandstone slab with substantial areas of wear to the rear 
side. Carvings include a deer (albeit just a head) prospectively with Celtic attributes as a 
messenger/guide from otherworlds, vision etc.; a Pictish-Mithraic V-Rod & Crescent and a 
Christian Cross (Latin style). Maybe the cloaked/robed figure - possibly ecclesiastic - was 
part of a larger scene; a recent suggestion is that it represents the Virgin Mary. There are 
what the author has categorised as undecoded objects - a beast with exaggerated claws and 
two bird-headed monsters. 
 

 

This slab is a clear example of a prospective place for worship across three beliefs. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Celtic_religion
https://pictishsymbolstones.com/celtic-carvings/


The Move from Outdoors to Indoors 
 

Whether over a period of time or more abruptly, at some stage the act of worship involving 
people gathering together outside changed to an indoors meeting place. In the context of 
Christianity in Pictland what has been lacking is either information or evidence about the 
start point of the building and use of “churches”. 
 
When compiling material on Transition Stones the first location that appeared to have both 
outdoors and indoors places for worship was Alyth. This does not mean Alyth itself was 
chronologically the first but it was the initial place that seemed a likely candidate to the 
author. 
 

Alyth Pictish Symbol Stone was dug up in the 
manse garden in 1887 and is now in the church 
porch. A simply carved Stone with designs in a 
style not seen anywhere else suggests local 
interpretation for the Z-Rod & Double Disc and 
tenon-footed Cross. 
 
Ruins remain of a church which was built on the 
site of a sixth-century church dedicated to St 
Moluag who died in 592. If the Stone was carved 
in St Moluag’s lifetime then it dates to the latter 
half of the 6th century - it may have been carved 
much earlier. However, when considering places 
of worship the fact that the earliest church 
building at this location is dated as sixth century 
then it is reasonable to conclude that Christian 
worship was indoors at that time.  

 
Drawings courtesy of Canmore. 

 
 
If / as more examples of the move from outdoors to indoors places of worship are 
discovered this page will be updated. 6 Jan 2021 
 


