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THE CASE FOR THE LEGENDARY JESUS
The primary objective of this book is to investigate the extent to which the portrait(s) of Jesus in the canonical Gospels—particularly the Synoptic Gospels—are generally to be judged as reliable history, on one hand, or as fictional legend, on the other. This latter option will be referred to throughout this book as the “legendary Jesus” thesis.1 For reasons that will become clear as we proceed, our task will require us to consider recent findings from a number of disciplines, including ethnography, folkloristics, and orality studies. The thesis we will be defending is this: If, with its reports of the supernatural, one is able to remain sincerely open to the possibility (not merely the “logical” possibility, but the genuine historical possibility; see chap. 1 below) that the portrait(s) of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels is historically reliable, then, given an appropriate historical method and the evidence at hand,2 one is justified (on purely historical grounds) in concluding that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is quite historically plausible—in fact, that it is the most historically probable representation of the actual Jesus of history.3 At the very least, we contend, the cumulative case for the general reliability of the Synoptic presentation(s) of Jesus is such that the a posteriori burden of proof (on which see chap. 9) rests on those who contend that this portrait is generally unreliable.
One of the main purposes of this book is to draw together an array of interdisciplinary studies that in one way or another have bearing on the question of the historicity of the Synoptic Jesus tradition. In particular, a major impetus for this work is that the often relevant findings of contemporary interdisciplinary studies on orally oriented ancient cultures have generally not been integrated into historical-Jesus research as widely and thoroughly as one might hope. Much of the fuel for the legendary-Jesus thesis is drawn from anachronistic approaches to the early Jesus tradition, approaches that are tied to a modern, literary paradigm. Our contention is that when the early Jesus tradition is assessed from an orally oriented perspective—and in concert with an appropriate historical methodology—the legendary-Jesus thesis becomes difficult to maintain.
In this introduction we want to prepare the way for this endeavor. First, we will address a fundamental objection that could be raised against our thesis: that in our postmodern world it is naive to think we can attain, or should even attempt to attain, anything like an “objective” understanding of history. In the course of responding to this objection, we will offer a few cursory words about the method we will employ in this work (to be further fleshed out in chap. 1 and applied most systematically with respect to the Synoptics in chaps. 9 and 10). Following this we will clearly delineate the view(s) to be engaged in this study, namely, the “legendary-Jesus thesis.” We will provide an overview of eight major lines of argumentation that are typically proffered by defenders of the legendary-Jesus thesis. This outline will serve as a framework both for fleshing out the cumulative case that can be made for the legendary-Jesus perspective, and for constructing a cumulative critical case in response, one that supports the general reliability of the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus.
The Postmodern Challenge to Historiography
The “Linguistic Turn”
In our postmodern climate, there is significant skepticism toward the classic historiographical assumption that it is (at least in theory) possible to arrive at something like an objective understanding of the past. According to many today, the ideal of “objective history” is not only an impossible goal to attain, but even an unrealistic and unhelpful goal to aspire to. Since our thesis is that an assessment of all the relevant evidence favors the conclusion that the portrait of Jesus in the Synoptic tradition is rooted in history, we need to address this hyperskeptical postmodern view of historiography.
Since what has been called the “linguistic turn,” initiated by Saussure and developed in a radical, poststructuralist direction by Derrida, Foucault, and others, the postmodern critique of reason has threatened to turn historiography (and other fields) into a virtual subdiscipline of rhetoric and literary theory. According to these thinkers, it is language, and only language, “all the way down.” No ancient or modern text can be understood to have an external reference point beyond itself, regardless of what the author of the text intended. People may think they are talking about what actually happened in the past, but in fact they are merely using language in ways that fit social conventions and further present social and personal purposes.
Consequently, as Hayden White argues, we must accept that “historical narratives are verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences.”4 White is not talking about any particular historiography here. He is talking about historical writing as such: any history, any time, anywhere. Similarly, Keith Jenkins argues that, in light of the postmodern, linguistic turn, “history now appears to be just one more foundationless, positioned expression in a world of foundationless, positioned expressions.”5
Assessing the Radical Postmodern Perspective
It is important to acknowledge that the postmodern turn has made some important contributions to contemporary historiography (as well as to other fields). While there is little in this movement that is, philosophically speaking, truly original, the movement as a whole has forced us to wrestle with the fact that truth-claims can sometimes (if not often) be about things other than the quest for accurately recovering the past (e.g., power politics, etc.). The postmodern sensibility has highlighted the significant role subjective and social factors play in all our cognitive disciplines. Consequently, the postmodern turn has, at the very least, served to sharpen our awareness that historical claims are never purely objective, are always probabilistic, and thus are open to further questioning.6 And this fact should serve to make us more humble and more self-critical when making and defending historiographical truth-claims.7
Despite this positive contribution, however, the hyperskeptical conclusions some have drawn from the postmodern turn are fraught with difficulties and have been subjected to heavy criticism.8 Two of these problems warrant our attention. First, if we follow the radical fringe of the postmodern movement—especially those in the poststructuralist/deconstructionist camp—and thus jettison the possibility of arriving at, or even striving for, a more or less objective understanding of the past, we have to accept that we can no longer so much as speak about “good” versus “bad”—“legitimate” versus “illegitimate—”historiography.9 Or, if we insist on speaking in this manner, we have to concede that we mean by this distinction nothing more than that we merely prefer one form of historiography-or one set of historical conclusions-over another. If we abandon the concept of objective history, we must, for example, grant a neo-Nazi propaganda tract denying the Holocaust ever happened the same hearing and status as a scholarly historical work meticulously chronicling the horrors of Nazi Germany. Such a conclusion is obviously absurd (tellingly, an observation that even radical postmodernists seem reluctant to challenge), yet one the postmodernist seems unable to convincingly refute.10 As Michael Shermer and Alex Grobman note, “Ironically, it is with issues such as the Holocaust denial that all discussion of historical relativism ends. Ask deconstructionists if they think that the belief the Holocaust happened is as valid as the belief that it did not happen, and the debate quickly screeches to a halt.”11 And yet the radically skeptical postmodern approach to historiography offers no convincing resources by which to challenge the legitimacy claims of the Holocaust deniers. Here, the radical postmodern view of history is open not only to a historiographical critique, but to a moral critique as well.
If all historical narratives are “verbal fictions,” if it is only “language all the way down,” and if, therefore, no text has any external reference point, then finding “inappropriate” biases, propaganda, errors, and fabrications in any work, ancient or modern, is as impossible as it is irrelevant. A historical perspective can be judged to be biased and/or misguided only if it can be measured against other sources and/or by other methods one deems more reliable. But this, again, presupposes there is some way for us to step outside our “verbal fictions” and to some extent assess objectively the reliability of historical sources. If this is not possible, we are utterly trapped in our purely subjective perspectives and preferences.
Second, if White, Jenkins, Foucault, and others are right in insisting that texts cannot refer beyond themselves, it is not at all clear what these authors are referring to when they make the claim that no text can refer beyond itself. If their analysis is “correct” (measured against what?), they themselves must be judged as simply spinning their own preferred forms of “verbal fiction”—in which case neither they nor anyone else can judge them to be “correct.” Again, to embrace their analysis is, at the same time, to subject it to its own critique, thus rendering it but one more “foundationless, positioned expression in a world of foundationless, positioned expressions”; thus their analysis cannot be said to be “correct” in any meaningful sense. Along these same lines, if all truth-claims are merely ideologically driven power plays, as radical postmodernists suggest, what are we to make of the truth-claim that “all truth-claims are merely ideologically driven power plays”? The claim itself must be taken to be nothing more than one more ideologically driven power play, in which case it constitutes no grounds for accepting the totalizing claim that all truth-claims are merely ideologically driven power plays. In short, the radical postmodern perspective is self-refuting. Consequently, and not surprisingly, their advocates are forced to trade in inconsistencies in the process of defending their claims. They must exempt themselves from their own critique in order to make their critique. One can claim that words cannot refer beyond themselves only by presupposing that the words involved in this claim at least can and do refer beyond themselves.12
Seeking Historical Truth in a Postmodern Context
In light of criticisms such as these, many scholars justifiably argue that the ideal of objectivity in historiography (and other fields) must not be abandoned. This is not to say that anyone is advocating a return to a naive, uncritical, “commonsense” view of the historical project such as was sometimes espoused in the past—namely, the view that historiography is simply a matter of “getting at the (uninterpreted) facts.” Along with many others, we contend that it is entirely possible to do critical historiography in a way that embraces the legitimate insights of the postmodern linguistic turn without abandoning historical realism and/or the ideal of objectivity. As J. H. Hexter argued several years before White proposed his history-as-verbal-fiction theory, one can embrace the truth that historiography (like other cognitive endeavors) is inextricably tied to rhetoric without conceding it is nothing but rhetoric—that is, without abandoning the commitment to understand “the past as it actually was.”13 Similarly, Keith Windschuttle argues that there is no problem with the claim that “history is a form of literature.” The problem arises only when one goes further and argues that “history is nothing more than a form of literature.”14
In our postmodern context, we suggest that contemporary historians can still learn an important balance from Thomas Carlyle. Wrestling with the awareness that historical research is strongly influenced by subjective and sociological factors, he concluded:
Such considerations truly were of small profit, did they, instead of teaching us vigilance and reverent humility in our inquiries into History, abate our esteem for them, or discourage us from unweariedly prosecuting them.15
Considerations about the difficulty of striving for objective truth have value only if they serve to make us more vigilant and humble in striving for objective truth. Of course, the concept of “objective history” is an ideal, and as such, it can only be approached asymptotically. But it is this practically unattainable goal that alone renders intelligible our attempts to think and speak about the past as well as our most basic intuitions about this speaking and thinking (e.g., that not all historiographical perspectives are equally valid).16
N. T. Wright offers an insightful and balanced approach to this issue as it concerns historical-Jesus research when he writes: “The fact that somebody, standing somewhere, with a particular point of view, is knowing something does not mean that the knowledge is less valuable.” Rather, he argues, this is simply what it means to know something. There is no knowledge that is not from “a particular point of view.” He continues: “The fear that ‘actual events’will disappear beneath a welter of particular people’s perceptions” if we grant that subjective considerations factor into all our assessments “is … to be rejected as groundless.” And he thus concludes:
It must be asserted most strongly that to discover that a particular writer has a “bias” tells us nothing whatever about the value of the information he or she presents. It merely bids us be aware of the bias (and of our own, for that matter), and to assess the material according to as many sources as possible.17
Presuppositions and Methodology
This is in essence the methodological stance we shall assume throughout this book. We readily confess that, like everyone else, we approach this topic with a set of presuppositions and a priori commitments that influence our work. But we do not grant that this necessarily entails that neither we nor anybody else can make progress in moving asymptotically toward the ideal of “objective history.” As Thomas Haskell has effectively argued, “objectivity is not neutrality.”18
That which empowers scholars in principle to transcend their personal and sociological biases and make claims about reality is a resolute and uncompromising commitment to apprehend truth. As deconstructionists in particular have forcefully argued, it cannot be denied that it is easy for all of us to convince ourselves that we are looking for truth when in fact we are merely seeking security and/or power. For example, the most honest and insightful New Testament practitioners of the historical-critical method have always recognized that the method itself was never merely a tool for the doing of objective historiography. Rather, it was also—from the beginning—a “weapon of liberation” from ecclesial bondage.19 However, to say it is “easy” to allow the historiographical enterprise to be used primarily as a mask for hidden, oppressive agendas is not to say it is “inevitable.” The only way this self-serving subjectivism can be resisted, and thus the only way we can continue to claim with integrity that we are concerned with approaching, however asymptotically, objective truth, is by placing our commitment to pursue truth above everything else and then submitting our conclusions to the wider world for critical evaluation.
As we shall argue in chapter 1, this means that we must be willing to subject everything-including and especially our philosophical and religious presuppositions and a priori commitments-to the rigorous criticism of other truth-seekers. Everything must be considered fair game for conversation amid the community of critically minded scholars. Thus, while the historical-critical method has tended to operate with the unassailable naturalistic presupposition that miracles do not occur, we will argue that a truly critical historical method is one that allows this (and every other) foundational assumption to be subjected to criticism.20 For example, a truly historical-critical method must, among other things, allow non-Western cultural perspectives that countenance the supernatural to challenge the Western naturalistic perspective.21
As we shall see throughout this work, this particular example of a truly critical approach is especially important in that the naturalistic assumption that the portrait(s) of the miracle-working Jesus in the Gospels cannot be rooted in history is, to a large extent, what leads legendary-Jesus theorists to conclude that the Gospels’portrait of Jesus is not rooted in history. As noted above, our counterargument is that if one will allow the Western naturalistic assumptions to be called into question, and thus if one remains open to the genuine historical possibility that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is substantially rooted in history, one will find there are compelling grounds for concluding that this portrait is historically plausible-that it is more probable than not that this general portrait is rooted in history.
At the same time, what is good for the goose is good for the gander. The authors of this work obviously bring their own religious and philosophical presuppositions to the enterprise. We must equally be willing to make these presuppositions and prior commitments clear and open them up for criticism. In brief, we believe that a personal Creator God exists. We also are convinced that God occasionally acts in the world in ways that fall outside the regular patterns of the natural order. That is to say, we are convinced that a spiritual (i.e., supernatural) realm exists and that, at times, personal agents within this realm act in ways that are evident, if unexpected, in the physical realm-that is, “miracles” can and do occur. For a variety of reasons, most of which shall be spelled out in this present work, we have also been convinced that the Jesus story told in the Christian Scriptures is rooted in history. Stemming from this and a host of other reasons, we have concluded that the Jesus of history is the very revelation of the Creator God. We believe, in other words, that the Gospels are not only historically grounded but also that their central message is theologically true.
Not only this, but we conduct our present research as individuals who have experienced (what we interpret to be) the reality of the risen Jesus in our lives. Indeed, our worldview has been powerfully shaped by our “religious” experience and by the Christian story as a whole. On top of all this, we readily confess that we approach this particular task as academics who have already had a good deal of experience wrestling with philosophical and historical objections to the Christian faith and who have, to our own satisfaction at least, discovered plausible answers for most of these objections. Thus, while we strive to approach our present research with a commitment to apprehending truth in the sense that we are genuinely open to having our presuppositions and commitments, as well as our particular findings, subjected to criticism-namely, we hope our quest for truth trumps our concern for security and/or power-we obviously are, in fact, far from neutral in how we now evaluate the evidence. Like everybody else, we approach our research with a bias.
Yet, we do not believe the Christian faith bias we bring to our work jeopardizes our goal of asymptotically arriving at “objective history” any more than does the alternative bias of any other historian. The question is not whether we have biases: we all do. The question rather is, do we, as a matter of method and principle, strive to place our quest for truth ahead of our personal biases? Is our concern for truth in principle greater than, say, our concern for security and/or maintaining our current perspective at all costs? Do we allow our biases to predetermine our conclusions even in the face of clear and substantial counter evidence, or are we willing to allow evidence and alternative arguments to challenge our biases and possibly modify our conclusions? With our presuppositions and prior commitments on the table, we can only challenge ourselves with the always-asymptotic goal of arriving at as accurate a view of history as possible. The extent to which we are successful in following through on this challenge must be decided by the reader and the broader academic community.
What Constitutes the Legendary-Jesus Thesis?
The second thing we need to do before embarking on our investigation is to specify what constitutes the legendary-Jesus thesis we are engaging in this book. To accomplish this, it will prove helpful to break down the wide variety of views regarding the Jesus of history found in New Testament scholarship today into four broad (and admittedly overly simplistic) categories. This spectrum of viewpoints is, of course, ideal-typical in nature and is offered merely as a useful heuristic.
1. Scholars such as Bruno Bauer, Arthur Drews, and G. A. Wells have argued that the Jesus tradition is virtually-perhaps entirely-fictional in nature (i.e., “legendary” as we are using the term).22 Indeed, it might be more accurate to refer to this position as the mythic-Jesus thesis rather than the legendary-Jesus thesis inasmuch as in common parlance “myth” tends to connote a story that is without any historical foundation, while “legend” tends to connote a fictitious story that revolves around an ostensibly historical figure. In any event, this view holds that we have no good grounds for thinking any aspect of the Jesus narrative is rooted in history, including the very existence of an actual historical person named Jesus. Some scholars we could include in this category, such as Robert Price, would back off this thesis slightly and argue that we simply lack sufficient information to decide whether a historical Jesus existed. Here, a sort of “Jesus agnosticism” emerges.23
2. The work of scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann and Burton Mack suggests that we have enough evidence plausibly to conclude that an actual historical person named Jesus existed.24 But, they insist, the reports we have of him are so unreliable and saturated with legend and “myth” that we can confidently ascertain very little historical information about him.
3. An increasingly common view among New Testament scholars today—especially scholars who stand in the post-Bultmannian tradition-is that historical research can indeed disclose a core of historical facts about Jesus. But, they argue, the Jesus we find at this historical core is significantly different from the legendary view presented in the New Testament. Most significantly, scholars in this group grant that the Gospels’reports about the authoritative claims made by Jesus as well as the miracles he performed-those aspects of the Gospels’portrait(s) of Jesus that shaped what came to be known as the orthodox Christian faith-are, by and large, part of the legendary, not the historical, Gospel material. Robert Funk and J. D. Crossan are well-known examples of scholars who espouse a version of this position.25
4. A fourth and final group of scholars argue that positions 1–3 are overly skeptical toward the Gospel material.26 As with position 3, these scholars maintain that historical research can indeed disclose a good deal of reliable information about the historical Jesus. But, in contrast to position 3, scholars such as John Meier and N. T. Wright argue that the Jesus who can be recovered through responsible historical investigation is, generally speaking, fairly reflected in the portrait(s) of the Synoptic Gospels.27 One important factor that commonly seems to distinguish scholars in this camp from those in the previous group is the significant degree to which they take seriously the Jewishness (religiously as well as ethnically) of both Jesus and his cultural context.
This fourth grouping, like the others, is quite broad in terms of representative perspectives. One point at which proponents within this camp differ involves the manner in which they treat the ostensive supernatural elements within the Gospels’portrait(s) of Jesus. Still, despite the differences, there is something of a broad-based agreement among the scholars we would place in this camp. On the one hand, they agree that, by definition, the discipline of historiography within which they work deals with probabilities (not certainties) and stops with the description of events that are empirically attested in the historical record. On the other hand, they agree that the modern Western secular worldview is but one of many and that extraordinary events can and do occur in history that cannot be explained in terms of any human agency or natural force. They agree that to attempt to identify and discuss the “supernatural” agency behind such events is to move from the realm of history to that of theology and/or philosophy and therefore is not a project for the historian qua historian. However, they likewise agree that such matters are ripe for investigation and that the historical evidence can lead one to the conclusion that events interpreted within the Jesus tradition as miraculous did, in fact, occur in history-and did so in ways that cannot be reduced to metaphor, psychosomatics, and so on.28 In brief, they do not believe that critical historiography should be allowed to a priori rule out the possibility of an extraordinary occurrence, one that, in the specific sense just described, can legitimately be termed “supernatural.” At the same time, they strive to be clear when they are talking as critical historians and when they have moved to the doing of theology.29
The goal of this book is to explore and defend the broad position of this last group of scholars over and against the various forms of what we are calling the “legendary-Jesus thesis.” Thus, by “legendary-Jesus thesis” we are referring particularly to the views advocated by groups 1–3 outlined above. Again, we do not thereby want in any way to minimize the enormous differences that exist between the positions of these three groups. Indeed, we will emphasize these differences when appropriate. Yet, despite these significant differences, these three groups share one conviction in common, and it is this conviction we will be assessing throughout this book: namely, the conviction that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is substantially, if not entirely, legendary-that is, for the most part, it is historically inaccurate.
The Case for the Legendary-Jesus Thesis
It is time to provide an overview of the cumulative case that can be made for the legendary-Jesus thesis, and thereby, at the same time, offer an outline for our critical assessment of this view. At least eight major lines of argument commonly are employed by legendary-Jesus theorists in defense of their various perspectives.
Naturalism
As Van Harvey notes, it was commonplace for “naïve and mythologically minded” people in ancient times to attribute “unusual events of nature and history … to supernatural beings of all kinds.” These people “lived in a mythological time … without any conception of natural order or law.”30 But times have changed, Harvey and others argue. Our post-Enlightenment, Western worldview is incurably naturalistic. We modern Westerners thus understand nature, as well as history, to operate according to natural laws of cause and effect.31
Hence, while modern Westerners might yet find spiritual value in ancient myths and legends, they cannot any longer accept them as historical, whether they are found in a cherished sacred book like the Bible or any other source. In the words of Harvey, “We cannot see the world as the first century saw it…. We have, as it were, bitten of the apple…. [O]ur eyes have been opened and our memories are indelibly stamped with the new vision of reality.”32 There simply is no place for supernatural interventions in this “new vision of reality.” In the words of Jesus Seminar founder Robert Funk, the ancient view that “God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible.”33
Not only do modern Westerners find it impossible to believe in supernatural occurrences, it is argued, but as a matter of principle they should not accept explanations that appeal to the supernatural even if we could still believe in them. Most progress made in the modern sciences has been the result of a community of academics relentlessly looking for natural explanations, refusing to accept appeals to supernatural forces. To reverse this stance and accept appeals to supernatural influence would be to undermine the heart of modern science and functionally return to the “naive” and “mythical” mind-set of antiquity. There is, therefore, a sort of intellectual, even ethical, obligation-at least on the part of scholars and scientists-to commit to accepting only naturalistic explanations for events.34
There are other reasons for embracing naturalism as well, according to various scholars. First, the only way we can understand the past is by drawing analogies with the present (this is, in essence, Troelsch’s famous “principle of analogy”). Since it is assumed that people do not experience supernatural occurrences in the present, it arguably follows that we have no analogical way of assessing reports of supernatural occurrences in the past. As a matter of principle, therefore, they must be dismissed.
Second, some have argued that accepting that a law of nature has been momentarily suspended-that is, that a “miracle” has occurred-is intrinsically irrational, regardless of what supposed evidence can be marshaled for it. As David Hume argued, the probability that a reported miracle took place must be measured against the probability that it did not, and all our experience weighs in on the side that it did not. So, for example, the probability that Jesus actually rose from the dead must be assessed as one fractioned against all known instances of people confirming the natural law that dead people do not come back to life. In other words, it must be considered incalculably improbable, such that no conceivable historical evidence or argumentation could possibly suggest otherwise.
All this implies that a scholarly approach to the New Testament cannot, in principle, accept as historical the supernatural aspects of the Gospel portrait(s) of Jesus. We must rather interpret these stories as legendary, essentially no different from the multitude of other fabricated legends we find in all ancient cultures. We will further develop and assess this line of argument in chapter 1 (“Miracles and Method”).
Hellenistic Judaism
Often, it is not difficult to explain how ancient people came to believe the myths and legends they embraced. Myths and legends typically fit well with the cultural beliefs of the people who hold them, while serving a discernible sociological function. Thus, a great deal hangs on whether one thinks the religious/cultural milieu of first-century Judaism-especially the Galilean Judaism out of which the Jesus movement arose-was conducive to the sort of fabricated myth-making that legendary-Jesus theorists assume can account for the claims we find in the Gospels. For example, does the idea of a miracle-working divine man fit the cultural beliefs of first-century Palestinian Jews? The legendary-Jesus thesis is much more plausible if we can answer this question in the affirmative than if we must answer it in the negative.
Christian apologists have traditionally argued for a negative response to this question. First-century Judaism-including Galilean Judaism-was not conducive to embracing the notion of a divine man. After all, it has been argued, first-century Jews were, on the whole, creational monotheists for whom the very idea of a man in some sense sharing Yahweh’s exalted status was anathema. It is partly for this reason that Christian apologists have argued that we need to look beyond common sociological explanations to account for how the early Jewish Christian view of Jesus as the miracle-working embodiment of Yahweh-God arose.
Legendary-Jesus theorists, however, have argued that recent historical evidence has rendered this line of argumentation unpersuasive. Often, they maintain that the evidence instead suggests that the religio-cultural worldview of first-century Jews, including Galilean Jews, was not very different from the worldview of their first-century pagan neighbors.
For example, we now possess literary and archaeological evidence that some ancient Jews practiced magic and astrology. Among other things, we have found ancient synagogues decorated with Zodiac symbols and other pagan depictions. A Galilean synagogue has been unearthed that contains a floor mosaic of the Greek god Helios surrounded by a twelve-month Zodiac wheel. This suggests that ancient Palestinian Jews were much more hellenized, even paganized, than many previously thought.
Just as significantly, there is some literary evidence that the once unassailable line between Yahweh and created beings had become somewhat blurred prior to the time of Jesus. High-ranking angels, exalted patriarchs, and personified divine attributes (e.g., Wisdom) were sometimes spoken of in terms that traditionally were reserved for Yahweh alone. We also find examples of Jews referring to various heroes as supernaturally empowered “divine men” (theios aner), a concept that was used in Greco-Roman contexts to refer to people who were believed to share in both human and divine qualities. This arguably suggests that the once rigid monotheism of some ancient Jews had become more “flexible” by the time of Jesus.
In light of considerations such as these, legendary-Jesus advocates argue, it seems we have little reason to think it more unlikely that certain first-century Jews evolved and embraced a legend about a miracle-working divine man than that pagans did so. We thus need not look beyond shared sociological forces to explain the birth of Christianity. We will develop and assess this line of argumentation in chapter 2 (“A Jewish Legend of ‘Yahweh Embodied’?”).
Legendary Parallels to the Jesus Story
A number of scholars go beyond the general argument that first-century Judaism was a conducive environment for a legend about a divine man to arise and argue that we can plausibly identify the specific religious and cultural sources that gave rise to the Jesus legend. For example, Robert Price argues that the ancient Mediterranean world “was hip-deep in religions centering on the death and resurrection of a savior god.”35 He goes on to catalog a variety of examples to show that the “Christ cult” that arose was just another example of these ancient death-and-resurrection religions.
While many have defended the legendary-Jesus thesis on the basis of parallels with ancient Greco-Roman legends and myths, others have defended it on the basis of alleged parallels between the Gospel story of Jesus and various “hero myths” found throughout history. Indeed, some scholars, such as Price, incorporate elements of both approaches.
One way of analyzing hero myths that has been useful for legendary-Jesus theorists comes from the English folklore specialist Lord Raglan.36 In Raglan’s analysis, hero myths tend to have a number of features in common. For example, the hero’s mother is often a royal virgin; his father is usually a king; the circumstances of the hero’s conception often are unusual in some way; the hero is often regarded as a “son of a god”; and frequently there is an attempt to kill the hero in his infancy.
Many scholars find strong parallels between Raglan’s “hero myth” analysis and the Jesus story of the New Testament. Alan Dundes, for example, argues that all but five of Raglan’s list of twenty-two hero myth traits are exemplified in the Jesus story, which ranks Jesus closer to Raglan’s ideal hero paradigm than many other legendary heroes.37 Price goes even further when he argues that “every detail of the [Christ] story fits the mythic hero archetype, with nothing left over.” From this Price surmises that it is “arbitrary to assert that there must have been a historical figure lying in back of the myth.”38
Along similar lines, some scholars argue that the biblical Jesus is largely, if not totally, legendary on the basis of parallels to the Jesus story found in various religious movements throughout history. For example, in the second century CE a cult arose around a man named Apollonius. His followers claimed he performed miracles, even raising a girl from the dead. Some claimed he appeared after his death. And some of his devotees worshipped him as a god.39 Similarly, in the seventeenth century a man named Sabbatai Svi was hailed as the Messiah, was reported to have done miracles, and was even worshipped as divine by many of his Jewish followers during (or shortly after) his lifetime.40 So too, an early twentieth-century faith healer in the Congo named Kimbangu is reported to have performed many miracles, including raising people from the dead, and was worshipped as divine by some of his followers during his own lifetime.41
According to some legendary-Jesus theorists, phenomena like these demonstrate that there is nothing really unique in the fact that soon after Jesus’s death some of his followers report that he did miracles and even came to worship him as God. Hence, we have no more reason to accept the early Christian reports about Jesus as historical than we do reports offered by followers of Apollonius, Sabbatai Svi, Kimbangu, or any other such figure. We shall further develop and assess these lines of argumentation in chapter 3 (“One among Many Legends?”).
Silence in Non-Christian Sources
If Jesus performed the feats attributed to him in the Gospels, should we not expect that he would have caught the attention of at least a few pagan writers? Instead, some scholars argue, we find little or no mention of Jesus outside the New Testament. For some-especially the most radical fringe of legendary-Jesus theorists (viz. group 1)-this suggests the miracle-working figure of the Gospels is purely a legend, essentially no different from the mythological savior figures of other ancient mystery religions.
Of course, Christian scholars have long noted that while references to Jesus in non-Christian sources may be meager, they are there to be found. Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, Pliny the Younger, Thallus, Celsus, Lucian of Samosata, Mara bar Serapion, and certain Jewish rabbinic traditions all contain some references to Jesus and/or the early Christian movement. Indeed, traditionally it has been argued that some of the information found in these sources corroborates certain aspects of Jesus’s life as recorded in the Gospels. Against this, however, the more radical legendary-Jesus theorists argue that each of these references is historically suspect. Some of the passages can be shown to be Christian interpolations, and those that are not interpolations are merely passing on hearsay-what Christians at the time were claiming about Jesus. There is, therefore, no solid evidence of Jesus’s existence in any ancient non-Christian sources. We will explore and assess this line of argumentation in chapter 4 (“A Conspiracy of Silence?”).
Silence in Paul
An argument that is especially prevalent among the most radical fringe of legendary-Jesus theorists-namely, defenders of the mythic-Jesus thesis-centers on the claim that Paul makes little or no reference to the historical Jesus. According to G. A. Wells, for example,
[Paul’s] letters have no allusion to the parents of Jesus, let alone to the virgin birth. They never refer to a place of birth … They give no indication of the time or place of his earthly existence. They do not refer to his trial before a Roman official, nor to Jerusalem as the place of execution. They mentioned neither John the Baptist, nor Judas, nor Peter’s denial of his master…. These letters also fail to mention any miracles Jesus is supposed to have worked, a particularly striking omission, since, according to the gospels he worked so many.42
Scholars such as Wells, Doherty, and Price argue that Paul’s view of Jesus was not anything like the recent, contemporary Galilean figure we find in the Gospels. His view of Jesus—which is the earliest view we have-was rather that of a vague cosmic savior figure who existed in the unknown, distant past and/or the mythic spiritual realm. Indeed, the Pauline Christ was actually quite close to the sorts of divinities we find in ancient mystery religions. According to these scholars, this makes it difficult to avoid the conclusion that the earliest Christians viewed Jesus as a sort of vague deity who became historicized as a rather recent figure only after Paul-as oral traditions were passed on and especially when the Gospels were written.
Just as significant for some legendary-Jesus theorists is the alleged claim that Paul rarely if ever quotes Jesus. Indeed, they argue that Paul seems completely unaware of the later Christian notion that Jesus was an ethical teacher.43 For example, Paul does not cite Jesus when he is dealing with topics that, according to the Gospels, Jesus explicitly taught on. This suggests to some that when Paul wrote there was no memory of Jesus as a teacher. Rather, this too was part of the mythological development of Jesus in the oral traditions of the early church and in the writing of the Gospels. We will further explore this line of argument in chapter 5 (“The ‘Silence’of Paul?”).
The Free-Form Fabrication of the Oral Jesus Tradition
Regardless of where they stand within the spectrum of views on the historical Jesus, all scholars agree that at least some (if not all) of the content of the Gospels initially circulated among the Christian communities in oral form. Legendary-Jesus theorists typically argue that, since oral transmission is inherently free-form and unstable-and thus historically unreliable-this process of oral transmission was conducive for the development of legendary stories about Jesus.
This argument is grounded in certain basic convictions about the early oral Jesus tradition that have been operative among New Testament critics since the early part of the twentieth century. More specifically, there are six assumptions that have been widely held by scholars who specialize in analyzing the oral forms of literature represented in the Gospels (viz. form critics). Those assumptions are as follows:
Again, a significant focus of this book involves bringing a variety of interdisciplinary studies surrounding orality to bear on the issue of the nature and reliability of the Jesus tradition. Along these lines we will consider and assess the first three of these six form-critical assumptions in chapter 6 (“Ancient Literacy and Oral Tradition”) and address the remaining three in chapter 7 (“Historical Remembrance or Prophetic Imagination?”).
The Historical Unreliability of the Gospels
The final set of arguments used to support the legendary-Jesus thesis concerns the written Gospels themselves. One important set of considerations revolves around whether the Gospel authors intended their works to be historical. A number of legendary-Jesus scholars argue that they did not, that their works were rather intended to be read as fictional accounts. Some scholars argue that the Gospels are examples of ancient novels and others that they are examples of Hellenistic mythic epics (e.g., along the lines of Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad) or Jewish midrash. Still other legendary-Jesus scholars concede that the genre of the Gospel may be ancient biography or historiography but nevertheless argue that this does little to buttress our confidence in the reliability of these works since both of these ancient genre were largely unreliable. We assess these arguments in chapter 8 (“The Genre and Nature of the Canonical Gospels”).
The Burden of Proof and Beyond
Finally, various legendary-Jesus scholars offer an assortment of other considerations that, to their way of thinking, further support the view that the Jesus of the Synoptic Gospels is substantially, if not entirely, legendary. The simple fact that these works contain reports of supernatural occurrences-the kind of reports we customarily dismiss as legendary when we find them elsewhere-means that these works must be regarded as inherently implausible. Hence, those who consider the Gospels to be historically reliable must bear the burden of proof. From this perspective, it is clear that the Gospels are heavily biased and thus cannot be trusted to pass on anything like reliable history. Moreover, these texts contradict one another and lack serious external corroboration by other literary or archaeological evidence. Hence, it is claimed, we have every reason to conclude they are not works that can be trusted to pass on reliable reports about the Jesus of history. We will consider this set of arguments in chapter 9 (“Evaluating the Synoptic Gospels as Historical Sources”) and chapter 10 (“The Synoptic Tradition and the Jesus of History”). We turn now to begin this line of assessment. And the place to start, of course, is with the issue of historical methodology.
HISTORICAL METHOD
AND THE JESUS TRADITION
MIRACLES, PARALLELS, AND FIRST-CENTURY PALESTINE
The New Testament accounts of Jesus present him as a radically unique individual. Indeed, according to the Gospel authors, his uniqueness extends to the realm of the supernatural, for Jesus is presented as the miracle-working, resurrected Son of Man/God. Part 1 of this work explores the question of whether—and, if so, in what manner and to what extent—these claims about Jesus can or cannot be investigated within the context of a critical historiography.
Scholars who contend that the portrait of Jesus in the Gospels is substantially legendary-those we are categorizing as “legendary-Jesus theorists”-uniformly argue that one cannot be a critical historical scholar while also accepting supernatural explanations for past events. While mythologically minded people of previous ages routinely explained unusual occurrences by appealing to supernatural forces, it is no longer possible for post-Enlightenment, critically minded scholars to do so. Thus, whatever critical scholars make of the Jesus tradition, legendary-Jesus theorists argue that, as a matter of principle, they cannot accept the reportedly supernatural occurrences of the Gospels as reflective of the actual past. Rather, these reports of supernatural events associated with Jesus clearly must be judged to be legendary (i.e., fictional) creations. We will discuss the complexities of this question in chapter 1.
If we accept that a truly critical approach to history requires us to a priori rule out all claims of supernatural occurrences in history, how are we to account for the swift rise of faith in Jesus as a miracle-working, resurrected divine savior in a first-century Jewish context? Here much depends on how one understands the first-century Jewish context. Legendary-Jesus theorists sometimes argue that the first-century Jewish context was actually a fairly natural environment for a legend about a wonder working divine man to arise, for Judaism was significantly hellenized at this time. If so, we need not suppose there was anything so unique in the rise of the Jesus story that the sorts of explanations offered in the Gospels themselves are required to explain it. We will explore this issue in chapter 2.
Finally, many legendary-Jesus scholars argue that New Testament claims associated with Jesus are not without precedent in history and thus are not that difficult to explain. It is argued that throughout history we find other instances where recent figures reportedly made divine claims, performed miracles, and even rose from the dead. In chapter 3 we will investigate the case for accepting that certain legends parallel the Jesus story and that this helps us explain the Jesus tradition in purely natural, sociological/comparativist terms.
THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD AND THE SUPERNATURAL
The Gospels claim that Jesus and his disciples performed miracles such as healing the sick and disabled, casting out demons, and even raising the dead.1 To the thinking of many historical-critical scholars, this is enough to demonstrate that they are substantially legendary. The purpose of this chapter is to argue that this conclusion is unwarranted, for the historical-critical method that leads to it is problematic on a number of counts. In its place we will propose the outlines of a critical historiographical methodology that avoids these problems and therefore remains open to the possibility that reports of supernatural occurrences are, in some cases, reliable. We will call this the “open” historical-critical method.
We will begin by presenting a succinct history and overview of the main lines of argumentation that have been used in support of the classical historical-critical method. We will then offer a critique of the foundational assumption of the historical-critical method, one that forces it to rule out supernatural events as a matter of principle, lay out the main elements of the open historical-critical method we are proposing as an alternative, and respond to four objections that can be raised against it. Having assessed the foundational assumption of the historical-critical method, we will offer a critique of the foundational principle used to defend this method—what is called the “principle of analogy.” In its place we will offer an alternative formulation of the principle of analogy that is superior for a number of reasons and does not necessarily rule out the possibility of allowing for historical explanations that include supernatural occurrences. We will then conclude this chapter by drawing together elements of our assessment of the classical historical-critical method while developing further five important aspects of the alternative critical methodology we are advocating.
Naturalism and the Historical-Critical Method
The Rise of Modern Western Science
From the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries the Western view of the world underwent a radical transformation. We discovered that by treating the universe as a closed system of natural causes and effects operating according to invariant laws, we could understand, predict, and more effectively use nature to our own advantage. The remarkable technological advances and increased standard of living the scientific approach to the world has brought us testifies to its general validity and practicality.
The scientific revolution made a profound impact on our understanding of history and therefore of the Bible. Among other things, it greatly affected the understanding of the supernatural on the part of many Western intellectuals. If nature uniformly operates by predictable laws of cause and effect, what are we to make of alleged reports of miracles? To many, the only rational and responsible answer was to reject them. Why should our understanding of history be less scientific than our understanding of the world? Hence, from the seventeenth century on, the general attitude among intellectuals toward ancient reports of supernatural events such as we find in the Gospels was that, as a matter of principle, they had to be judged as fictitious. They might be explained away as myth, as legend, as propaganda, as the result of emotional hysteria, or as hallucinations. But under the impact of the naturalistic, scientific worldview that had come to dominate the outlook of many Western intellectuals, they had to be explained away.
Hume’s Case for Naturalism
This general outlook is called “naturalism,” for it assumes that everything in the world, and in history, can be explained by appealing to “natural” laws. No appeals to supernatural forces are necessary. Perhaps the most famous philosophical critique of miracles was given by the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume. Hume defined a miracle as “a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agents.”2 With this definition in hand, Hume concluded that it is always irrational to believe a miracle has occurred. To Hume’s way of thinking, one must weigh the probability of a claim that a “transgression” of a natural law (a miracle) had occurred against all confirmations of the relevant natural law. The result, of course, was that the alleged “transgression” was always ridiculously improbable and thus, according to Hume, irrational to accept. In Hume’s words:
There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise it would not merit this appellation. And as a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the experience of any miracle.3
For example, consider the claim that Jesus rose from the dead. According to Hume, this claim “transgresses” the consistent empirical observation (the “natural law”) that death is irreversible. The claim must therefore be weighed against every observed instance of this law being confirmed—that is, against every instance of people remaining dead. Viewed in this light, the probability of the claim that Jesus rose from the dead is one to the total number of people who have ever died and remained dead. This way of construing the matter obviously makes it irrational to believe that Jesus rose from the dead. Indeed, if accepted, Hume’s argument renders all possible historical arguments in favor of Jesus’s rising from the dead virtually irrelevant. For no conceivable historical evidence could possibly overturn such an overwhelmingly improbable claim—if, again, Hume’s argument is valid.
Troeltsch and the Historical-Critical Method
The general application of the scientific method to the study of history came to be known as the historical-critical method. Like the natural sciences, the historical-critical method operates on the basis of methodological naturalism. That is, the a priori rejection of the supernatural is built into its methodology.4 For this reason, and to distinguish it from the alternative historical-critical method we shall be proposing later on, we shall henceforth refer to it as the naturalistic—or the classical—historical-critical method. The basic reasoning behind it is that just as the empirical sciences are methodologically committed to looking for natural causes for all phenomena, so critical historians should be methodologically committed to looking for natural explanations for all historical events. And just as advances in science come only by the refusal of scientists to accept supernatural explanations, so, it is argued, advances in our understanding of history come only by critical historians refusing to accept supernatural explanations. However improbable a natural explanation for an event may seem, therefore, it is, as a matter of principle, always to be preferred over a supernatural one. Clearly, as Ernst Troeltsch realized, a “whole world view lies behind the historico-critical method.”5 It is a worldview that assumes that the world is closed to supernatural influences. It is the worldview of naturalism.
Troeltsch articulated three principles that should govern all truly critical historical investigation. These three principles—but especially the second, as we shall see—have exercised an incalculable influence on the application of the historical-critical method among academic historians, including New Testament scholars. Each of these three principles reinforces the assumption that claims of the miraculous simply cannot be accepted by critical historians.6
First, Troeltsch argued for “The Principle of Criticism.” This principle holds that all claims about the past can only be more or less probable, never certain. The principle itself is so obvious it would hardly warrant mentioning except for the fact that, when it is combined with Hume’s previously mentioned argument regarding the massive improbability of miraculous occurrences, this principle has the effect of reinforcing the assumption that naturalistic explanations are—by—definition—always more probable than explanations that involve supernatural occurrences. In other words, if historical explanations are always a matter of probability, and if the probability of a violation of a law of nature is to be assessed by weighing it against all confirmations of that law, then miracles always, by definition, have a probability approaching zero.
Second, and most important, Troeltsch argued for “The Principle of Analogy.” This principle holds that our understanding of the past must always be analogically rooted in our experience of the present. Since Troeltsch and most other critical historians assumed people never experience supernatural events in the present, this principle led to the conclusion that it is outside the bounds of critical historiography to ever appeal to the supernatural.
Third, Troeltsch argued for “The Principle of Correlation.” This principle explicitly holds that every event must be understood within a nexus of natural causes and effects. In the thinking of Troeltsch and many others, this was a foundational assumption for all truly “critical” history. In the words of Troeltsch’s contemporary, F. H. Bradley, “The inevitability of law, and what loosely may be termed as causal connection, is the condition which makes history possible, and which, though not for her to prove, she must nonetheless presuppose as a principle and demonstrate as a result worked out in the whole field of her activity.”7
For Bradley, as for Troeltsch and most other modern critical historians, the assumption that all things are governed by natural law is what makes a critical and scientific approach to history possible. This assumption, Bradley argues, does not have to be proven: it is presupposed. Not surprisingly, the results “worked out in the whole field of her activity” serve to demonstrate the validity of the assumption. The great New Testament scholar, Rudolf Bultmann, advocates the same perspective when he writes, “The historical method includes the presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum of effects…. This closedness means that the continuum of historical happenings cannot be rent by the interference of supernatural, transcendent powers and that therefore there is no ‘miracle’in this sense of the word.”8
For Bultmann, and many within the post-Bultmann stream of scholarship, one is a “critical” scholar only if one presupposes that history is a closed continuum of natural causes and effects. To be open to the idea that this “closedness” could be “rent by the interference of supernatural … powers” is to violate a working assumption of the historical-critical method.
Van Harvey’s Case for a Naturalistic Historiographical Methodology
A more recent thinker who has further explored the naturalistic commitments of the historical-critical method is Van Harvey. In his influential work, The Historian and the Believer, Harvey puts forth a sustained argument that he believes substantiates the naturalistic approach to history.9
To begin, Harvey argues that, in contrast to modern people, ancient people were generally “naive and mythologically minded folk without any conception of natural order or law. They lived in a mythological time in which unusual events of nature and history were attributed to supernatural beings of all kinds.”10
Because of this, he notes, miraculous claims are found in almost all religious traditions, especially surrounding their religious founders. The question Harvey poses is: What should be the stance of the critical historian toward these miraculous claims? We may summarize Harvey’s argument by highlighting four points.
First, adherents of one tradition typically believe the miraculous claims attributed to their founder and/or that are part of their tradition, while rejecting the miracle claims of other traditions. Such a biased approach is clearly unacceptable for critical historians, for the integrity of their work depends on their striving to be objective in their investigations. According to Harvey, therefore, critical historians must adopt a uniform approach to all miraculous claims and thus conclude, as a matter of methodological principle, that they are all myth, legend, or intentional fabrication.
Second, according to Harvey, accepting any miraculous claim as historical would put us back in the “naive and mythologically minded” stage of human development. Going back to this uncritical mind-set would in principle undermine all the advances of science and history we have made in the last two centuries. Indeed, we can now discern many ancient claims as mythological only because of our resolute commitment to naturalism. “It was,” Harvey argues, “just the [critical] assessment of fantastic reports—reports about the ‘impossible’—in the light of knowledge produced by the science [sic] that accounts for the emergence of the very important categories of myth and legend which play such a crucial role in modern historical inquiry.”11
In other words, if we allow for the miraculous in any tradition, we undermine our ability to assess with integrity the miraculous claims of any tradition as mythological. Instead, in “the light of knowledge produced by … science,” we should assume that all miraculous claims are mythological, legendary, or fabricated.
Third, Harvey argues that it simply is not possible for modern Westerners to go back to a precritical mind-set. No one can step outside of one’s cultural presuppositions. Consequently, modern Western people simply cannot escape the naturalistic assumptions that (he believes) structure our contemporary Western worldview. He writes:
It is impossible to escape from the categories and presuppositions of the intellectual culture of which one is a part, the common sense of one’s own time…. These necessarily condition the perception and conception of all those who live in a culture. … We are in history as fish are in water, and our ideas of possibility and actuality are relative to our time.12
As applied to modern people’s understanding of the Gospels, this means that “we cannot see the world as the first century saw it…. We have, as it were, bitten of the apple, and our eyes have been opened and our memories are indelibly stamped with the new vision of reality.”13 The point is reminiscent of Rudolf Bultmann’s famous declaration: “It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles.”14
In another context Bultmann puts the matter even more starkly:
The idea of miracle as an event “contrary to nature” has become impossible for us today because we understand natural events in terms of natural law, that is, we think of miracle as an infraction of the laws of nature; and such an idea we can no longer entertain. This is the case, not because such an event would contradict all experience, but because the very idea of law, which for us is necessarily involved in our idea of nature, is not a demonstrated idea but a presupposed one, and because we cannot free ourselves from this presupposition simply by choosing to do so.15
According to this line of thinking, not only is there no reason to believe that the laws of nature are ever “transgressed,” but also that modern Western people could not with integrity accept such “transgressions” even if we wanted to. We are functionally locked into the naturalistic worldview we have inherited from the scientific revolution.
Finally, Harvey goes even further and argues that, even if the laws of nature were occasionally miraculously suspended, we modern Western people would have no way of historically assessing them. Harvey defines a miracle as “an event alleged to be absolutely unique, which is to say, an event to which no analogies or warrants grounded in present experience can apply.”16 Since Harvey accepts Troeltsch’s principle that all historical understanding must be analogically rooted in present experience, alleged “absolutely unique” events must remain unintelligible to modern people, for we do not experience miracles today. And if we have no way of rendering miracles intelligible, we certainly have no way of assessing their plausibility. Hence, Harvey concludes, critical historians are warranted in ruling out miracles on a methodological basis.
Methodological Naturalism and the Historical Jesus
Clearly, to the extent that one shares the assumption of a thorough-going methodological naturalism, one must judge, on an a priori basis, that major portions of the Gospels’ portrait of Jesus are nonhistorical. Burton Mack, for example, argues that “the emergence of Christianity and its literature can be understood without recourse or caveats with regard to miracles, resurrections, divine appearances, presences, or unusual charismatic phenomena.”17
This is not so much a conclusion Mack arrives at as it is a declaration of a methodological stance he assumes. It is not that Mack embarked on his investigations with an open mind toward the possibility that the reports of miracles in the Gospels were historically reliable. Rather, as Troeltsch, Harvey, Bultmann, and many others have advocated, Mack presupposed the naturalistic worldview at the start. Hence, the goal of Mack’s historical-critical investigations of the New Testament are to explain the emergence of Christianity without any appeal to the supernatural. Given the anti-supernaturalistic presuppositions of the naturalistic historical-critical method, it could not be otherwise.
Similarly, Robert Funk, the late founder of the Jesus Seminar, discloses the philosophical assumptions he brought to his New Testament research when he wrote:
The God of the metaphysical age is dead. There is not a personal god out there external to human beings and the material world…. The notion that God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible, in spite of the fact that most people still believe it. Miracles are an affront to the justice and integrity of God, however understood. Miracles … contradict the regularity of the order of the physical universe…. God does not interfere with the laws of nature.
Not surprisingly, Funk went on to argue, “The resurrection of Jesus did not involve the resuscitation of a corpse. Jesus did not rise from the dead, except perhaps in some metaphorical sense.”18 Other reports of miracles in the Gospels were assessed along similar lines by Funk, as they are by most members of the Jesus Seminar and certainly all legendary-Jesus theorists. Given the assumption of naturalism that lies at the foundation of their critical methodology, it is unlikely that their research could have discovered anything else.
Along the same lines—though he maintains that we can know a significant amount about the historical Jesus from the Gospels and denies that he is a “naturalist”—John Dominic Crossan rejects the supernatural aspects of the Gospels as legendary.19 For example, speaking of the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, Crossan says, “I do not think this event ever did or could happen. … I do not think that anyone, anywhere, at any time brings dead people back to life.”20 So too, Crossan reinterprets Jesus’s miracles to be mythological expressions of Jesus’s revolutionary acceptance of people such as lepers who were ordinarily shunned. “Miracles are not changes in the physical world,” he argues. They are rather “changes in the social world.” Hence, “by healing the illness without curing the disease, Jesus acted as an alternative boundary keeper in a way subversive to the established procedures of his society.”21 Despite his denial, and in keeping with Troeltsch’s principle of correlation, it certainly seems that Crossan is resolutely committed to understanding all of history within a nexus of natural causes and effects.22
Given the naturalistic assumption of the historical-critical method as it has usually been practiced within the guild of historical-critical scholars, the “discovery” that the miraculous reports found in the Gospels are not historical and that we can account for them by naturalistic means is hardly surprising. If one presupposes that the miraculous reports found in the Gospels cannot be historical, one has no recourse but to discover that these reports are nonhistorical and to search for naturalistic explanations for them. This, we submit, is a primary methodological assumption behind virtually all versions of the legendary-Jesus thesis.
The Principle of Analogy and Methodological Naturalism
One final aspect of the naturalistic historical-critical method requires consideration prior to the method’s assessment, for this aspect plays a decisive role in the defense of the method. Perhaps the most fundamental justification given for the application of methodological naturalism to the study of history centers on Troeltsch’s principle of analogy. It is primarily because naturalistic scholars believe present human experience is uniformly devoid of the supernatural that they feel justified in assuming, as a matter of principle, that all miraculous reports in the past should be explained in naturalistic terms. As Harvey argued, that for which we have no analogy cannot be understood, let alone assessed as plausible.
An appreciation for the role of the principle of analogy within a naturalistic methodology comes as one notices its circular nature. It is a circularity that manifests itself in a variety of ways in the naturalistic, historical-critical enterprise. In essence, the practical import of this principle is that we cannot accept reports of miracles in the past because we do not experience miracles in the present. But, as a matter of fact, we have many reports of miracles happening in the present (see below). How then can it be claimed that we have no experience of miracles in the present by which to analogically understand and assess miracles in the past? It would seem the answer is that reports of miracles in the present day are not taken as a serious possibility because it is a common deliverance of the modern world that miracles do not occur. In other words, this line of reasoning presupposes the truth of naturalism in order to arrive at a naturalistic interpretation of all miracle claims, which, of course, constitutes circular reasoning.
We will see that some form of this circular reasoning lies at the foundation of most of the arguments put forth in defense of a naturalistic methodology. It reveals, among other things, just how inextricably tied the naturalistic historical-critical method is to an a priori worldview. It demonstrates how profoundly right Bultmann was when he noted that this method was unequivocally committed to the presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum of natural cause and effect. Indeed, for all intents and purposes, the naturalistic historical-critical method is nothing over and beyond a methodical application of this commitment. And the use of Troeltsch’s principle of analogy to justify this methodical application is itself little more than another expression of this commitment.
For this reason, our critique of the naturalistic historical-critical method will center on issues that surround the unequivocal nature of this commitment. In the next section we focus on the nature of the commitment itself, and in the third section of this chapter we will focus on the principle of analogy used to justify it.
Metaphysics, Historical Method, and the Supernatural
In this section we will first consider the naturalistic historical-critical method in terms of the metaphysical nature of its foundational commitment and suggest a more open-minded alternative. We will then respond to four objections that might be raised against our alternative methodological proposal.
Empirical Generalizations and Metaphysical Assumptions
As we have already intimated, the most fundamental objection that can be raised against the classical historical-critical method is that it is inextricably tied to a questionable metaphysical assumption—the assumption of naturalism.
To begin, we need to consider the distinction between empirical observations, on the one hand, and metaphysical claims, on the other. The claim that nature tends to operate, and thus history tends to unfold, according to natural patterns of cause and effect is an empirical observation. The claim that the natural world and its history constitute a “closed continuum” of natural causes and effects is a metaphysical claim. We experience the regularity of the world. We do not experience “a closed continuum.” The first claim is descriptive, simply reporting what we find in the world. The second is prescriptive, stipulating what we must—and must not—find in the world. The empirical claim does not rule out exceptions. The metaphysical claim does.23 The empirical claim is a factual report. The metaphysical claim is a statement of faith.
From our earlier discussion it should be clear that the naturalistic historical-critical method, as understood by most Western critical scholars, is driven by the metaphysical claim, not the empirical claim. Only on this basis could this historical methodology be used to rule out supernatural occurrences on an a priori basis.24 Our contention is that, while the empirical description of the world generally as operating with regularity is warranted and needed in our critical investigation of history, the metaphysical claim is neither needed nor warranted. Similar to the renowned philosopher of history R. G. Collingwood, we argue that investigating historical matters with an a priori metaphysical commitment to naturalism actually undermines the “scientific” nature of the investigation. Science is in principle rooted in the quest to draw general conclusions about the world from empirical observations, Collingwood argues, not to prescribe how the world must operate on the basis of a priori metaphysical assumptions. He writes,
On the one side, [critical history] claims that scientific thought reveals to us laws of nature to which there cannot be exceptions; on the other, it holds that this revelation is based on induction from experience, and therefore can never give us universal knowledge that is more than probable…. Hence in the last resort the attempt to base history on science breaks down; for although there might be facts which are inconsistent with the laws of nature as we conceive them (that is, miracles might happen), the occurrence of these facts is [to the critical historian] so improbable that no possible testimony would convince us of it. This impasse really wrecks the whole theory.25
Collingwood’s point is that when a metaphysical assumption renders a class of possible events so improbable that no amount of evidence—“no possible testimony”—could convince us of their occurrence, our claim to being “scientific” is compromised. We are no longer drawing probabilistic conclusions from evidence. We are instead superimposing a metaphysical assumption upon evidence. Or, more accurately, we are dictating at the start what is and is not allowed to count as evidence.
Of course, since the work of Thomas Kuhn and what has come to be called “the postmodern turn,” we all recognize that neither modern science nor modern history has ever operated as a purely disinterested, “objective” enterprise.26 Our plausibility structures—our assessment of what is “reasonable” or “plausible”—regarding any specific area of life is always informed by our broader world-view and its religio-philosophical presuppositions.27 Thus, we are not faulting naturalistic historical-critical scholars for failing to abide by a purely empirical, presupposition-free, method. We can all agree there is no such thing.
What we are concerned with, however, is how determinative the naturalistic presupposition is for the findings of the classical historical-critical method. Stated otherwise, we are concerned with what Bultmann acknowledged to be an unequivocal commitment to naturalism. When nothing is allowed to count as evidence against a presupposition, and when nothing is allowed to call into question one’s metaphysical commitments, the commitment to the presupposition is, for all intents and purposes, a religious commitment to a dogma. And this hardly seems consistent with a discipline that calls itself critical and that strives to be as objective and unbiased as possible in its assessment of evidence. As Matthew Ratcliffe has demonstrated (in another context),
“Methodological naturalism” ultimately amounts to an interpretive background that determines the kind of things one is prepared to admit as possible constituents of reality. … [It] places a limit on the range of acceptable phenomena and it can reinterpret and accommodate anything that doesn’t at first seem to fit. … [I]f held inflexibly, it amounts to dogmatic enforcement of a metaphysical lens through which the world is interpreted.28
It is this “inflexible” naturalism of the classical historical-critical method that requires serious rethinking.
An Open Historical-Critical Method
Most within the guild of historical-critical scholarship identify the historical-critical method with this unequivocal commitment to the presupposition of naturalism. For such scholars, talk about a naturalistic historical-critical method is redundant, and talk about a historical-critical method that is not unequivocally committed to naturalism is a contradiction in terms. Be that as it may, we want to suggest that it is possible to embrace a rigorously critical historiographical methodology that is not driven by the naturalistic assumption. Indeed, in the remainder of this chapter we will contend that a historical-critical methodology that is open to the possibility of the supernatural is more rigorously critical than any method that is, on an a priori basis, closed to this possibility. We will refer to this alternative methodology as the “open historical-critical method,” for it is not unequivocally committed to naturalism but is open to the possibility that evidence may suggest that events have taken place that defy plausible naturalistic explanations and thus may be referred to as supernatural events.29 Here we will simply offer the broad outlines of this approach, which we will flesh out further in the final section of this chapter.
Given the empirical observation that the world generally operates by natural laws of cause and effect, it is reasonable when investigating history to first look for natural explanations for events and to exercise caution when entertaining explanations that involve appeals to the supernatural. And, given this empirical observation, it is certainly reasonable to prefer natural explanations over supernatural explanations, all other things being equal. In other words, it makes sense to be committed to a historiographical approach wherein one expects to find natural causes for events in history. What does not seem reasonable, however, is to be unequivocally committed to an approach that a priori imposes a naturalistic interpretation on all of history, adopting a stance that goes beyond empirical observations of how the world in fact generally operates and making metaphysical claims for how the world must operate—all under the guise of the “unavoidable conclusions” of the natural sciences and/or a critical historiographical method.30
In light of this, we submit that what is needed is a historical-critical methodology that is committed to looking for natural explanations for all events but is also, as a matter of principle, open to the possibility that evidence may at times require us to entertain the possibility that an event cannot be plausibly explained exclusively in naturalistic terms. This open historical-critical method would be “critical” in that it always looks for “natural” cause-and-effect relationships to explain events, always applies standard critical criteria to the evaluation of ancient texts and artifacts, and always prefers plausible natural explanations for historical phenomena over ad hoc appeals to the supernatural. But at the same time it would be “open” in that it would not reject appeals to the supernatural on an a priori basis. This is the methodology we will attempt to employ throughout this work.
In our estimation, this methodology is not less critical than the naturalistic historical-critical method; rather, it is more critical. For, as we will argue more fully below, this method requires that Western scholars be critical of their commitments to their own culturally conditioned naturalistic presuppositions.31 It requires Western scholars to adopt a stance of epistemological humility and acknowledge that their own culturally conditioned worldview may have something to learn from the worldviews of other cultures—worldviews that allow for supernatural occurrences. It requires that scholars not be uncritically committed to any metaphysical stance, but rather, in the name of critical scholarship, always bring a certain inquisitiveness to their presuppositional commitments. Because of this, the open historical-critical method could help ensure that historical-critical scholars remain committed to following the evidence, wherever it leads, rather than narrowly stipulating what can and cannot count as evidence on the basis of certain presuppositions.
Of course, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed regarding this proposed “open” historical-critical method. We will address some of these in the course of our assessment of the naturalistic historical-critical method and in part 4 of this work. For the moment, we simply want to set the stage for what is to follow by putting this open alternative on the table as an approach that is at once critical and yet not dogmatically closed to the possibility of supernatural occurrences. We turn now to four objections that might be raised against our proposed approach to critical historiography. In the course of discussing these four objections, we will address several of the arguments put forth in the defense of an a priori stance against the category of the supernatural.
A Naturalist’s Response to the Charge of Dogmatism
The charge that to rule out a priori the possibility of supernatural occurrences is inconsistent with a truly “scientific” approach to history is not a new one. However, the charge has taken on additional force in our postmodern climate as we have become more acutely aware of the socially constructed elements of our inherited worldviews (about which more will be said below). In light of this, some methodological naturalists have adjusted the way they express their stance toward the supernatural. Indeed, some have begun to maintain that, as a matter of fact, the naturalistic historical-critical method does not rule out the possibility of the supernatural on an a priori basis. It does not hold that supernatural events are impossible, simply that they are much less probable that natural events. Hence, the first response a defender of the naturalistic historical-critical methodology might give to our proposed alternative is that we are not saying anything the standard historical-critical method does not already grant.32
This line of argumentation has been put to use by one of the leading apologists for the Jesus Seminar, Robert Miller. Miller grants that certain supernatural claims are historically “possible.”33 To say this would seem to suggest that Miller is espousing a version of the “open” historical-critical method we have proposed. However, by “historically possible” Miller merely means an event that “involves no conceptual contradictions.” In other words, he argues, “something is possible if we can imagine it.”34 Given this definition of “historical possibility,” it is not surprising to find Miller quickly confessing that to claim an event is possible in this sense is “not very helpful in historical matters.”35
Miller notes, for example, that the claim that an elephant flew on its own power is “historically possible,” for it obviously involves no conceptual contradiction and can therefore be imagined. But granting this possibility gets us nowhere in trying to assess whether an elephant actually flew. To assess this, Miller argues, we need to distinguish between something being historically possible, on the one hand, and something being historically probable, on the other. Miller writes:
To be historically possible, something only needs to be imaginable. However, for something to be historically probable means that there is some evidence for it. Not everyone in the historical Jesus discussion seems aware of this distinction, for we often read statements like “It is quite possible that Jesus———” or hear questions like “Isn’t it possible that Jesus———?” Fill in the blank with any scenario you like, no matter how bizarre: the answer will always be yes.36
So, in response to the question, “Are supernatural events possible?” Miller would contend that, in cases where the proposed event is at least imaginable, the naturalistic scholar can and should in good faith answer “Yes.” Hence, it seems this method is not as unequivocally committed to naturalism as we have alleged and thus not in need of an alternative critical methodology that is open to the possibility of the supernatural. But, in fact, Miller’s concession that miracles are “historically possible” accomplishes nothing of the sort, for in conceding this he has conceded nothing more than that supernatural occurrences are not logical contradictions. (Why he uses the phrase “historically possible” instead of the clearer and more customary phrase “logically possible” is a mystery.) But no one has ever alleged that this was the problem with the naturalistic historical-critical method. The problem is that the unequivocal commitment of historical-critical scholars to a naturalistic presupposition is such that it rules out at the start the possibility of genuine supernatural occurrences in actual history. Despite its aspiration for being “scientific,” this method is actually quite unscientific insofar as it predetermines what it will not find in its historical investigations on the basis of a presupposed dogmatic conviction.
Miller may argue that the difference between a historical possibility and a historical probability is that there is evidence for the former, but not for the latter. So it is that supernatural events are possible but not probable. What Miller seems not to notice, however, is that the naturalist’s a priori stance toward supernatural events renders their occurrence so improbable that no historical data would ever be allowed to count as evidence for them. The unequivocal commitment to a metaphysical assumption effectively ensures that a report about the supernatural will never be considered “historically probable.” This is the problem that “wrecks the whole theory,” and while it may sound better in our post-Collingwood, post-modern climate to concede that miracles are “historically possible,” Miller has done nothing to alleviate the problem.
Our contention is that a truly critical historical methodology is one that is critical of the Western academic assumption of a thoroughgoing naturalism and is therefore genuinely open to finding supernatural occurrences in history—not merely conceding that they are logically possible. As noted in the introduction, the central claim of this work is that if someone is open to the genuine historical possibility that the portrait of Jesus in the Synoptics is substantially rooted in history, that one will find there are many compelling reasons to accept that this portrait is not only possibly rooted in history, but that it is plausibly—even probably—rooted in history.
Can We Step outside Our Worldview?
A second objection that might be raised against our proposed open historical-critical methodology is that it is naive. It could be argued that it does not take seriously the inevitable role cultural presuppositions play in how one views the world, and therefore in how one investigates history. As we saw above, scholars like Harvey argue that “it is impossible to escape from the categories and presuppositions of the intellectual culture of which one is a part.”37 On this basis it is argued that modern people—or at least modern academics—“cannot see the world as the first century saw it.”38 As Bultmann put it, modern people who use modern technology simply cannot “believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles.”39In this light, it seems that Western scholars cannot help but be locked into the naturalistic worldview of the West, and thus cannot help but judge all supernatural reports to be examples of fabrication. There are, we submit, at least three problems with this response.
First, the claim that the contemporary Western worldview is one that inevitably sees reality in exclusively naturalistic terms simply is false, as we will argue more fully below. This is undoubtedly the predominant worldview among secularized Western academics, but it demonstrably is not, and has never been, the worldview of modern Western people in general.40
Second, while it obviously is true that people are strongly conditioned by the categories and presuppositions of their culture, it strikes us as an exaggeration to claim we are so locked into our cultural presuppositions that we cannot to some degree step outside of them. Were we completely unable to transcend our culturally conditioned categories, we could never critically reflect on these categories, and the writing of history would amount to mere autobiography. Yet it seems we can do this and should do this—especially if we are to claim to be engaging in a scholarly discipline that is critical and that strives for objectivity.
Along these same lines, were we completely unable to transcend our cultural presuppositions, it would be impossible for anyone to adjudicate between competing truth-claims found in differing worldviews. We could never claim that one worldview is, in any respect, more reflective of reality than another on any matter. For example, we would have to concede that cultural perspectives that view other people groups as subhuman, that assume women are property of males, that practice female genital mutilation and other barbaric patriarchal rites, and that view the earth as sitting on the back of a giant tortoise have as much validity as cultural perspectives that view all humans as equal and the cosmos in modern scientific terms. This seems broadly counterintuitive, to say the least.
What is more, if we hold that we can never transcend our cultural presuppositions, how can we explain “conversions” from one worldview to another? Many of those who are now unequivocally committed to naturalism held to a worldview that was open to the supernatural before they received their academic training. They “converted” to naturalism. Conversely, as we will see below, a surprising number of scholars who once embraced the Western naturalistic worldview have “converted” to a worldview that is open to supernatural occurrences, often as a result of personal encounters with what they perceive to be supernatural agencies. Such conversions from one worldview to another are hard to explain if people are as locked into the categories of their worldview as Harvey and others have suggested.41
Ironically enough, it is not even clear that Harvey and others who espouse this perspective actually believe it themselves. For if they did believe it, how could they judge their perspective—that all reports of the supernatural are fictitious—to be more true to reality than the view of “naive” and “mythologically minded” people who accept some of these reports as factual? Their judgment is intelligible only if these scholars have transcended their own worldview enough to enter into and understand the “mythological” worldview of ancient people and have in fact imaginatively stood outside of both worldviews to adjudicate between them.
Even more puzzling is this: if Harvey is correct in asserting that we in the West are so locked into our naturalistic worldview that “we cannot see the world as the first century saw it”42 and thus cannot believe in miracles, and if Bultmann is correct in asserting that we are so locked into our worldview that “it is impossible to use electric light and the wireless … and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles,”43 one wonders why Harvey and Bultmann have to write books to convince other modern Westerners of this fact. If they are correct, this much would already be obvious to all of us who are allegedly locked inside this worldview. It seems that even these scholars inadvertently acknowledge that we are not as locked into our naturalistic worldview as they insist. In any event, there seems to be no cogent reason for supposing that Western scholars cannot intentionally strive to become open-minded toward the possibility of supernatural occurrences, whether in the past or the present. Hence there seems to be no compelling reason to suppose that the open historical-critical method we are proposing is, in this sense, inherently naive.
Can Secular Westerners Analogically Assess Miracles?
A third objection that might be raised against our proposed open historical-critical method is that even if we can in principle transcend our cultural presuppositions, we have no way of assessing claims about events for which we have no analogy in our present experience. As we saw Harvey argue earlier, miracles are supposedly “absolutely unique” events that the modern, naturalistic scholar cannot understand, let alone assess in terms of their plausibility. Hence, it could be argued, a methodology that suggests modern scholars remain genuinely open to the possibility of miracles occurring is naive and unfeasible. We offer three responses to this objection.
First, we readily grant that Troeltsch, Harvey, and others are correct in insisting that we can understand things only by analogically drawing on our present experience. That for which we have absolutely no analogy is utterly meaningless. We therefore agree that if an “absolutely unique” event were to take place, we would have no way of analogically understanding it and thus no way of assessing the plausibility of reports that it occurred. What is not clear, however, is why we should consider supernatural occurrences to be “absolutely unique” events for which modern people can find no analogies.
Things are said to be analogous when they are like each other in certain respects and unlike each other in other respects. So, even if an allegedly supernatural event differs from a person’s experience in the respect that the person has never personally witnessed one, there are, most likely, other respects in which the alleged event would be somewhat similar to other events in this person’s experience. At the very least, to identify it as an allegedly supernatural event is to suggest that it has enough in common with natural events to still be deemed an “event.” The event may be unique, but it is not “absolutely unique.”44 Hence, there is no reason to assume that a person who has never experienced a supernatural event would not be able to analogically grasp the reality of such an event.
Consider, for example, the claim that Jesus rose from the dead. It is doubtful (though not impossible) that any reader of this book has ever witnessed a dead person coming back to life. But does this mean a resurrection constitutes what Harvey calls “an absolutely unique” event and thus that we cannot arrive at an analogical understanding of this event or assess the plausibility of reports about this event? If so, we would have to conclude that modern Western Christians are talking nonsense in claiming to believe in this event, for one cannot coherently believe in something that is essentially unintelligible. Even more puzzling, we would have to conclude that critics are talking nonsense in denying the resurrection, for one cannot coherently deny belief in something about which one can attribute no meaning. In truth, however, no one is talking nonsense, for there simply is no problem analogically understanding the claim “Jesus rose from the dead”—despite the probability that none of us has ever personally experienced such an event. The claim is unlike our experience in certain respects, but it intersects with our experience in other respects, giving us the ability to analogically understand and even assess this alleged event.
Though some readers undoubtedly have no conscious experience of God or any other invisible agent ever doing things, all of us obviously have experienced physical agents doing things. To say that God or any other supernatural agent acted in human history—raised Jesus from the dead, for example—is analogous to saying a human being acted in history, except that supernatural agents would be (among other things) invisible. We can understand the concept of invisible agents acting in the world by drawing analogies with our experience of visible agents acting in the world. In the same way, though it is probable none of us has witnessed a person coming back to life, we can surely imagine what an event like this might look like by drawing on analogies from our experience. We could, for example, imaginatively reverse the dying process. Hence, it seems that even the resurrection does not really constitute an “absolutely unique” event that is beyond the ability of secularized people to understand and assess.45
As a matter of fact, we would argue that it is not supernatural events that are meaningless because they are “absolutely unique” events; it is rather the concept of “absolutely unique” events that is meaningless. Any event that was in every respect unlike all other events would not be something we could even recognize as an “event.” (Conversely, the concept of an “absolutely similar” event is also meaningless, for that which is in every respect like something else is identical with this “something else.”) Different events are differing events only because they have some things in common. But they are differing events only because they have some things unique to themselves. Hence, we submit that our understanding of any particular event involves analogically assessing the ways in which it is similar to, and different from, other events.
When Harvey argues that modern Western people cannot understand or assess miracles because they are “absolutely unique” events, he is, in essence, simply saying that modern people cannot understand or assess miraculous events because miraculous events are not events. In other words, he is claiming that miracles are meaningless to modern Western people because miracles are meaningless to modern Western people. He is, in short, ruthlessly applying Troeltsch’s principle of analogy in a circular manner. As we noted above, and as we shall discuss more fully below, this circular use of Troeltsch’s principle undergirds much of the reasoning marshaled in defense of the naturalistic perspective.
As extraordinary as supernatural events may be to certain modern Western people, they are not impossible for such people to analogically understand. Hence, it is not naive or unfeasible to claim that critical scholars should remain open to the possibility that they may, in rare circumstances, have to appeal to supernatural events in order to plausibly reconstruct the past.
In fact, more often than not it is extraordinary events—events that are significantly on the dissimilar side of the similar-dissimilar spectrum that links and differentiates all events—that are most influential in the flow of history. They are often deeds and events that, precisely because they are extraordinary, stretch our imaginative abilities to understand them. Allowing ourselves to be stretched as we strive to understand and appreciate the uniqueness of history-defining events lies at the heart of the discipline of critical historiography.
In this light it seems to us that Richard Niebuhr was onto something significant when he argued that, far from being an unintelligible event “outside” of history, as so many of his historical-critical contemporaries were arguing, the miracle of the resurrection of Jesus was actually a supreme example of the challenge of doing critical history. The challenge of analogically understanding the uniqueness of the resurrection, Niebuhr argued, is a prototype of the challenge of understanding the uniqueness of all significant historical events. Yet, the uniqueness can be understood analogically precisely because it is not “absolutely unique.”46
The open historical-critical method we are proposing simply stipulates that there is no justifiable, a priori point at which critical historians should shut down their analogical imagination. If we are striving to be truly critical, we must commit to being critical of the way in which our own cultural presuppositions condition our perspective on the world, and critical of our narrow, culturally conditioned proclivities vis-à-vis reconstruction of the past. If we are striving to make truth-claims about the way the world actually is and/or the way history has actually unfolded, as opposed to simply re-expressing our cultural conditioning, we must be willing to let other cultural perspectives—and the perhaps surprising historical evidence that accompanies them—stretch our imaginations beyond the conceptual restrictions our culture inevitably places upon us.
Hume and the Improbability of Miracles
A fourth objection that might be raised against the open historical-critical method we are proposing arises from Hume’s critique of miracles discussed above. One could argue that, as alleged “transgressions” of the “laws of nature,” the probability of any report of a supernatural occurrence being factual is weighed against all known confirmations of the law in question. Thus, regardless of the evidence one might marshal in support of a miraculous report, the probability of the report being factual is always so incredibly low that it is never reasonable to seriously consider it, no matter how implausible alternative, naturalistic explanations for the event in question might seem. Hence, it seems the open historical-critical method is asking historians to remain open to explanations that are intrinsically more improbable than naturalistic explanations, which is tantamount to asking them to be irrational. There are a number of problems with this line of reasoning, two of which warrant mentioning in this context.
One problem with Hume’s line of reasoning is that he seems to associate rational thinking with adding up evidence rather than weighing evidence. To rationally determine whether one has been randomly dealt a perfect bridge hand, for example, one wouldn’t simply add up all the possible alternative hands one could have been randomly dealt and compare it with the odds of getting a perfect bridge hand (1,635,013,559,600 to 1).47 Were this the case it would obviously never be rational to accept that one had been dealt a perfect bridge hand—even if, as a matter of fact, one was holding one! The way a rational person goes about determining whether he or she has been randomly dealt a perfect bridge hand is by looking at the empirical evidence. Is the person in fact holding a perfect bridge hand? Is there any evidence the cards were not shuffled randomly? And so on.
Second, if carried through consistently, Hume’s methodology would render it unreasonable to conclude that anything unusual ever happens, since, by definition, there are far more usual events than unusual ones. A historian would thus be justified in denying, for example, the mind-boggling exploits of Alexander the Great or Napoleon Bonaparte—despite the fact that there is overwhelming evidence most of the activities attributed to these men are generally accurate.48 In fact, Hume’s methodology would justify denying that a miracle occurred even if one witnessed it personally. Clearly, to assess whether something has happened in history, whether something ordinary or remarkably extraordinary—even supernatural—one must weigh, not merely add up, evidence.
It seems obvious that Hume would never have recommended evaluating reports about the fantastic exploits of Alexander the Great or Napoleon, or reports that one had been randomly dealt a perfect bridge hand, in the same way he recommended assessing reports of miracles. How could a philosopher as astute as Hume have committed such an obvious blunder?
So far as we can see, the only plausible explanation is that Hume’s naturalistic worldview allowed for people to occasionally perform outrageous feats and for people to occasionally be dealt an outrageously lucky hand, but it did not allow for miracles to ever occur. Hume brought to his historical reasoning a resolved belief that miracles do not occur rather than trying to reach a conclusion about whether miracles ever occur on the basis of historical reasoning. Thus, as inevitably happens when one approaches evidence with an unequivocal commitment to a foregone conclusion, everything becomes evidence for the foregone conclusion. The conclusion determines the evidence that is used to support the conclusion, as well as the very admissibility of the evidence itself.
Hume’s reasoning about miracles, it seems, was filtered through his a priori convictions about the probabilistically inviolable laws of nature, which rendered it virtually certain that miracles do not occur. Not surprisingly, Hume was over-whelmed by the massive “evidence” of miracles not occurring—for every natural event was now viewed in light of the a priori virtual certainty that miracles do not occur. Apparently unaware of how his conclusion was determining the evidence, Hume goes on to cite the overwhelming evidence to draw his conclusion. But obviously, the only reason the overwhelming occurrence of natural events in history was considered as evidence to be added up against the possibility of miracles was because Hume viewed each natural event in history against the contrasting backdrop of his a priori virtual certainty that miracles do not occur.
We have here yet another variation of the circular use of the principle of analogy. As with Harvey’s argument about the “absolutely unique” nature of miracles, Hume’s argument against miracles is actually nothing more than a proclamation of his own psychological certainty that miracles do not occur. Hume’s experience of the world was such that it led him to believe miracles do not occur, and this certainty led him to find in history nothing other than what would reaffirm his certainty that miracles do not occur. As we shall discuss later, the open historical-critical method we are advocating offers a way to avoid this circularity by calling on scholars to exercise epistemic caution, even with respect to matters about which they are psychologically certain, and thus calls on them to remain open to the possibility that the world and its history may not be exhaustively captured in the naturalistic worldview.
The Principle of Analogy Reconsidered
We have examined the foundational assumption that drives the content of the naturalistic historical-critical enterprise and found it wanting. We must now assess the foundational principle that seems to drive the defense of the classical historical-critical enterprise—the principle of analogy in its Troeltschean form. As we have already noted, we accept the principle of analogy so far as it goes. All understanding of history must be analogically derived from the present. That for which we have no analogy is that about which we cannot think. What is problematic, however, is the way in which naturalistic scholars use this analogy to defend their unequivocal commitment to understanding history in strictly naturalistic terms.
In what follows we will first offer two brief preliminary observations about the questionable manner in which many naturalistic scholars use the principle of analogy. We will then embark on two much more lengthy discussions that address the limited scope of human experience naturalistic scholars draw from as they defend their secularized reconstructions of the past.
The Negative Use of the Principle of Analogy
While one is certainly justified in drawing on present human experience to make a case for what might have happened in the past, there seems to be no justification for drawing on present human experience to make a case for what could not have happened in the past. As a number of scholars have argued, while a positive application of the principle of analogy is justified and necessary, a negative application is not.49 There is nothing in present human experience that indicates that our present experience exhausts what humans are capable of experiencing. Therefore, there is nothing in present human experience that warrants limiting all human experience to our present experience.
One might respond to this point by arguing that the principle of analogy rules out postulating experiences in the past that go beyond what we have directly experienced in the present. Hence, the negative application of the principle of analogy is justified. But as we noted earlier, this line of reasoning fails. All experiences, including alleged experiences of the supernatural, are like all other experiences in some respects and unlike other experiences in differing respects. And it is precisely this tension between the similarities and dissimilarities of various experiences that the principle of analogy misses. Even the most secularized person is able to imaginatively entertain what it would be like to experience a supernatural occurrence—an event that defied natural explanation. And so, such a person is unjustified in arguing that a supernatural event could not have happened in the past because no such event can be conceived of in the present.
Of course, proposed reconstructions of the past are certainly easier to believe when they comport easily with our present experience than when they do not. But there is nothing in our present experience that stipulates that everything in the past must be easy for us modern Western people to believe. Thus there is nothing in our present experience that warrants the metaphysical assumption that nothing can take place that disagrees with the way we presently experience the world. And, therefore, there is nothing in our present experience that justifies ruling out the possibility that historical evidence might on occasion lead us to suppose that events happened in the past that are quite different from our present experience. In short, there is nothing that justifies the negative application of the principle of analogy.
A False Dichotomy
Our second preliminary observation is that the naturalistic use of the principle of analogy to rule out miracles is predicated on the postulation of a radical dichotomy between the worldview of ancient people and the modern, Western worldview. We are told that the reason people in the past could believe in and claim to experience miracles, while modern Western people supposedly cannot, is because, unlike us, ancient people were “naive and mythologically minded.” Ancient people supposedly had little to no awareness of the laws of nature, no sense of critical history, and thus could not clearly separate fact from fiction. Their world was so different from ours, Harvey suggests, that the gulf between us—as it concerns the question of the supernatural—is too vast to cross with any analogy rooted in contemporary experience.
Unfortunately for this perspective, there is mounting evidence that this alleged dichotomy between the worldview of ancient people and the worldview of modern Western people is itself a piece of modern mythology. For all their differences from the modern Western world, ancient people—as well as primordial groups today—were not nearly as uniformly “naive and mythologically minded” as many modern scholars have tended to assume. Two points may be made in this regard.
First, it should be acknowledged that the pervasive Western academic assumption that nonliterate or semiliterate cultures could not clearly distinguish myth from history was never based on solid empirical evidence. It is, in fact, largely an unwarranted Western, academic assumption. As we will explore in chapters 6 and 7, recent orality studies have demonstrated that orally dominant cultures (cultures in which reading plays little or no role) were and are often quite intentional in keeping fictional aspects of the oral tradition distinct from nonfictional elements when it comes to certain genres.50
Moreover, it is now undeniable that orally dominant cultures—such as first-century Palestinian culture—can be remarkably competent in passing on historical remembrances over extended periods of time without substantial alteration of the essential content. Indeed, as remarkable as it sounds, some specialists in the field of orality studies are now arguing that, in at least certain significant respects, these nonliterate cultures can be at least as competent in reporting on the essential aspects of the past as contemporary, literate historians.51
It is thus becoming increasingly evident that the common Western academic assumption that ancient, orally dominant cultures were not interested in actual history and/or were incapable of keeping factual historical remembrances distinct from myth is itself a grand myth propagated by modern Western scholars who were simply ignorant of the facts.
A closely related second point concerns the sensibilities of historians in the ancient world. They were not nearly as uncritical as some modern scholars seem to suppose. While most ancient historians certainly did not share the hyperskepticism of some contemporary Western scholars toward the supernatural, there was, as Glenn Chestnut has documented, “a good deal of skepticism within the Graeco-Roman historiographical tradition.”52 From Herodotus to Polybius to Pliny the Elder, miracle claims were generally regarded with suspicion. Indeed, Thucydides virtually rejected all appeals to the miraculous as an appropriate historical explanation. “Drawing on the rich intellectual resources of the humanistic and scientific rationalism of fifth-century Athens,” T. R. Tholfsen notes, Thucydides developed a historiographical method characterized by “freedom from mythopoetic ways of thinking, critical realism, an ‘eager generality,’ and an inclination to penetrate rationally to the underlying order of things.”53
Even more significant for our purpose (for it potentially affects our view of the gullibility of the authors of the Synoptic Gospels), it appears that when it comes to the question of belief in miracles, people in the first century were, on the whole, not very different from people in modern Western culture. Downing writes:
We have no widespread evidence for any widespread firm belief in “magic” or in “miracle” whichever term is chosen, in the world where the Christian movement began.… [T]he level of belief—or suspension of disbelief—seems to have been not much different from what we find today for belief in alternative medicines, belief in ley-lines, belief in visitors from outer space, or belief in the free market economy.54
This observation comports well with Robert Grant’s conclusion that “the least credulous period of antiquity was the late Hellenistic age.”55 Thus it seems that the divide between the worldviews of “modern” and “ancient” people was not nearly as extreme as many modern Western scholars would have us believe. Ancients were generally not as “naive and mythologically minded” as many moderns have thought, and, as we shall explore more fully below, most modern people are not nearly as secularized as many Western scholars seem to assume.56 This observation obviously calls into question the claim that historically minded, critically thinking modern people can no longer believe in supernatural occurrences in the way ancient, mythologically minded, uncritical people could.
Miracles and the Global Human Experience
Having briefly addressed two preliminary issues regarding the naturalist’s use of the principle of analogy, we turn to a third, more substantial, criticism. While historians can and must attempt to understand the past by drawing analogies from present human experience, a great deal hangs on how broadly or narrowly one defines “present human experience.”
Given how myopic and culturally conditioned every individual’s perception and experience of the world is, and given how different the perception and experience of the world is from culture to culture, one would think it ill advised to define “present human experience” too narrowly. To the contrary, one might think a scholarly discipline that strives to be critical, objective, and unbiased would define “present human experience” relatively broadly. The last thing one might expect is for critical scholars striving for objectivity to restrict the pool of “present human experience” they draw from to understand the past to a single slice of one culture (i.e., the academic elite of the modern Western culture).
Remarkably enough, however, this is precisely how modern historiography has tended to operate. And, it seems, it is largely this arbitrary restriction of present human experience that has fueled the a priori rejection of the supernatural in modern historiography. Western naturalistic scholars in general understand and experience the world as devoid of supernatural elements, and so they argue that there is no analogy in the present to warrant accepting supernatural occurrences in the past. But the whole line of reasoning falls apart if one simply steps outside the narrow confines of the secularized experience of some Western scholars, for present human experience on a global scale is saturated with reported experiences of the supernatural.
Consider, for example, one commonly reported cross-cultural, supernatural phenomenon—demonization. This phenomenon is found throughout history up to the present time in a remarkably wide variety of cultures.57 There are a number of things that typically characterize demonized people across cultures, and some of these characteristics are hard to explain on strictly naturalistic terms.58Interestingly enough, most of these features also parallel New Testament reports of demonization and exorcism.59 Some of these cross-cultural characteristics are the following:60
To the thinking of most who witness phenomena like these—and the authors of this work count themselves among them-attempts to explain some of these phenomena in strictly natural terms are implausible, to say the least. The same could be said about a host of other supernatural phenomena that “present human experience” includes—if we step outside the shallow pool of experience represented by the naturalistic Western worldview.62
It is not uncommon for people in non-Western cultures to claim to have encountered angelic and/or demonic beings, experienced instantaneous healings, witnessed deceased people coming back to life, or witnessed supernatural occurrences of other kinds. Clearly, outside the narrow experience of secularized Western scholars, “present human experience” is not by any means devoid of the supernatural.
Now, if our goal is to do our historical research in as objective a manner as possible, it would seem we should strive to apply the principle of analogy in a similarly objective manner-and therefore we should consider cross-cultural experiential data. Unfortunately, Western naturalistic scholars rarely take supernatural claims found in non-Western cultures seriously. Instead, they treat reports of the supernatural in other cultures the same way they treat reports of the supernatural in the past. Typically they dismiss such reports as hearsay, legend, hallucination, psychosomatic hysteria, exaggeration, intentional fabrication, or something of the sort. 63 Belief in supernatural occurrences today, as much as in the past, is evidence of a “naive and mythological” mind-set, according to most naturalistic scholars.
We do not wish to dispute that some, if not the majority, of these reports may be explained in naturalistic terms. But what justification is there for assuming that all such reports of the supernatural can be reductively explained in naturalistic terms? At least in some instances there is rather compelling evidence that events transpired that defy the regularities of nature as we now understand them. The primary reason Western naturalistic scholars do not take this evidence seriously, dismissing it instead as the fictive imaginings of “naive and mythologically minded people,” is because it conflicts with their own experience.
This leads us, once again, back to the element of circular reasoning that lies at the heart of the secular scholar’s application of the principle of analogy to justify a priori ruling out the supernatural in history. The naturalistic scholar declares that present human experience is devoid of the supernatural and thus uses the principle of analogy to rule out the possibility of finding supernatural occurrences in the past. But, as we have just argued, the only reason naturalistic scholars find present human experience to be devoid of the supernatural is because they limit the pool of present human experience to that which coincides with their own very small slice of human experience. On this basis, the conclusion is made that supernatural events do not occur in the present. And on this basis, it is argued that supernatural events cannot occur in the past—because they do not occur in the present. It may look like the principle is used to arrive at the conclusion, but in fact it is the conclusion that drives the principle. For apart from assuming that supernatural events do not and cannot occur, the principle of analogy, on its own, could never lead to the conclusion that such events do not and cannot occur.
This reductive, effectively circular use of the principle of analogy amounts to little more than a dogmatic declaration that the naturalistic, scientific, Western worldview encompasses all reality and that worldviews that are open to the supernatural are misguided—“naive and mythologically minded.” In essence, this is tantamount to an unwarranted assertion of cultural imperialism. It is a declaration that the modern, scientific, Western worldview is superior to all other worldviews, ancient or contemporary. Of course, it cannot be denied that the naturalistic, scientific, Western worldview has brought about remarkable advances in technology that have improved the standard of living for those fortunate enough to have access to them. It can, therefore, be plausibly argued that this worldview is, in certain respects, more useful than other worldviews. But does this limited pragmatic advantage warrant the assumption that this naturalistic worldview is more accurate than other worldviews vis-à-vis the question of whether supernatural occurrences take place or not? Does it justify Western scholars dismissing all whose experience conflicts with the naturalism of their own worldview as “naive and mythologically minded”? We see no reason to answer these questions in the affirmative.
On this matter we believe naturalistic historical-critical scholars have something vital to learn from certain contemporary, Western ethnographers. For several decades now, an increasing number of academics in the fields of cross-cultural studies, especially anthropology, have been calling into question the long-standing tendency of Western scholars to reinterpret in naturalistic categories events that are interpreted as supernatural by the indigenous people who experience them. This dogmatic, naturalistic approach, they argue, is ethnocentric, for it assumes at the outset that the ethnic perspective of the West is the standard by which others may be judged. More specifically it has been described as Eurocentric, for it assumes that white-dominated European culture is the standard by which others are to be judged. And it has been appropriately described as chronocentric, for it assumes that the perspective of our modern times is the standard by which all times and cultures are to be judged.64
Against this, many Western ethnographers are now arguing that an accurate understanding of other cultures can be arrived at only if we begin by seriously entertaining the possibility that the culture being studied is, in fundamental ways, on the same level as our own. They are calling for a “new democratized epistemology” wherein the worldviews of other cultures are taken seriously as rival interpretations of a shared reality.65 While affirming the technological benefits that the naturalistic, scientific, Western worldview has brought us, and while not relinquishing the validity of critical reason so valued by Western academia, these individuals are arguing that this worldview should no longer be used as the comprehensive and ubiquitous measuring stick of the truthfulness of all other perspectives.
The implications of this “new democratized epistemology” are significant for cross-cultural studies. It is bringing about a new sort of “radical ethnography, one that gets you close to those you study at the risk of going native and never returning.” It suggests a methodology that stipulates that Western ethnographers no longer uncritically accept “the received assumptions,” rooted in the “academic texts, methods, and corporate academic culture” in which they were trained.66 This new approach calls for an epistemological humility that places the Western scholar in a position to actually have the scholar’s own worldview challenged, perhaps learning something about the nature of reality from the culture he or she is exploring.
John Bowlin and Peter Stromberg put the matter starkly:
It should regularly occur [to us Western ethnographers] that good ethnography encourages us to conclude that beliefs and warrants held by members of another society track the truth better than our own. An ethnography sufficiently humble about matters of belief must concede this possibility and should regard this kind of critical revision of our own beliefs as a welcomed consequence of careful inquiry.67
It is with this epistemological humility in mind that some Western ethnographers are now encouraging their colleagues in other disciplines to consider appeals to the supernatural as potentially valid. Indeed, a surprising number of those who have adopted this stance have done so as a result of having personally experienced supernatural events in their fieldwork. Such scholars have found that when we set aside the traditional assumptions of Western secularity and superiority, we discover that the Western perspective is actually defective—or at least deficient—in certain crucial respects. There is, among other things, a supernatural dimension to reality that our naturalistic, scientific perspective on the world tends to blind us to.68
It is just this epistemological humility that seems to be lacking in much historical-critical New Testament scholarship today. While most scholars in our postmodern context concede that worldviews involve elements of social constructs, naturalistic historical-critical New Testament scholars have often seemed unwilling to treat their own worldview in this fashion. Their own naturalistic perspective too often functions as the privileged vantage point and thus remains immune to criticism. While all worldviews are acknowledged to be involved to some degree in social construction, those of “naive and mythologically minded ” people seem to be treated as more socially constructed—less reflective of “reality”—than the secularized perspective of the Western academy, which often is treated as the path by which to know reality. Hence no evidence in non-Western or ancient cultures that certain events defy naturalistic explanation is allowed to seriously challenge this perspective.
As the sociologist Peter Berger notes in response to a previously cited statement of Rudolf Bultmann, in much New Testament scholarship, “the electricity- and radio-users are placed intellectually above the Apostle Paul.” The irony of this inconsistency is “funny,” according to Berger. For, he continues:
What is good for the first century is good for the twentieth…. Each [worldview] has its appropriate plausibility structure, its plausibility-maintaining mechanisms. If this is understood, then the appeal to any alleged modern consciousness loses most of its persuasiveness.… One has the terrible suspicion that the Apostle Paul may have been one-up cognitively, after all. As a result of such considerations an important shift takes place in the argument on the alleged demise of the supernatural in contemporary society.69
According to Berger, if we are consistent in viewing all worldviews as, among other things, involving social constructs, we will not take the alleged “demise of the supernatural” in contemporary society as an indication that we are necessarily moving toward a superior view of reality. It may just as well be an indication that we are moving toward an inferior, impoverished view of reality. If we are consistent, we will concede that the naturalistic, scientific, Western worldview is as socially constructed, as culturally myopic, as all other worldviews. And this means we must remain open to the possibility that, for example, the Gospel writers and others living and moving within a first-century Jewish worldview may in some respects be “one-up” on us, epistemologically speaking. At the very least, it means we should operate in epistemological humility, putting ourselves in a position to learn from, rather than simply to stand in judgment over, the range of experiences—natural and even supernatural—testified to by other people, ancient and contemporary.
The Alleged Naturalism of the Western Worldview
This brings us to our second substantial criticism of the way in which scholars often employ the Troeltschean principle of analogy to defend their unequivocal commitment to naturalistic explanations of the past. We have thus far left unexamined the common claim that the Western worldview is devoid of the supernatural. It is on this basis that naturalistic scholars argue that the principle of analogy requires that we do not allow for miracles in our reconstructions of the past. We now want to argue that this claim is patently false.
The undeniable fact is that the majority of Western people have never stopped believing in and occasionally experiencing what they perceive to be supernatural occurrences.70 Indeed, though many continue to announce the “demise of the supernatural” in Western culture, all indications are that the belief in, and experience of, the supernatural is, if anything, increasing in contemporary Western culture.71
For example, in 1989 George Gallup Jr. reported that 82 percent of the American populace affirmed that, “even today, miracles are performed by the power of God.”72 So too, a 1998 Southern Focus Poll found that 83.1 percent of its respondents believed that “God answers prayers,” with 33.6 percent reporting that they had personally experienced having “an illness cured by prayer.”73 Not only this, but it is undeniable that Western culture at the present time is experiencing a significant surge of people publicly reporting experiences of healings, angelic or demonic encounters, and so on. Whatever else one makes of this, at the very least it suggests that the “modern, Western worldview” is not nearly as committed to naturalism as scholars such as Bultmann, Harvey, Funk, and others have suggested.
The stark clash between what naturalistic scholars say the Western worldview should entail, on the one hand, and what the majority of Western people in fact believe and experience, on the other, suggests that when scholars proclaim that the Western worldview is incurably naturalistic, their intent is not so much to describe what the Western worldview is as it is to prescribe what the Western worldview should be. When Bultmann confidently proclaimed that it is “impossible to use electric light and the wireless” and yet “believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles,”74 he obviously knew that many Western people in his day had no difficulty whatsoever using lights while believing in spirits and miracles. His point clearly was not about what modern people in fact believe, but about what he believes modern people should believe. He was, in effect, announcing that if ordinary Western people were not “naive” and “mythologically minded”—if they were enlightened and understood what critical scholars such as himself understood about the Western worldview-they would find it as impossible to use lights and continue to believe in spirits and miracles as he does.
Similarly, consider Robert Funk’s announcement that “the notion that God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible, in spite of the fact that most people still believe it.”75 Now, one might wonder how a scholar can declare that a belief is no longer credible while in the next breath conceding that most people continue to find it credible. Again, it seems that Funk, like Bultmann, is not describing what people in Western culture in fact find impossible to believe. Rather, he is prescribing what he believes people in Western culture should find impossible to believe—if they were not so “naive and mythologically minded.”76
We noted previously the ethnocentrism inherent in the restriction of the pool of present human experience to modern Western culture alone. Now, however, it seems the restrictions are actually much more limited than that. Not only is the pool of present human experience limited to contemporary Western culture, but within this context it is also limited to the secular academic subculture within this single culture. This understanding and experience of the world as devoid of the supernatural not only conflicts with the vast majority of people around the globe and throughout time; it contrasts as well with the majority of people in the modern Western culture itself. Ironically, this dogmatic naturalistic stance is declared to represent truly “critical” scholarship—a scholarship that purportedly strives to be as self-critical and unbiased in its approach to history as possible.
It is important for us to realize that it is not simply common people who continue to resist the alleged “demise of the supernatural” in Western culture. An increasing number of academics are among the majority who believe in, and sometimes reportedly experience, the supernatural—a fact that makes the continued practice of dismissing the supernatural on the part of naturalistic scholars all the more curious.
The last several decades have brought a virtual explosion of interest in the supernatural within certain quarters of the Western academy. From philosophical assessments of miracles,77 to dialogues between physicists and theologians on the notion of divine action,78 to advances in the study of the paranormal,79 to cutting-edge research on contemporary religious experience,80 a wide variety of Western academics in our postmodern world are taking seriously the very ideas that Funk, Bultmann, Harvey, and the majority of legendary-Jesus theorists judge to be nothing more than the vestigial remains of an outdated, naive, premodern worldview. Even within the natural sciences—the very group of scholars popularly known as tough-minded, naturalistic empiricists—there is a growing percentage who profess faith in a personal God, in the reality of life after death, and even in the possibility of miracles.81
Most noteworthy, perhaps, are the numerous academics who have “converted” from a naturalistic worldview to a worldview that is open to the supernatural, often based on undeniable experiences they have had with what they perceive to be supernatural occurrences. We noted previously that an increasing number of ethnographers fall into this category. Typically taking place during fieldwork in non-Western, and/or non-first-world settings, Western academics have reported personal experiences that defy natural explanation. These encounters serve in some sense to “crack” their naturalistic paradigm, forcing them to the conclusion that there is more to reality than the scientific worldview allows for-things that other cultures often report.82
But it is not only in the field of ethnography that academics have “converted” to a more open-minded worldview. On the basis of experiences with supernatural evil in his counseling experience, the late, acclaimed psychotherapist Scott Peck came to believe in a personal devil who sometimes supernaturally afflicts people.83 So too, on the basis of religious experiences, some biblical scholars—such as Jesus Seminar members Marcus Borg and Walter Wink—have come to be much more open to the reality of things beyond the commonly experienced natural order.84
Wink in particular recounts his experience in a way that addresses the issue at hand. Wink had a “religious” experience that fundamentally altered the paradigm within which he carried out his historical-critical research. The experience, he writes, “has colored everything I do as a biblical scholar.” From this he makes the following significant observation:
Historical research depends on analogy to understand the past. If we have limited analogues-if for some reason our life is truncated, or too narrow, or filled with anxiety about over-stepping the permissible, then our capacity to understand the past will suffer as a result.… As a result of my own experience, I have no trouble believing in the plausibility of some events that to some of my fellow scholars simply seem impossible.… Because of … [my] experiences with spiritual healing, I have no difficulty believing that Jesus actually healed people, and not just of psychosomatic diseases.85
Wink goes on to make an insightful observation about why so many Western scholars come to skeptical conclusions about narratives that report miracles.
Other scholars, who have never experienced such healing, either in themselves or others, may find themselves totally rejecting the historicity of the healing stories.… This judgment, however, would be made not on historical grounds, but on the basis of their worldview, which is materialism.… People with an attenuated sense of what is possible will bring that conviction to the Bible and diminish it by the poverty of their own experience.… I am beginning to understand that no scholar can construct a picture of Jesus beyond the level of spiritual awareness that she or he has attained. No reconstruction outstrips the reconstructor. We cannot explain truths we have not yet understood.86
The fact that a certain group of scholars have an impoverished sense of the supernatural is, in our view, not surprising. Nor is the fact that these scholars would find it more difficult than others to accept the miracle accounts of the Gospels particularly problematic. Given how our personal experience influences our overall belief structures, this is, to some degree, inevitable.
What is problematic, however, at least on a methodological level, is the tendency within the naturalistic sector of the guild to canonize their “impoverished experiences” of the supernatural as the standard of critical scholarship. Rather than conceding that their experience is limited and their secular perspective but one of many, there is a tendency to transform their own experience and perspective into a metaphysical given—the one perspective that purportedly reflects the way the world really is. Ironically, this single perspective is enthroned in the midst of a discipline whose stated intention is the maintenance of a truly self-critical approach to the doing of historiography.
Becoming Consistently Critical
We trust it is clear that our complaint throughout this chapter has not been with critical historiography per se—unless one equates “critical” with “naturalistic,” as has often been the case with respect to practitioners of the classical “historical-critical method” of post-Enlightenment biblical studies. We fully accept that unless one approaches history with a critical eye toward all historical claims, unless one strives to be as objective as possible in assessing historical evidence, and unless one prefers (all other things being equal) natural explanations over explanations that make supernatural appeals, one has no way to distinguish reliable history from myth, legend, propaganda, or simply bad historical reporting. Our complaint, rather, is that the classical historical-critical method has not been critical enough. While modern, Western, secular scholars have been very critical of the allegedly “mythological” worldview of ancient peoples, they have not to date consistently and aggressively applied critical reason to their own naturalistic worldview.
Peter Berger is among a number of scholars who have argued that it is time for the scholarly critical enterprise to become consistent. That is, it is time for “critical” Western scholars to employ the critical moment in an equal-opportunity manner—applying it to their own worldview. It is time Western scholars relinquish the arbitrarily assumed, metaphysically privileged status of the modern, naturalistic worldview and, at the very least, entertain a new “democratized epistemology.” When the critical methodology is applied consistently, Berger argues, it “bends back on itself.” The result is that the “relativizers are relativized” and the alleged “debunkers” of supernatural reports are themselves “debunked.” The privileged epistemological perspective of the modern, Western scholar is finally brought to an end.
According to Berger, this does not necessarily result in a “total paralysis of thought,” as though no one would any longer be warranted in making any truth claims vis-à-vis worldview issues. But it does result in a “new freedom and flexibility in asking questions of truth.”87 David deSilva argues along similar lines when he calls for a paradigmatic change in New Testament circles.
What is crucial is that secularist New Testament scholars reflect on the dangerously Fundamentalistic enterprise in which they have been engaging for some time, namely the maintenance work of legitimating world-constructions rather than true critical investigation.… The challenge is to be critical of a commonly-held, taken-forgranted world-construction which has assumed the stature of absolute reality, when it is in fact no more than an on-going social construction. … In effect, the program of demythologization begun by Bultmann with the New Testament reaches its true conclusion here, in the “demythologization” of a secularized worldview.88
Thomas Oden, a former Bultmannian, expresses a similar concern when he writes:
The hermeneutic of suspicion has been safely applied to the history of Jesus but not to the history of the historians. It is now time to turn the tables. The hermeneutic of suspicion must be fairly and prudently applied to the critical movement itself. This is the most certain next phase of biblical scholarship—criticism of criticism.89
When we apply “the hermeneutic of suspicion” to the “critical movement itself,” as Oden calls for, we find that it is not quite as scientific, objective, and critical as it claims to be. To the contrary, it is largely driven by a metaphysical assumption buttressed by a form of cultural and intellectual elitism. It is time for the critical enterprise to turn its critical ideal on the area it has to date been most remiss in applying it, where it is now most needed, where it is most difficult to apply, and where it will affect the most paradigmatic change—namely, on its own naturalistic presumption.90
Freedom and Flexibility without Absolute Relativism
The “freedom and flexibility” Berger speaks of—the freedom and flexibility that arises when we bring the postmodern awareness that worldviews involve social constructions to the naturalistic worldview—is precisely what we have been calling for as it concerns the historical-critical approach to reports of supernatural occurrences. While one is certainly justified in looking for plausible naturalistic explanations and, all other things being equal, preferring these over explanations that too quickly appeal to the supernatural, epistemological humility in our postmodern context requires that we reject an a priori totalizing methodological naturalism. It suggests we should instead embrace some form of what we have termed an open historical-critical method.
As Berger noted above, adopting the stance of epistemological humility need not, and should not, result in wholesale relativism—“a total paralysis of thought.” To the contrary, the very concession that one worldview may be defective or deficient in certain respects as compared to another worldview presupposes a critical-realist interpretation of worldviews. It presupposes we are not absolutely “locked into” our worldviews, as Harvey assumes. While a truly critical approach to history must be one that self-critically takes into account our own culturally conditioned perspective, the very act of relativizing our perspective in relation to another and of critically adjusting our perspective in light of our encounter with other perspectives, presupposes that we have access—if always through some finite human perspective—to a reality that itself stands over and against our collective cultural perspectives. In other words, a truly “critical-realist” approach to history presupposes that there exists an objective reality that can, in principle, be appealed to as we critique our own and others’ perspectives.91
A democratized epistemology thus does not entail wholesale relativism. It simply means that we are “flexible and free” with regard to our own presuppositions. It means, among other things, that we must strive to understand ancient and/or contemporary primordial cultures on their own terms and acknowledge that our own worldview partakes in elements of social construction as much as theirs. It means that we should never invalidate elements of another culture’s perspective simply because it disagrees with our own. It means we should remain open to having our own cultural perspective challenged by the perspective and experiences of others. This stance, we submit, constitutes a truly critical stance—one that strives to be self-critical and open-minded in its quest for truth. As applied to historical matters, it constitutes what we are calling an “open historical-critical method.”
We will conclude this chapter by bringing together elements of our critique of the naturalistic historical-critical method as we flesh out several implications of an open historical-critical method.
Toward an Open Historical-Critical Method
There are five facets of an open historical-critical method that warrant further attention before we embark on an assessment of the legendary-Jesus thesis throughout the remainder of this book.
A Global Pool of Experience
First, as we have argued already, an open historical-critical method requires that we intentionally draw from as broad a pool of present human experience as possible when seeking analogies for our reconstructions of the past. No longer should scholars feel justified in calling their work “critical” when they foreclose the nature of the conclusions they will find in their historical research by arbitrarily restricting the pool of experience they base their analogies upon to the myopic experience of their own secularized academic subculture. We believe the historical-critical approach to history should mirror the open approach being increasingly embraced by a growing number of contemporary Western ethnographers. And the open historical-critical approach to history should draw extensively from the findings of these ethnographers. If we are to continue to claim to strive for objectivity in our research, the pool of experience we root our analogies in, while remaining “critical,” must be global—as opposed to myopically ethnocentric—in scope.
Again, the “democratized epistemology” we advocate being applied to historical studies does not require that we uncritically accept claims of supernatural occurrences in the present as we build on the pool of present human experience for our analogical understanding of the past. Nor does it mean that we uncritically accept claims of supernatural occurrences in the past. Knowing that the world generally operates according to statistical regularities of natural forces, we certainly should exercise appropriate caution toward ancient and contemporary reports that these regularities (i.e., “laws”) have, in any given instance, been suspended. But at the same time, knowing that the naturalistic Western worldview most likely does not capture the whole of reality, we must humbly acknowledge that present and past phenomena, in certain cases, may not plausibly be explained by appealing to natural laws alone.
A central claim of this work is that if one remains genuinely open to the historical possibility that the portrait(s) of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels is substantially rooted in history, then, given an appropriate historical method and the evidence at hand, one is justified in concluding that this portrait is historically plausible, even that it is most probably grounded in history. We are suggesting that the appropriate historical method is an open historical-critical method that can deal with the supernatural occurrences associated with Jesus in a manner that, while “critical,” is nonetheless “open” to finding that the properly interpreted evidence points in the direction of these extraordinary phenomena having occurred in actual history. To make the same point from another direction, we submit that when the a priori conviction of naturalism is subtracted from the legendary-Jesus thesis and the historical evidence is reinterpreted accordingly, one finds there is no compelling reason to accept this thesis.
Holding Assumptions Tentatively
Second, and closely related to this, the open historical-critical method requires that all participating scholars understand that a central aspect of their critical, scholarly activity is making their governing assumptions explicit and available for debate. A truly critical scholarly enterprise is one in which presuppositions (religious, philosophical, methodological) are fair game for assessment. No longer can we accept the prevailing tendency among the guild of Western, naturalistic scholars to reserve the honorary title of “critical scholarship” for those who embrace the “closed” view of the world and its history. Truly critical scholars will humbly acknowledge that even their most cherished, fundamental assumptions about the world may be wrong. This means that we can no longer neatly separate historical-critical debates about the interpretation of pieces of historical evidence from philosophical debates about the nature of reality. Indeed, to be truly critical in our investigations, everything must be considered fair game.
Of course, through their life experience and personal research, most scholars become psychologically certain of various assumptions they make about the world and its history. A variety of factors, including individual psychological constitutions and personal experiences, factor into the plausibility structure of individual scholars-especially on the issue of whether events that defy natural explanation can happen. So it is that the authors of this work are as psychologically certain that supernatural occurrences can occur as some other scholars are that they cannot. That two different scholars can feel equally psychologically certain about mutually incompatible truth-claims does not undermine the goal of striving for objectivity—if scholars will grant at the start that they may be wrong even on matters about which they are psychologically certain. As long as we maintain an epistemological humility and refrain from transforming our psychological certainty into an unassailable metaphysical a priori, we can, in principle, continue asymptotically to strive for objective truth. As long as we remain tentative about our assumptions and our commitment to truth takes precedence over our desire for the reaffirmation of those things of which we are psychologically certain, there is hope that together we can make progress toward the apprehension of actual history, even as we grant that this goal is always approached in an asymptotic fashion.
The fact that there are plenty of cases in which scholars who were once psychologically certain of one paradigm but subsequently “converted” to another shows that we need not, and should not, be locked into the subjectivism of our psychological certainty. The open historical-critical approach we are advocating builds this insight into its methodology by postulating that all assumptions be held tentatively. The conviction of this work is that if scholars can remain open to the genuine possibility that supernatural events can occur, they will find historical evidence associated with the Gospels (and elsewhere) that such events most likely do occur.
Assuming an A Priori Stance of Burden Bearing
Our third observation follows from the second. As we shall discuss later, there is a good deal of debate over where the “burden of proof “ should rest as critical historians carry out their investigations. Is it upon the historian who wants to claim that a historical work is reliable? Or is it upon the historian who deems such a document to be unreliable? Not surprisingly, the issue has been especially intense as it concerns works that include supernatural occurrences.
As we shall argue more fully in chapter 9, the historiographical method we are advocating suggests a way around this impasse by recognizing that several insights from conflicting sides of the burden-of-proof debate have something important to offer. One important principle here is that, in one sense, the burden of proof rests upon any scholar making any claim about history, whether it be in defense of, or in opposition to, any particular historical document and—we would add—regardless of whether or not this document contains reports of supernatural occurrences.92
This means that critical scholars should in principle assume an a priori stance wherein they bear the burden of demonstrating any claim they make. Any judgment the historian makes that breaks neutrality must be defended, and this defense should encompass not only the historian’s particular evidentiary reasoning but also, where relevant, the religio-philosophical assumptions that undergird this line of reasoning. Again, in a truly critical scholarly enterprise, everything must be considered fair game.
This a priori stance of burden bearing does not mean that scholars must grant all logically possible historical explanations equal weight prior to the examination of the evidence. Such an absurd posture would undermine historical-critical thinking as much as it would science, since there is always a theoretically infinite number of ways data can be explained. As the work of a number of thinkers suggests, unless our a priori intuitions about reality can be trusted to weed out the vast majority of logically possible explanations and present to us a much smaller range of plausible explanations, no branch of science, including critical historiography, would be possible.93 What the ideal of mutual a priori burden bearing does suggest, however, is that viable competing historical explanations—that is, explanations that other informed, sane people find plausible—should not be ruled out of court at the start simply on the grounds that the explanation clashes with the presuppositions of one’s plausibility structure.94
In other words, this a priori stance does not require that scholars attempt the psychologically impossible and epistemologically disastrous task of abandoning their a priori plausibility structures. But in the name of epistemological humility and the ideal of objectivity, it does require that scholars attempt the psychologically possible and epistemologically advantageous task of self-critically reflecting upon their own plausibility structures in light of those of others. In essence, this stance simply stipulates that critical scholars be open-minded and humble enough to try to seriously entertain claims that others find plausible, regardless of the fact that their own plausibility structures prejudice them against such claims. Additionally, they ought to be willing to place the assumptions that prejudice them against such claims on the table for scholarly analysis and debate.95
The Messiness of an Open Historical-Critical Methodology
Fourth, it must be acknowledged that an open historical-critical method such as we are advocating makes the work of historical-critical reconstruction of the past a great deal messier than it has characteristically been imagined in the post-Enlightenment West. How could it not be? Such a method calls for the dethronement of the Western, naturalistic worldview from its privileged position as arbiter of all things historical, and asks that it be as critically scrutinized as any other worldview. It calls for a democratized epistemology that must take seriously perspectives and understandings of the past and present that Western scholars have tended to summarily dismiss. It insists that the religio-philosophical presuppositions that lie behind one’s historical methodology—presuppositions that have been taken for granted by many members of the modern, Western academic community—now be placed on the table for analysis and evaluation with respect to their influence upon one’s historiographical conclusions.96 It suggests that a truly interdisciplinary engagement—one that includes ethnography, philosophy, metaphysics, and (a)theology—take place around these important issues associated with the critical historiographical enterprise.97 Most certainly, the methodology we are advocating is messy business.
At the same time, we must realize that, in one sense, this messiness has always been there. It is just that the naturalistic historical-critical method as practiced paved the way for scholars conveniently to ignore it. The apparent tidiness of the classical historical-critical method to date has been achieved ironically by an inability to focus the skeptical eye inward at itself. With this less than self-critical perspective established, there was no longer any need to debate the presuppositions that drove their work. If a scholar did not operate according to the naturalistic presuppositions of the scholarly guild, that scholar simply was not considered an earnest member of the guild and thus did not need to be taken seriously. Nor was there any need seriously to entertain the counter-experience of anyone outside this guild-namely, the vast majority of Western and non-Western people who believe in, and often claim to experience, the supernatural.
In this light, it is hardly surprising that the naturalistic historical-critical method looks a good deal tidier than the open historical-critical method we are advocating. But as an increasing number of scholars are coming to realize, this very tidiness significantly undermines the claim to being “critical” and to be striving for an objective approach to history. The method is tidy largely because—with respect to the supernatural—it is circular. Once the circle is broken, things get messier. But it is this messiness that, methodologically speaking, ought to be welcomed.
At the same time, while an open historical-critical methodology is certainly messier than the naturalistic historical-critical method, it need not be chaotic. This method will foster an envisioning of the world and its history as potentially much more complex and ambiguous than the view afforded by a bare naturalism. Critical reason not only can remain intact but also can be applied even more consistently, for it is now applied to the naturalistic historical-critical enterprise itself. There is an inevitable messiness to engaging in historical-critical research in a manner that is genuinely open to discovering supernatural occurrences in history. However, it is a messiness that—on the formulation we are proposing—signals a critical enterprise striving to stay true to its task.
The Limitations of the Open, Historical-Critical Method
It is important to make explicit two limitations of an open historical-critical method—though, in truth, they are limitations that attach to the naturalistic historical-critical method as well.
We have granted that, all other things being equal, scholars should prefer naturalistic to supernaturalistic explanations. Given the empirical fact that the world generally operates according to natural “laws” (descriptively—as opposed to prescriptively—speaking, of course) of cause and effect, it should require significantly more evidence to convince us that an event has taken place that involves the suspension of these known regularities than it does to convince us that an event has occurred in keeping with these regularities. The first limitation of the open method we are advocating is that it has no clear and obvious way of objectively assessing what “significantly more” in the previous sentence entails.
The approach we are advocating does require scholars to explicitly expose and defend the presuppositions (the foundational premises of their philosophy of historiography) that orient their work as historians and to willingly adopt an a priori burden-bearing stance. These principles can help to keep the messiness of the method from degenerating into chaos. Yet, at the end of the day, there is an irreducibly worldview-dependent aspect in assessing such data that cannot be avoided. Whether one finds any particular claim that a supernatural event has occurred compelling or not depends to a significant degree on the prior probability that one’s plausibility structure assigns to such events. And this plausibility structure is inevitably conditioned by a host of variables, some of which are nonrational and decidedly subjective in nature. Hence, while we all should strive to hold the assumptions that comprise our plausibility structure tentatively and thus strive to not prejudge matters prior to our investigations, and while we must all be ready to put our presuppositions—including our plausibility structures and their prior probability estimations—on the table as part of our case for any conclusion we come to, there is a point beyond which debate will be relatively ineffective.
This limitation, however, is hardly unique to the open historical-critical method. Every judgment a historian makes about any purported event is conditioned by the prior probability the historian’s plausibility structure assigned to the event. Indeed, this much is true of all scientific judgments as well. How scientists evaluate evidence for or against a particular theory depends on the prior probability they hold toward the theory in question. And this prior probability is rooted in a plausibility structure that is conditioned by, among other things, some nonrational, subjective factors that cannot easily be assessed.
So, in science and in history there may come a time when the debate ends and we simply have to confess, “This is just the way I see it.” Despite this unavoidable subjective element, however, the goal of objectivity need not be abandoned, either in historiography or in science. While all decisions regarding the plausibility of an explanation ultimately involve subjective factors that cannot be rationally ascertained, people who are committed to rationality can exercise an influence on others who are committed to rationality. We share the common goal of wanting to arrive at the most plausible way of explaining data and thereby constructing the most plausible way the past unfolded or, in science, way the world operates. It is this commonality that makes rational discourse possible and that keeps us from being hopelessly locked in our own subjective perceptions. But it is also this commonality that requires that we subject everything—including the assumptions and biases we all bring to any weighing of evidence—to the critical eye of the interpersonal cognitive structures of reason.98
The second limitation of the open historical-critical method—though this too is a limitation for any critical approach to history—is this: while in theory it can bring us to the point of concluding that a supernatural occurrence probably occurred, it cannot conclude that a supernatural occurrence certainly occurred. Still less can it provide the theological meaning of the event even if it is granted that it occurred. The nature of the critical historiographical enterprise is such that it can never go beyond statements of probability, and its disciplinary parameters end before questions about the transcendent source and/or theological meaning of a plausibly supernatural occurrence can be answered.99
For example, along with N. T. Wright, we believe it is reasonable to conclude on the basis of an open historical-critical approach that there is no purely natural explanation that can plausibly account for all of the data surrounding the events that led to the early Christian claim that Jesus rose from the dead.100 Thus, historiographically speaking, we conclude it is more probable than not that something on the order of a supernatural occurrence took place after Jesus’s death that led to the reports in the tradition of his bodily resurrection. We submit that a historical-critical method that is not arbitrarily closed to the possibility of supernatural occurrences can take us this far. Something beyond the natural nexus of cause and effect—something super—natural-most likely took place. But to ask whether the early Christian theological interpretation of this event is correct takes us outside the domain of critical historiography.
Speaking merely as critical historians, we cannot say that it was God who raised Jesus from the dead in order to attest that Jesus is the Son of God and that his death has conquered sin, the devil, and the grave. As we noted in the introduction, and in the interest of putting all cards on the table, we confess that we in fact believe this early Christian interpretation to be true. And one of the reasons we believe this interpretation to be true is that we are convinced that the early Christian claim cannot be explained plausibly in strictly naturalistic terms. Still, the theological question takes us beyond the concerns of historical evidence and historical-critical reasoning per se, and into the wider vistas of religio-philosophical considerations.
When we argue for the general reliability of the Synoptic Jesus tradition in this work, therefore, it must be understood that we are arguing for the probable conclusion that the events recorded about Jesus in these works are rooted in history, not that the theological meaning that the Gospel authors attached to these works necessarily is correct. We are convinced that the interpretation(s) of the Gospel authors are, in fact, correct, but, again, this is a deliverance not of our critical historiography but of our theological reasoning within the context of a Christian theistic worldview.
Summary
The legendary-Jesus theory is significantly rooted in an assumption of naturalism. In this chapter we have offered considerations that we believe demonstrate that this assumption—as an unquestioned presupposition—is unwarranted and inconsistent with the goal of engaging in a truly critical investigation of history that strives for objectivity. In its place we have advocated an open historical-critical method that, among other things, is open to the possibility that evidence from history might require scholars to conclude that an event that defies plausible naturalistic explanation—a super-natural occurrence—has happened. This type of methodological openness to the supernatural has been proposed recently by Aviezer Tucker—in our estimation one of the most insightful contemporary philosophers of historiography. In Tucker’s words, “A low posterior probability of any hypothesis, including a miracle hypothesis, is no sufficient reason for rejecting it. It is rational to go on accepting and using a low-probability hypothesis as long as there is no better explanation for the evidence.”101
This open approach to critical historiography will form a part of the methodological backdrop for the remainder of this book.102 It will, for example, play at least an implicit role in the next chapter, as we investigate certain aspects of the cultural milieu of first-century Palestinian Judaism, the time and place where the Jesus movement arose. To this issue we now turn.
A JEWISH LEGEND OF “YAHWEH EMBODIED”?
HOW OPEN TO “PAGAN” INFLUENCE
WAS FIRST-CENTURY JUDAISM?
In chapter 1 we argued that how one assesses the historicity of the Jesus story found in the Gospels and echoed in other New Testament writings is significantly influenced, if not determined, by the presuppositions one brings to the question. If one assumes at the start that the Jesus story found in the Gospels cannot be rooted in history-for they “just know” that miracles do not occur-then of course they will not find any arguments to the effect that this story is rooted in history compelling. They will rather explain the origin and content of this story in purely naturalistic terms-the most plausible explanation being that this story is legendary in nature. This naturalistic assumption, we have argued, is not philosophically defensible and is not reflective of a truly “critical” approach to history. The issue of whether the general contours of the Jesus story found in the Gospels and echoed in other New Testament writings is legendary or historical must be decided in dialogue with the full range of evidence, not on a presuppositional basis alone. The remainder of this book, therefore, will explore evidence relevant to this issue.
The first historical question we explore involves the rise of belief in, and worship of, Jesus as divine within early Christian circles. Where, when, how, and why did this belief/practice originate among the early Christians? But before we can begin to address this question, we must first consider an important and fairly recent shift in scholarly thought on a matter that has direct bearing on our problem.
A Tale of Two Schools
The Old History of Religions School
In order to understand why in this chapter we are focusing on the question of the nature of first-century Judaism, we must first set the context by considering two quite different schools of thought concerning the question: Where, when, how, and why did the belief in, and worship of, Jesus as divine originate? One common scholarly response-a view we can designate as the “hellenization thesis”—argues that, as first-century monotheistic Jews, Jesus and his early followers would never have entertained the notion of a divine man. Rather, this idea only evolved as the Jesus movement left its Palestinian Jewish matrix and syncretistically mixed with Hellenistic philosophical and/or religious ideas that characterized the wider pagan-Gentile world, where a variety of deities abounded in many forms.1
The most sophisticated and influential version of the hellenization thesis was forged within the German Religionsgeschichtliche Schule of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries-now often referred to as the “old history of religions school.”2 Here, the crowning literary achievement in several ways is Wilhelm Bousset’s 1913 work Kyrios Christos. Bousset envisions two forms of pre-Pauline Christianity: that typified by the early Palestinian-Jewish community on the one hand, and that found in the “Hellenistic-Gentile” communities on the other. This dichotomy is all-important for Bousset’s thesis of christological development. He writes: “The great and decisive turning point in the development of Christianity is marked by its transition to Gentile-Christian territory in its very earliest beginnings. No other event approaches this in importance.”3 Rudolph Bultmann adopted this history of religions approach, and has drawn out the christological implications of Bousset’s work: “In any case, the earliest [Palestinian-Jewish] Church did not cultically worship Jesus, even if it should have called him Lord; the Kyrios-cult originated on Hellenistic soil.”4
Although many of the specifics of the old history of religions school have been largely abandoned today, similar methodological approaches-including the focus on Greco-Roman religion as the impetus for the notion of Jesus’s deity-are still being proffered in the contemporary discussion. In recent years, no one has stated the thesis more baldly than Burton Mack in his 1988 study of early Christianity, A Myth of Innocence. He argues that:
One of the more startling differences between the [ Jewish reform] Jesus movements and the [Hellenistic] Christ cult is that a mythology sprang up about Jesus as a divine being. This mythology focused on Jesus’ resurrection…. Jesus the Cynic-sage … was erased in the process.5
Though less radical in his conclusions, Maurice Casey presents a similar form of the hellenization thesis in his aptly titled 1991 work From Jewish Prophet to Gentile God.6 Here, he argues for a three-stage development of early Christianity. In the first two stages-Christianity as a Jewish subgroup and an influx into this initially Jewish Christianity of Gentiles who by-passed conversion to Judaism-a strong commitment to Jewish monotheism prevented the divinization of Jesus. In the final stage, however (first represented in the New Testament by the Gospel of John), Christianity has become a “Gentile religion,” wherein monotheism is compromised, and thus Jesus is eventually divinized and worshipped.7
The New History of Religions School
A growing number of scholars in recent years have begun to challenge this hellenization thesis. These scholars, identified by some as something of a “new history of religions school,” claim that Second Temple Palestinian Judaism-or, perhaps more accurately, “Judaisms”—may well offer the very type of fertile conceptual seedbed required to understand the rise and development of Christology in the early church.8 Two of the earliest forays in this new direction are represented by Martin Hengel’s 1975 work The Son of God and Alan Segal’s 1977 Two Powers in Heaven.9 Among others, scholars associated with this “new school” include Margaret Barker, Richard Bauckham, David Capes, Peter Carrell, Timo Eskola, Crispen Fletcher-Louis, Jarl Fossum, R. T. France, Charles Gieschen, William Horbury, Larry Hurtado, Carey Newman, Paul Rainbow, Loren Stuckenbruck, and N. T. Wright.10
While there are a number of intramural debates within the new school itself, one primary conviction serves to bind these scholars together-namely that the attempts of the old school to explain the development of a high (i.e., divine) Christology within early Christianity fundamentally in terms of a (relatively late) hellenization/paganization process are seriously flawed. To summarize the primary points of critique: first, the specific arguments of the Old School regarding the processes by which Hellenistic philosophy and/or pagan religion supposedly influenced early Christian thought and practice have, in the long-run, failed to convince most contemporary scholars.11
Second, the clear evidence of the rapid speed with which devotion to Jesus arose within the early Christian communities counts against the hellenization thesis. For example, consider the evidence associated with Paul and his letters. Most scholars agree that Paul wrote his epistles between the end of the fourth decade and the beginning of the sixth decade of the first-century. Already in Paul’s letters we have evidence that Jesus is being thought of and worshipped as divine in a sense similar to Yahweh-God himself.12 But in actuality, Paul’s letters push the date of such devotion to Jesus even earlier than Paul himself. For example, what appears to be the remnant of a pre-Pauline hymn about Jesus, one already reflecting a high Christology, can be detected in Philippians 2:6—11.13 Larry Hurtado highlights the implications of such hymns:
The singing/chanting of such odes is one of several phenomena that demonstrate the remarkable and innovative nature of early Christian worship, in which Jesus was programmatically included in the “devotional pattern” of early Christian circles along with God, and in ways otherwise reserved for God. I contend that this incorporation of Jesus into the devotional pattern as a subject and recipient of corporate devotion is perhaps the most significant religious innovation that marks earliest Christian worship, especially in the context of Second Temple-Jewish religious tradition, which formed the immediate matrix out of which earliest Christianity developed.14
Again, the evidence associated with Paul pushes things even earlier when one considers, first, that Paul’s conversion most likely took place within a few years of Jesus’s execution, and, second, that its seems quite likely that the reason the zealous, pre-Christian Paul was persecuting the early Jewish-Christian movement had to do, among other things, with “his outrage over their claims about Jesus and their reverence of him.”15 All of this provides evidence that, shortly after his execution, Jesus’s early Jewish followers were recognizing and worshipping him as divine, yet within a creational monotheistic context.16
This evidence for the seemingly immediate rise of a very high Christology among Jesus’s earliest Jewish followers is supported by what can now be recognized as solid evidence for eyewitness tradition within the early Jesus tradition, rooted in remembrances of Jesus’s pre-Easter Palestinian ministry.17Thus, it appears that we can trace the pattern of identifying the risen Jesus with, and worshipping the risen Jesus as, in some sense the very embodiment of Yahweh-God back even to the immediate Palestinian Jewish followers of Jesus. In the words of Richard Bauckham: “The earliest Christology was already the highest Christology.”18
This observation that the people among whom this devotional practice arose were, by and large, practicing monotheistic Jews constitutes a third line of critique of the standard hellenization/paganization thesis. Again, as Hurtado notes: “The named disciples who made up Jesus’ own entourage (men and women) were all Jews from Roman Judea (mainly Galilee, it appears),” and even when consideration is made of Paul’s circles, “the named figures … are mainly fellow Jewish Christians.”19 Hurtado draws the inevitable conclusion: “It is simply not very credible, therefore, to allege influence of the pagan religious environment as the crucial factor generating devotion to Jesus as divine.”20
Fourth and finally, there is the undeniable fact that, across the board, the New Testament documents retain an unflinching commitment to Jewish creational monotheism and a rejection of pagan polytheism-the very polytheism that the Old School claims as the generative matrix of early Christianity’s high Christology.21 Hurtado plainly summarizes the implications of these four lines of evidence:
Both the chronological and the demographic data make it extremely dubious to attribute the level of devotion to Jesus that characterized earliest Christianity to syncretistic influences from the pagan religious context. Devotion to Jesus appeared too early, and originated among circles of the early Jesus movement that were comprised of-or certainly dominated by-Jews, and they seem no more likely than other devout [monotheistic] Jews of the time to appropriate pagan religious influences.22
If the new school’s critique of the old school and its hellenization thesis is on target-and the evidence certainly suggests that it is-scholars must now explain the rise of the early Christian understanding and worship of the risen Jesus within a first-century-even Palestinian-Jewish context. As Martin Hengel has aptly put it: early Christianity, with its high Christology, “grew entirely out of Jewish soil,” and thus “whatever pagan influences have been suspected in the origins of Christianity were mediated without exception by Judaism.”23
In light of the above considerations, whether or not the early Jesus tradition (that would eventually inform the Synoptic Gospels’ portrait[s] of Jesus) can be plausibly accounted for by the legendary thesis largely hinges on the plausibility of supposing that a group of first-century Palestinian Jews would have been inclined imaginatively to create, embrace, and propagate a fictive legend about a miracle-working divine man who was to be given the worship due Yahweh-God.24 A fundamental consideration affecting our assessment of this issue centers on the nature of the cultural milieu in question. Was first-century Palestinian Jewish culture an environment in which we might expect a legend about a miracle-working divine man to arise and spread? More specifically, since we know that multitudes of pagans in the first-century Mediterranean world believed in legends of this type, one question we need to investigate is, “How open to ‘pagan’ influences was first-century Judaism?” Were the earliest Jewish Christians sufficiently like their pagan neighbors in terms of their religious worldview to render it more likely than not that their view of Jesus was the result of a similar mythical imagination?
To fully appreciate how much hangs in the balance on this question, we need to call attention to a notable peculiarity of the early Jesus movement. On the one hand, the movement was predominantly Jewish. The categories the earliest Christians employed to understand and communicate their faith were inherently Jewish. Indeed, the New Testament as a whole makes little sense if divorced from the Old Testament. But, on the other hand, the center of the earliest Christians faith seems very non-Jewish, if not anti-Jewish, for these earliest disciples worshipped a contemporary Jewish man as their Lord, alongside God the Father. It is hard to imagine any belief and practice that ostensibly could be more antithetical to monotheistic Judaism than this.
This conflict needs explanation. What is the sufficient historical explanation for how a band of first-century Palestinian (predominantly Galilean) Jews came to abandon some of their most deeply held religious convictions-indeed, the central tenet of their traditional faith-and worshipped a Jewish contemporary of theirs as, in some sense, “Yahweh embodied?”25 Of course, one explanation-the traditional Christian explanation-begins by appreciating how extraordinary the Jesus event must have been to inspire such a radical shift in the faith in his followers. If Jesus made the claims, lived the life, and performed the miracles the Gospels attribute to him, and if Jesus died on the cross and rose from the dead as the Gospels claim, and if his earliest Jewish followers personally experienced these momentous events—particularly the resurrected Jesus—then the radical worldview reorientation these followers experienced begins to make sense.26
But is there a way of plausibly accounting for the transformed worldview of the earliest Jesus followers without accepting all of this? All legendary-Jesus advocates of course argue that there is, and for a growing number, their alternative explanation begins with the claim that, as a matter of fact, there is no radical change in worldview to account for. According to some of these scholars, first-century Judaism was in fact not nearly as “monotheistic” as has been customarily assumed. To the contrary, they maintain that popular first-century Judaism was significantly influenced by Hellenistic pagan culture.
According to Erwin Goodenough, for example, first-century Jews were “as thoroughly saturated with Hellenistic ideas as they were loyal to the Torah.”27 This saturation infected not merely the Jews of the Diaspora but also of Palestine, including Galilee. Indeed, in the eyes of Burton Mack, “Galilee was in fact an epitome of Hellenistic culture on the eve of the Roman era.”28 Because of this intense hellenization, many legendary-Jesus theorists argue, we have reason to believe that the religious worldview of first-century Jews, including those of Palestine itself, in certain respects may not have been that different from their Gentile neighbors.
For example, Margaret Barker argues that, right up to the first-century, Second Temple Judaism had never fully divested itself of ancient Canaanite influence. Specifically, she claims that El, the high God, and Yahweh, one of El’s divine sons, were originally two distinct divine beings and that they were only fused in certain streams of Judaism after the Exile. Other forms of Judaism, however, retained the ancient pagan notion of two distinct gods right up and into the first century.29 On Barker’s thesis, the early Christians had merely to identify God the Father with the Jewish high God El/Elohim, and Jesus with El’s divine son, Yahweh. Thus the “two gods” of Israel are transformed into the two Christian gods, Father and Son-the first two members of what eventually becomes the Trinity.30 Thus, ironically, although Barker vehemently criticizes the old school’s hellenization thesis, her own position ultimately attributes the early rise of a high Christology among Christians to lingering pagan elements within pre-Christian Judaism.
Barker’s thesis is a clear example of one line of thought within the new school, wherein Second Temple Jewish monotheism is seen as a highly “flexible” phenomenon, one quite capable of embracing other divine beings alongside Yahweh in terms of both conception and worship. A similar perspective has recently led Paula Fredriksen to suggest that the term “monotheism” be given a “mandatory retirement” with regard to ancient Judaism. In her words, “what henotheism describes is really just normal ancient monotheism…. [Contemporary scholars would do well] if ‘monotheism’ were retired as a term of art for thinking about ancient religion.”31 In such light, some suggest, we have little reason to think Palestinian Jews would have found it significantly more difficult to accept a legend about a divine man than their Gentile neighbors.
In sum, the more influenced by pagan (i.e., polytheistic) ideas we believe the worldview of first-century Palestinian Judaism was, especially in Galilee where the Jesus movement arose, the less conflict we will see between the first disciples’ faith and first-century Judaism itself. Consequently, the easier it will be to account for the early Christian view of Jesus in strictly legendary terms. Conversely, the less influenced by pagan concepts we believe first-century Judaism to be, the more conflict we will see between the first disciples’ faith and first-century Judaism, and the more difficult it becomes to explain their view of Jesus on strictly sociological grounds. Clearly, a great deal hangs on the question of the extensiveness-and the nature-of hellenization in first-century Palestinian Judaism, especially in the Galilee where Christianity originated.
This is the issue we shall explore in this chapter. We will begin by reviewing the case that has been made for concluding that first-century Palestinian Judaism was thoroughly hellenized, that, in certain quarters, its religious sensibilities had taken on significant pagan elements, and that first-century Jewish monotheism had consequently become “flexible” enough to begin conferring upon created beings the status of deity. We will then begin our response by offering two general arguments that suggest that, as a matter of fact, first-century Jews, including Galilean Jews, were not significantly affected by pagan Hellenism in terms of their religious worldview. Following this, we will respond to the eight arguments most frequently used to demonstrate that first-century Judaism was, religiously speaking, significantly hellenized. And we will conclude by responding to various arguments that have been put forth suggesting that first-century Jewish monotheism had become flexible enough to account quite easily for the rise of the early Christian view of Jesus as the embodiment of Yahweh.
The Case for a Hellenistic, Paganized First-Century Palestinian Judaism
Eight Arguments Supporting the “Hellenization” Thesis
“Hellenization” generally refers to the absorption of Greek culture by other cultures. Insofar as a culture’s language, politics, education, arts, philosophy, and/or religion reflects distinct aspects of Greek culture, the culture can be said to be hellenized.32No one disputes that vast portions of the Mediterranean and Near Eastern worlds became significantly hellenized after the conquests of Alexander the Great in the fourth century BCE. The question is: to what degree-and, more important, in what sense(s)-did first-century Palestinian Judaism experience hellenization?
For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was commonly accepted that while Palestinian Jews tended to resist hellenization, the pagan peoples of the empire embraced the Hellenistic ethos, leaving the Jews of the Diaspora somewhere in between.33 While this view can still be found today, it has suffered a significant challenge in recent decades. In his landmark study, Judaism and Hellenism, Martin Hengel persuasively argued that as early as the third century BCE even Palestinian Judaism reflected significant Hellenistic influences.34 Indeed, he has argued that it may no longer be useful to contrast Hellenistic Judaism with a supposed non-Hellenistic Judaism, for all mid- to late-Second Temple Judaism was, to one degree or another, hellenized. Even a group as sectarian and separatistic as the Qumran community may well reflect Hellenistic influences, as is evidenced, for example, by the presence of astrological texts in their library.35
There are at least eight lines of evidence that have been offered to support the claim that Palestinian Jews in general, and Galilean Jews in particular, were significantly hellenized.
GREEK LANGUAGE
Evidence suggests that Greek was spoken throughout Galilee from the third century BCE onward. To many, this fact alone demonstrates a significant Hellenistic influence in this area.36
PROXIMITY OF GENTILE CITIES TO GALILEE
Galilee was in close proximity to several predominantly Gentile Hellenistic cities just outside its borders, including the cities of the Decapolis, such as Scythopolis and Gadera.37 Some scholars argue that this Gentile population would have had an inevitable hellenizing influence on the culture and a paganizing influence on the religion of Galilean Jews. Partly on this basis, for example, Gerald Downing and others have argued that the historical Jesus should be considered something of a cynic philosopher.38 We know that certain famous cynic philosophers hailed from Gadera. The argument is that if cynic philosophy was prominent in a city near Galilee, it is plausible to assume it would have been present within Galilee.
THE PRESENCE OF HELLENISTIC CITIES WITHIN GALILEE
Not only do we know of Hellenistic cities in close proximity to Galilee, but we also know that the cities of Tiberius (on the Sea of Galilee) and Sepphoris (four miles north of Nazareth) were built on the Hellenistic model.39 Though most agree that the cities were largely Jewish in population, archaeology suggests that they were thoroughly Hellenistic in terms of style, administration, and public entertainment.
A PAGAN GENTILE POPULATION WITHIN GALILEE
According to many scholars over the last century, evidence suggests there were a significant number of Gentiles in first-century Galilee.40 Some have even argued that Gentiles were a dominating presence at the time, citing Matthew’s reference to “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15; cf. Isa. 9:1) in support of their claim. Whatever the actual population numbers, it is argued that the religions and cultures of this Gentile presence could not have helped but influence the Jewish population. Largely on this basis, Robert Funk has argued that “Jesus’ home was semi-pagan Galilee, whose inhabitants, because they were often of mixed blood and open to foreign influence, were despised by the ethnically pure Judeans to the south.”41K. W. Clark continues in this vein of speculation: “Shrines to numerous deities must have existed in the larger cities of Gentile Galilee, especially in a Roman town like Tiberius, and would have been found even in the more Jewish towns. They represented the normal and traditional worship of the Gentile majority in Galilee.”42
THE LOCATION AND TOPOGRAPHY OF LOWER GALILEE
A number of scholars argue that the location and terrain of Lower Galilee is such that it would have been a major trade route for Gentiles, making it a cosmopolitan environment. Since such environments are typically syncretistic, some scholars argue that the Jewish population of Galilee, to one degree or another, likely would have been characterized by a religious syncretism.
FOREIGN RULE IN GALILEE
Except during its relatively brief rule by the Jewish Hasmoneans (103–63 BCE), the Galilee of Second Temple Judaism was ruled by foreign pagan nations. The rule of the Romans over this area has sometimes been interpreted by scholars as an “occupation” or “annexation.”43 John Dominic Crossan has compared the Roman “occupation” of Palestine to Ireland’s colonization under British rule.44 Hence, these scholars argue, it would be shocking if Hellenistic ideas and culture did not thoroughly permeate Galilean culture and religion (just as Britain’s culture and religion permeated Ireland).
THE TENSION BETWEEN GALILEE AND JUDEA
It is commonly argued that tensions existed between the Galilean Jewish population and the Judean temple-state. While most of this tension seems to have been political and socioeconomic in nature, some of it may have been religious. For example, Judean Judaism centered on the temple and the priestly system, while Galilean Judaism was far removed from the temple and the priestly system.45 Some claim that the Galilean Judaism of Jesus’s day did not even make use of synagogues, since we have no archaeological evidence of synagogues in Galilee prior to the destruction of the temple in 70 CE.46 Some have concluded from this that Galilean Judaism, in sharp contrast to Judean Judaism, had no official leaders and no established communal worship patterns.47
Putting all this together, we are given a picture of a Galilean Jewish population that was geographically separated from, and to some extent in religious conflict with, Jerusalem’s temple religion and leadership, while they themselves were without any self-identifying anchor in terms of a formalized religious pattern or leadership. Such a population, it can be argued, would have been quite vulnerable to pagan influences with respect to their religious beliefs and practices.
MAGIC AND ASTROLOGY
Finally, we have literary evidence that many Jews were interested in magic and astrology in certain locales, including, it seems, in Palestine itself.48 Even more significant, a number of synagogues excavated in Palestine were decorated with zodiac symbols. At Sepphoris was found a mosaic depicting the god Dionysus riding a donkey, a depiction of Dionysus in a drinking contest with Heracles, and several bronze figurines, possibly of Pan and Prometheus, as well as a bull. With regard to Galilee in particular, an ancient synagogue unearthed at Hammath Tiberius, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, had a floor mosaic of the Greek god Helios surrounded by a twelve-month zodiac wheel. Each of the zodiac and seasonal signs is identified in Hebrew.49
While most conclude that this evidence is admittedly post-AD 70, some scholars argue that it constitutes a basis upon which to surmise that first-century Palestinian Judaism was already religiously syncretistic, assimilating significant portions of Greco-Roman religion into itself.50 If so, argue various legendary-Jesus theorists, it would have been as likely an environment as any for a Hellenistic legend about a wonder-working divine man to arise and thrive.
A “Flexible Monotheism” and “Divine Men”
There is one further set of considerations that is important for our assessment of the degree to which Judaism was paganized in the first century. It is argued that certain intertestamental texts demonstrate that significant portions of Second Temple Judaism had embraced a “flexible monotheism” that allowed for mythological figures to play a God-like role next to Yahweh.51 We find many examples of high-ranking angels (e.g., Michael, Metatron), exalted patriarchs (e.g., Enoch, Moses), and personified divine attributes (e.g., Wisdom, etc.) being spoken of in terms that were commonly associated with Yahweh himself.52 All indications are that these texts were circulated widely and reflect general Jewish sentiments in the century leading up to the time of Jesus. On top of this, we have a number of examples of Jews referring to various heroes as supernaturally empowered “divine men” (theios aner), a concept that was sometimes used in Greco-Roman contexts to refer to people who were believed to be both human and divine.
There is widespread disagreement over how to explain the development of these intermediary figures and “divine men” on Jewish soil, as well as over how significant they are for our understanding of the theology of Second Temple Judaism.53 What is most significant for our purposes, however, is that some legendary-Jesus theorists have appealed to these types of intermediary figures to explain the rise of early Christianity.
For example, G. A. Wells and Earl Doherty have argued that the Jesus of Paul was simply one of these intermediary divine beings. In their view, the Gospels later created a historical narrative around Paul’s mythological savior figure and thereby transformed him into a historical person.54 Others have argued that New Testament authors modeled their understanding of Jesus after the Hellenistic concept of “divine men,” depicting Jesus as a person who straddled the boundary between God and humans.55 If, under the influence of Hellenism, the monotheism of the Jews of this period had indeed become so “flexible” that beings other than Yahweh could be treated as gods and heroic people could be spoken of as “divine men,” then we must grant that the legendary-Jesus thesis begins to look more plausible.
Summary
The eight arguments for a religiously hellenized Palestine, together with the more general argument for a highly flexible monotheism, form the basis for the contention of some legendary-Jesus theorists that first-century Galilee was the kind of place in which a legend about a miracle-working divine man naturally would have arisen. If this is true, we need not toil over how to explain the supposed revolutionary worldview shift of the first disciples of Jesus. While the early Christian view of Jesus as divine may have been distinct in certain respects, this sort of belief was perfectly consistent with the hellenized religious worldview the early Jewish disciples were steeped in. One need not postulate anything unusual-let alone supernatural-to account for it.
At first glance, the case for a paganized first-century Judaism and for a thoroughly hellenized first-century Galilee looks quite compelling. Our argument, however, is that once all the evidence is considered in detail, the case looks much less impressive. Indeed, we will argue that there are solid reasons for concluding that, however hellenized first-century Jews had become with respect to certain aspects of their culture, Hellenism by and large did not affect their religious worldview.
Jewish Resistance to Hellenization
We begin our response by making two general observations that suggest first-century Jews-including those in Galilee-were not significantly affected by Hellenism in terms of their religious worldview.
The Resilience of Local Cultures
Our first observation concerns the hellenization process as a whole. There is little doubt that Hengel has, for the most part, established his thesis of the widespread influence of Hellenism upon both Diaspora and Palestinian Jews during the Second Temple period. However, as an increasing number of scholars are arguing, this influence, though pervasive, seems to have been largely superficial. For the vast majority of those within the empire, hellenization appears to have functioned more as a cultural veneer than it did a cultural transformer.
Tessa Rajak, for example, has offered compelling evidence suggesting that, with few exceptions, the hellenization of the Mediterranean world left indigenous cultures largely intact. To be sure, hellenization often affected the language, political structure, arts, architecture, entertainment, and intellectual life of the society. But the evidence also suggests that only rarely was the actual underlying culture-including its religious and philosophical worldview-of an indigenous people substantially replaced. In most cases, she argues, the indigenous culture seems to have continued on largely unaffected.56
Fergus Millar’s extensive studies on the ancient Near East during the Hellenistic period have shown that in most instances the available data does not allow us to do the pre- and post-hellenization comparisons necessary to draw definitive conclusions about the extent to which a particular culture was or was not affected by hellenization.57 Nevertheless, the evidence is sufficient to reveal that, at least in the case of older Near Eastern societies, the culture generally remained intact, howbeit glossed over in varying degrees with a rather superficial Hellenistic appearance.58
Evidence of the resilience of indigenous cultures in this period is found in the fact that local traditions were more often than not left intact. G. W. Bowersock highlights the significance of this when he argues:
The persistence of all these local traditions has suggested that there was no more than a superficial Hellenization in much of Asia Minor, the Near East, and Egypt…. [Hellenism] was a medium not necessarily antithetical to local or indigenous traditions. On the contrary, it provided a new and more eloquent way of giving voice to them.59
Complementing this perspective, Peter Green has argued that the main impetus for particular regionsadapting aspects of Hellenistic culture was not usually with the indigenous masses but with its rulers and administrative hopefuls who had something to gain by impressing Greco-Roman rulers with the appearance of loyalty to the project of hellenization. It is not surprising, therefore, that we usually find the most significant Hellenistic influence in public arenas (politics, arts, and entertainment) while the indigenous culture of the common people, expressed in their local traditions and distinct religious beliefs and practices, seems quite unaffected.60
There is a good deal of evidence suggesting that Jews generally responded to Hellenism by becoming more, not less, conservative in their religious convictions. Kraabel’s archaeological work in Sardis provides a case in point. Not only did the Jews in this strongly hellenized environment not become pagan, but he argues that they actually became more intentionally, and more distinctly, Jewish. In his words,
At Sardis at least, proximity appears to have produced clarity, and the enjoyment of a gentile culture did not automatically produce capitulation to “paganism;” the Jews are strong and self-confident, they have a firm grasp on their Judaism and they express it in their building, their inscriptions and even in their iconography. And that may have happened because there were so many pagans so very close.61
As we shall see below, this defiant Jewish response to Hellenism seems to have been quite widespread. While there are a few exceptions, throughout the Roman Empire “Jews refused to honor gods, shrines, and cults other than their own,” according to Lester Grabbe. Even Jews who seemed to be “most at home in the Hellenistic world”—people like Philo or the author of Pseudo-Aristeas—“found themselves marked—and marked off—by this fact.”62
Only on the assumption that Diaspora Jews generally remained loyal to their Jewish religious traditions can we explain the fact that, as a whole, they were granted the rare indulgence on the part of Roman emperors to be excused from the worship of pagan deities and participating in pagan religious activities. This assumption would explain the fact that Herod publicly defended the Jews’ rights to remain distinctly Jewish-not worshipping pagan deities, keeping the Sabbath, attending synagogue assembly, and keeping kosher foods.63 It would also explain the fact that within Palestine coins often were printed without the customary representation of the emperor on them,64 done in deference to their sensitivity to anything that could violate the second commandment.
This is not to suggest that Diaspora Jews, and even Palestinian Jews, were not significantly influenced by Hellenism; all the evidence suggests that Hengel’s thesis is correct-Hellenism is everywhere. But it does suggest, as Hengel himself argues, that this hellenization was more of a veneer than it was a significant cultural/religious shift for Jews (as well as for most other indigenous people groups).65 We thus accept that many aspects of Jewish society were affected by Hellenism-even in Palestine. But we see no grounds whatsoever for believing that this influence extended into the religious beliefs and practices of Jews in general, or of Palestinian Jews in particular. To the contrary, the evidence suggests that precisely because they were surrounded by pagan culture, Jews were highly resistant to any encroachment of paganism upon their distinct monotheistic religious beliefs.
Jewish Resistance to Religious Syncretism
Our second general observation is that, while there is certainly considerable evidence that Jews in general were superficially affected by Hellenism, there is also strong evidence that they generally resisted Hellenism when it came to their religious beliefs and practices. To gain an accurate picture of Second Temple Judaism, we must consider both sets of evidence.66
As a preliminary point, it is worth noting that Jews were not the only ones who found aspects of Hellenistic culture objectionable. Many conservative Romans, especially among the upper classes, held aspects of Greek culture in contempt. Greek poetry, philosophy, entertainment, and even the Greek language were at various times rejected as inferior and/or offensive.67 Thus, we should not think it altogether exceptional that Jews resisted Hellenistic influences, even if the religious basis for their resistance was distinctive in the ancient world.
While many Jews rejected Hellenistic religious influences from the start, this rejection became much more widespread and took on a new fervency following the Maccabean revolt (168 BCE). Up to this point, we find evidence of religious syncretism among the Jews. In fact, it was an intentional effort on the part of various Jewish and Hellenistic leaders to reform Judaism and Jewish culture in a Hellenistic direction that led to this revolt. All indications are that the revolt was quite successful, for as Martin Hengel, John Collins, and others have argued, the evidence for religious syncretism among the Jews, especially in Palestine, virtually disappears after this time.
Hengel writes that between the time of the Maccabean revolt and the fall of Jerusalem “we find in Jewish Palestine no threatening Jewish assimilation to pagan beliefs and practices. This problem belonged to the past.”68 After the revolt, Hellenism “could not further threaten the religious and ethnic identity of the Jews.” Rather, Hengel argues, it “strengthened it and made it more creative and fruitful.”69 Hengel thus concludes that it is “impossible” to conceive of first-century Palestinian Jews accepting elements of paganism, compromising their strict monotheism, or rejecting essential aspects of the Torah.70
John Collins concurs, noting that “the most striking thing about the Jewish encounter with Hellenism, both in the Diaspora and in the land of Israel, was the persistence of Jewish separatism in matters of worship and cult.”71So too, Lester Grabbe points out that “in accommodating to Hellenistic culture the Jews always maintained one area that could not be compromised … religion. In the Greco-Roman world, only the Jews refused to honor gods, shrines, and cults other than their own.”72
The Jews generally reacted intensely, if not fanatically, against any perceived pagan influence. For example, Josephus gives us an account of the Jews who stood up to Pilate’s troops when he attempted to bring Roman standards into the city. When threatened with death, they bared their necks to the Roman swords, and Pilate backed down.73 Such strong religious sentiments explain why political leaders customarily treated Jews and Gentiles differently. With few exceptions, they respected Jewish religious sensitivities. Herod refused to build pagan temples or gymnasiums in Jewish areas and refused to build an amphitheater in Jerusalem.74 And, as we have seen, in some regions heavily populated by Jews, special coins were printed without the representation of the emperor in deference to the Jewish sensitivity to graven images. Such evidence hardly squares with the view that the Jews of the first century were syncretistic in their religious worldview. From this same time period, we have “outsider” testimony that confirms this picture. The first-century BCE historian Diodorus Siculus reports that the Jews, alone, avoided dealings with other people, and regarded other folk as their “enemies.”75
Particular Arguments for a Religiously Hellenized Palestine: A Response
We turn now to consider the eight arguments reviewed above that suggest first-century Jews were most likely significantly hellenized, religiously speaking. We will argue that when considered closely these arguments do not succeed in overturning the conclusion that Palestinian Jews strongly resisted Hellenism and other pagan influences in the realm of religious matters. We shall offer brief responses to each of the previously outlined arguments.
Greek Language
It cannot be disputed that Greek was used, to one degree or another, throughout Palestine from the third century BCE on. This constitutes undeniable evidence that by Jesus’s day Palestine had, to some extent, experienced hellenization. This fact, however, does not tell us to what degree Jesus’s Galilee in particular made use of Greek, or how much significance should be read into the fact that the Greek language was used in certain contexts. In our estimation, the use of Greek actually is quite insignificant as it concerns our primary issue at hand-the question of Hellenistic influence upon the religious thought-world of first-century Jews.
First, the actual inscriptional evidence for the use of Greek in first-century Galilee is quite meager. For instance, the only evidence in hand today of Greek inscriptions originating in Galilee from the first thirty years of the first century (the time of Jesus) is a market weight from Tiberius and some coins produced under Herod Antipas-coins that reveal a decidedly Jewish religious culture (see below).76 Thus, as Mark Chancey reminds us, we currently live with a “general ignorance about who used Greek, how often, and in what circumstances” in the first-century Galilean world.77
What seems much more certain, however, is that, while Greek was used in Galilee and the wider Palestinian world, Aramaic remained the lingua franca. As we would expect, given the fact that Palestine was under Hellenistic rule, royal inscriptions were written in Greek. Yet, as Lester Grabbe notes, “there was no attempt to make Greek the sole language of administration.”78 In fact, “the use of Greek seems to have been confined to a particular segment of the population, namely, the educated upper class,” and “the number of Jews outside the Greek cities who were fluent in Greek seems small.”79
Finally, within Palestine, religious literature continued to be written in Semitic languages. When the Hebrew Bible was translated for use in synagogue services, it was Aramaic that was chosen, not Greek.80 Regardless of how widespread the use of Greek was among Palestinian Jews of Jesus’s day-and the evidence itself is too uncertain to support decisively the claim that it was widespread-there is no evidence to suggest that the use of Greek would have inclined the Jews toward Hellenistic religious ideas.
Proximity of Gentile Cities to Galilee
How significant is it that Galilee was in close proximity to several Gentile cities just outside its borders? Several considerations lead us to conclude that the influence of these nearby cities upon Palestinian Judaism was, religiously speaking, negligible.
First, in light of the discussion above on the nature of hellenization in the empire, one should not be quick to conclude that the Gentile cities surrounding Galilee were hellenized to the point of losing their own indigenous Eastern flavor. Eric Meyers makes an observation that too often has not been considered:
The oriental cities of the Decapolis and other gentile cities should not be viewed solely as purveyors of Greco-Roman culture but rather as eastern cities with a hellenistic overlay that often facilitated the expression of aspects of Semitic religion and practice, including Judaism. Jewish remains from the Roman period are well known from Gerasa (Jerash), Gadara (Umm Qeis), Abila, and possibly Capitolias (Beit Ras).81
Second, this argument is based on “the misperception that proximity equals influence.” In fact, as E. P. Sanders reminds us, “places that are close physically may be very remote socially and mentally.” Sanders suggests that modern scholars imagine such “proximity-as-influence” through the lenses of our contemporary, pluralistic, much-traveled world. In the first century, however,
peasants worked from dawn to dusk six days a week and rested on the sabbath. For holidays they went to Jerusalem. Paganism up close would have scared or offended them. The desire for cosmopolitanism that modern scholars have should not be attributed to ancient Jews below the elite.82
Aryeh Kasher’s important study, Jews and Hellenistic Cities in Eretz-Israel, confirms Sanders’s point. It appears that the relationships between Jews and Gentiles within the Greek cities of Palestine were often anything but friendly.83 We conclude, therefore, that the inference that Galilee must have been open to significant Hellenistic/pagan influences on matters of religion simply because it was in proximity to major Hellenistic cities is misguided speculation.
The Presence of Hellenistic Cities within Galilee
What are we to make of the fact that the Galilean cities of Tiberius and Sepphoris were built on the model of the Hellenistic city? Once again, this factor would seem to have little bearing on the receptivity of Palestinian Jews to Hellenistic religious ideas. All the evidence suggests that while the cities were Hellenistic in design, in terms of religious orientation they remained fundamentally Jewish in nature. Here, several points are worthy of notice:
In sum, the evidence suggests that the Hellenistic aspects of Sepphoris during the time of Jesus were largely superficial and did not impinge upon the religious life of the Jewish people who lived there. The population as a whole was “Torah-true in religious orientation.”92 We therefore concur with Sanders’s broader conclusion that “there were no cities in Antipas’ Galilee that were, in population and culture, ‘Hellenistic’or ‘Greco-Roman.’” To be sure, “to some degree the entire Roman empire was ‘Hellenized.’” But “Jewish Palestine was one of the least Hellenistic areas for the good and simple reason that the Jews did not want to be Hellenized [at least religiously speaking], and all the rulers, from Pompey to Antipas, accepted this fact.”93
Yaacov Shavit accurately summarizes the overall picture archaeology gives us of Palestinian life during the Second Temple period when he writes:
It seems right to claim that the Jews of Palestine of that time lived within the Hellenistic world, but were not an integral part of it. The Jewish village (or city) was different from the Hellenistic village (or city): it contained no temples, altars, or idols … it had no gymnasium or stadium. The daily routine, the rhythm of the year, public life, the historical consciousness, the legal system-all these were palpably different in essence and form. There were no mixed marriages, laws of impurity and purification effectively separated or determined clear lines of demarcation between populations…. Jewish life was distinctive and separate from the life of the Gentile neighbors.
Shavit thus concludes that “no matter how blurred the boundaries may be between Jews and non-Jews in various matters,” they only serve to emphasize “the deep chasm that existed between Judaism and pagan Hellenism” on religious matters.94
A Pagan Gentile Population within Galilee
It is true that the population of first-century Galilee included Gentiles.95 But are there any grounds for concluding that this segment of the population was a majority and/or that it significantly influenced Galilean Jews, especially on religious matters? The evidence suggests an answer in the negative.
Jonathan Reed has shown that the once common assumption that Galilee continued to be populated by a Gentile majority under Hasmonean rule is simply not born out by the archaeological evidence. Indeed, there is little evidence of a significant Gentile population even prior to Hasmonean rule.96 During the Hasmonean period, Aristobulus I gave the Gentile population in Galilee a clear option: “live as Jews or leave.”97
Nor does the argument that Matthew’s reference to “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15) provides evidence of a majority Gentile population carry any weight. Matthew was quoting a passage from Isaiah (Isa. 9:1) for his own theological and literary purposes. His purpose was not to describe the population of Galilee at the time of his writing. Hence, as Mark Chancey concludes in his insightful study of Matthew’s reference: “The phrase ‘Galilee of the Gentiles,’ appearing only once in a first-century C.E. source, and then, in a quote of an eighth-century B.C.E. source, tells us nothing about the region’s population.”98
We thus conclude that Gentiles were a minority population in first-century Galilee. But is there any evidence that this minority population significantly influenced the Jewish majority in religious matters? Again, the evidence suggests the answer is no. As noted above, from the Maccabean revolt and the rise of the Hasmonean dynasty until the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE, all the evidence indicates that first-century Galilean Jews practiced relatively conservative forms of Judaism. Sean Freyne has shown that this much is revealed in Josephus’s writings alone.99 Jonathan Reed has demonstrated that archaeological evidence confirms this perspective. The most significant pieces of evidence are the following:
Such evidence strongly suggests that the Gentile population in Galilee exercised no significant influence, religiously speaking, on Galilean Jews. Indeed, without denying the presence of Hellenistic elements in public life, the surprising feature of first-century Palestinian Judaism is how thoroughly they resisted Hellenistic influences at the fundamental level of religious worldview. Louis Feldman puts the matter starkly when he writes:
The question is not so much how greatly Jews and Judaism in the land of Israel were Hellenized, as how strongly they resisted Hellenization. In other words, what was the power of Judaism that enabled it to remain strong despite the challenge of Hellenism and later of Christianity? The answer may lie in its paradoxical self-confidence and defensiveness, its unity and diversity, its stubbornness and flexibility.
Feldman goes on to offer as an analogy the Jews of Eastern Europe who, for hundreds of years, carried on dealings with the Gentile “Christian” population and yet “maintained their own distinctive language, Yiddish … together with their religious laws and customs.”109 With Feldman, we submit that this paradoxical “stubbornness and flexibility” accounts for the otherwise puzzling fact that first-century Jews did assimilate aspects of Hellenism, but rarely in terms of their religious convictions.
The Location and Topography of Lower Galilee
Is there any warrant for the conclusion that the location and topography of lower Galilee would have made it a major trade route in the ancient world and thus have exposed its population to a wide variety of attractive Hellenistic religious influences? We submit there is little reason to think so.
First, our estimations regarding the nature of the religion of Galilee’s population must be rooted in archaeological and literary evidence, not speculation. And, as we have seen, the evidence suggests that Galileans remained staunchly conservative in their religious beliefs and practices. Thus, even if Galilee had a constant stream of mercantile Gentiles passing through it, we should conclude that this simply supplies further confirmation of how resistant first-century Palestinian Judaism was to Hellenistic religious influences.
Second, there is simply no reason to accept the common depiction of first-century Lower Galilee as a burgeoning center for ancient trade. To the contrary, as Mark Chancey has demonstrated, the evidence suggests that “by the first century CE, the chief routes bypassed Galilee.” He goes on to argue that “nothing in the literary or archaeological record suggests that Galilee was practically overrun with visiting gentiles, despite scholarly claims to the contrary.”110
Foreign Rule in Galilee
It is true that Galilee was ruled by Rome in the first century, but is it accurate to describe this rule as an “occupation” or “annexation,” along the lines of Britain’s occupation of Ireland, as John Dominic Crossan does? And can we speculate on the basis of this supposed “occupation” that Galilee must have been significantly hellenized, even on religious matters? The answer to both questions is a decisive no.
Generally speaking, Galilee was not “occupied” by Rome in any usual sense of the term. Indeed, this was not Rome’s general policy toward any nation. As E. P. Sanders notes, “Rome ruled by terror, not by military occupation.”111 Troops were sent into unstable territories to reestablish order-often using ferocious tactics. But these invasions were the exceptions, not the rule.
Most significant for our purposes, there were no troops stationed in Galilee in Jesus’s day.112 The legions in charge of maintaining order in Palestine were stationed in Syria, not Galilee. It is true that for a time roughly three thousand Roman soldiers were stationed in Judea to support Herod’s son Archelaus. But even in this instance they tended to keep to themselves-within the walls of the Antonia fortress or away in Caesarea-and thus, for the most part, away from the Jewish inhabitants.113
In any event, with an insignificant Gentile population to start with and with little military presence, it hardly seems accurate to describe Galilee as “occupied” or “annexed” by the Romans.114 And so we must judge the argument for a strong Hellenistic influence on the basis of this alleged “occupation” as misguided.
The Tension between Galilee and Judea
How significant were the economic, cultural and religious tensions between Galilee and Judea? And how significant is the claim that we find no synagogues in Galilee prior to the destruction of the temple in 70 CE? Does it imply that Galilee was less Jewish and more vulnerable to pagan influences than Judea? In our estimation, it does not.115
A first consideration is Josephus’s portrait of Galilee with respect to these issues. Freyne nicely summarizes what we find:
An old and deep-seated attachment to Jerusalem and its temple, demonstrated particularly in fidelity to the pilgrimage, was capable of overcoming the social and economic tensions that existed between rural peasants from an outlying province and a ruling Jerusalem aristocracy who owned the better land and controlled the markets.116
Certainly the firsthand evidence of Josephus must be taken as more reliable than speculations some make about the hypothesized religious tension between Galilee and Jerusalem. What is more, as we have already shown, all the archaeological evidence suggests that Galilean Jews carried on the resistance to Hellenistic influences on religious matters that began with the Maccabean revolt. This too must be deemed more reliable than contemporary speculations.
Regarding the common claim that there is no evidence for the presence of synagogues in pre-70 CE Galilee, we must first note that this is simply not the case.117Several first-century synagogues have been discovered, including structures at Masada, Herodium, and Jerusalem.118 With respect to Galilee itself, an excavation at Gamla has unearthed a first-century synagogue.119 Also, the remnants of a basalt structure beneath the limestone synagogue discovered at Capernaum may well represent a prior first-century synagogue.120
Moreover, to do away with first-century Galilean synagogues, one must entirely reject as ahistorical the numerous claims of the Gospels regarding Jesus’s teaching activity in synagogues all over Galilee (e.g., Matt. 4:23; Mark 1:39; Luke 4:15; John 18:20). Such a total rejection of the New Testament data reflects the unwarranted skepticism characteristic of a currently popular minimalism that refuses to countenance literary evidence unless it is corroborated by material remains. But, as a growing number of scholars are recognizing, such minimalism is simply bad methodology. In his recent monumental study of the ancient synagogue, Lee Levine questions such skepticism:
Caution against such extreme skepticism should be maintained … chronologically they [the Gospels and Acts] are not so distant from Jesus’ setting; the differences between the later part of the first century C.E. and ca. 30 C.E. is only a generation or two. Furthermore, it is not at all clear that a Diaspora setting had an impact on these accounts. All the gospels, no matter when or where written, report much the same information regarding the Galilean synagogues…. It appears rather unlikely that all the gospel writers would refer time and again to Jesus’ activity in an institution that never existed in his time. Such an assumption, that there were no synagogue buildings in Galilean towns and villages in the first century, thus appears unwarranted.121
In the debate on the existence of pre-70 Galilean synagogues, it is important to remember that most of the conflict is over the question of identifiable building structures. Thus, even if the position of H. C. Kee is correct-that prior to the Jewish revolt in 70 the “synagogue” referred not to an architecturally distinctive building but only a voluntary gathering place for worship-our case remains untouched.122
Even apart from this debate, the mere fact that we have little archaeological evidence of identifiable first-century synagogues in Galilee is no justification for drawing the conclusion that Galilee had no communal religious parameters and authority structure and that they were therefore more open to Hellenistic religious influences than the Jews of Judea. We know from Josephus as well as the New Testament that Galilean Jews regularly gathered for religious services. Whether they did so in homes, in buildings that would perhaps never be identified as synagogue structures (similar to early Christian house churches), or in public spaces (e.g., the city square) is irrelevant to the question at hand.123 The paucity of identifiable structures certainly says nothing about how open or resistant the Jews of this area were to Hellenistic religious ideas. To answer this question we must stick with the available evidence. And, as we have seen, the evidence suggests they were remarkably resistant in this respect.
Magic and Astrology
What are we to make of the literary evidence that some Jews, including some in Palestine, were interested in magic and astrology? And what of the ancient synagogue remains within Palestine found to be decorated with zodiac symbols and even the Greek god Helios? Does this not suggest that, religiously speaking, first-century Galilean Judaism was in fact quite open to a syncretistic merger with various religious aspects of Hellenistic paganism? In our view, the cumulative evidence suggests quite a different conclusion.
For several centuries in the modern era, a consensus was maintained that a serious Jewish interest in magic and astrology did not emerge until the Middle Ages. However, in the last several decades this once common view has been called into question.124 While we agree that the old perspective was in need of reassessment given more recent discoveries (e.g., the Qumran texts), the fact remains that the clear evidence of late Second Temple Jewish interest in magic and astrology in no way suggests a fundamental openness to paganism.
First, with the exception of a very small number of Qumran texts, virtually all of the actual extant Jewish magical texts come from later centuries, up to the Middle Ages (e.g., the Cairo Genizah fragments).125 There are, of course, references to Jewish magical interest and practice within other texts (e.g., the Hebrew Bible, intertestamental literature, the New Testament, and early rabbinic literature), but it is difficult to know how widespread this interest was, or where accurate depiction ends and polemical exaggeration begins.126 As such, these sources can hardly tell us anything definitive about the extent to which the first-century Jewish population of Palestine showed an interest in astrology and magic. In fact, much of the “evidence” adduced for this portrait of first-century Judaism is largely irrelevant to the question at hand, since it generally reflects a later situation that is often anachronistically projected back onto the first-century context.
Regarding the relevant texts found in the Qumran library, it is not at all clear how significant they are for our understanding of the beliefs of the Qumran community.127 Does the fact that this community’s library included some astrological texts mean that the community altogether endorsed these texts? Perhaps they possessed them for polemical reasons. Or perhaps they endorsed certain aspects of the texts but not the overall worldview of the texts. The point is, we do not know which of these or other possible reasons led to the preservation of these texts at Qumran. The mere presence of the texts in this community’s library does not itself tell us what the community thought about them.128
However, even if the majority view is correct in assuming the community did endorse these texts, this still does not constitute evidence that the Qumran community was in general open to pagan ideas. On other grounds we can conclude that clearly they were not.129And to whatever degree their interest in astrology and magic suggests a narrowly focused openness to such things, this certainly does not constitute evidence that first-century Judaism in general was open to pagan ideas. After all, the Qumran community was sectarian in nature and idiosyncratically esoteric with respect to certain of their beliefs and practices. More specifically, it is not difficult to imagine this community gravitating toward astrological texts given their strongly predestinarian theology.130
But what are we to make of the wider Jewish interest in magic and astrology? Several observations must guide this discussion if we are to arrive at a conclusion that does justice to the full range of evidence. First, there are the clear prohibitions within the Old Testament against divination and related practices (e.g., Deut. 18:9—22; Isa. 46:6—10). The ongoing relevance of these texts and their warnings are seen throughout Second Temple literature. For example, Deuteronomy 18:9—22 is included in the Qumran Temple Scroll. So too, in the Book of Watchers, magical and divinatory arts are taught to humanity by the fallen angelic watchers (1 Enoch 8:3). A similar etiology of, and warning about, these evil arts is offered in Jubilees (8:1—4; 11:7—8).131
Second, even when it might appear to us that Second Temple Jews were incorporating magical and divinatory practices, a case can be made that, to their own way of thinking, they were not syncretistically borrowing ideas from paganism but were simply practicing established aspects found within Judaism. There is, after all, precedent within the Old Testament itself for engaging in activities that border on the very type of divinatory practices that are otherwise proscribed. Obvious examples include dream interpretation (Gen. 40–41; Dan. 1:17—20) and the use of the Urim and Thummim to discern God’s will (Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Deut. 33:8). Thus, long before Hellenism was a force in the Mediterranean world, certain divinatory-like practices were allowed while all others were forbidden. The crucial issue for ancient Jews was not whether one could “divine” God’s will or some aspect of the future by “mantic” means, but whether the means and motives of this discernment were pagan in derivation and/or orientation.
J. C. VanderKam captures the essential point:
Divination was no stranger to ancient Israel and to Judeans of the Hellenistic period. They clearly practiced various mantic techniques, forbade others, and placed all permissible ones within the framework of their monotheistic theology. Opposition to pagan divination centered on the fact that it was pagan, not that it was mantic.132
This general observation clearly applies even to the Qumran community itself. At the end of a recent study of magic and divination at Qumran, Armin Lange concludes: “Thus, the Essene approach to magic and divination is characterized by dualism and eschatology. The few forms of magic and divination practiced by them were either sanctioned by the Torah or by the priestly traditions.”133
There is, therefore, no good reason to use the meager evidence for “divination” we find in first-century Judaism to draw the conclusion that their religious worldview had been significantly hellenized in a pagan direction.
But what are we to make of the intriguing presence of seemingly pagan symbols in ancient Palestinian synagogues? To begin, it is worth noting that some scholars have argued that by the first century these ostensively pagan symbols had become common cultural currency and were therefore used by Jews only for decorative and/or calendar purposes. On the basis of a passage in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan(in reference to Lev. 26:1), E. E. Urbach has argued that Jews were forbidden to revere pagan images and symbols but not forbidden from using them for decorative purposes.134 A number of scholars, including Moshe Dothan, director of the excavation of the Hammath Tiberius synagogue, have concluded that the zodiac was used by the Jews as a liturgical calendar to reckon time for Jewish holy days and seasons. In either case, it had no independent religious significance.135
Others suspect there is more to the story than merely decorative considerations yet find no reason to conclude that we are dealing here with a Jewish-pagan syncretism. James Charlesworth, for example, argues that Jews had “from earliest times … demonstrated a brilliance for borrowing symbols and remitting them in line with older intrinsic traditions.”136
Two famous examples of this are Philo and Josephus. Both rejected astrological ideas, yet both appeal to zodiac symbols for symbolic purposes.137 Hence, Charlesworth concludes, the use of “zodiacal images must not be equated with astrological beliefs.”138 Similarly, Hershel Shanks concludes:
For these Jews … there was no reason why their God could not work through the zodiac…. For centuries, the calendar had been regarded as a reflection of godly regularity, and the zodiac may well have been a living symbol which many Jews adopted to represent this divine order.139
For our purposes, the most significant observation is that all the synagogue remains cited as evidence for a paganized first-century Judaism date from after the first century. For example, the Hammath Tiberius mosaic-the earliest of all-dates from the late second century at the earliest, while the Sepphoris Dionysus mosaic is third century.140 Most of the remaining evidence dates from the fourth century or later.141 Given that the Jewish world of Palestine changed drastically after 70 CE, we have no reason to think that artifacts from the third to the sixth century provide us with any reliable clues as to the nature of Judaism in the first century. At the very least, it is unwarranted to allow speculation on the basis of late artifacts to overturn the first-century evidence that demonstrates that the Palestinian Judaism of this time was, by nature, very resistant to paganism. Thus, even for those who interpret the synagogue mosaics as evidence of pagan religious influence and a monotheistic compromise, any extrapolation of this thesis to the pre-70 Palestinian world comes only with considerable anachronism.142
How “Flexible” Was First-Century Jewish Monotheism?
Finally, we must consider the claim that Second Temple Jews had come to embrace a “flexible monotheism” that was capable of ascribing godlike status to intermediary beings. Is this evidence that the Judaism out of which Christianity was birthed had assimilated pagan ideas to the point of compromising its traditional monotheism? More specifically, is it plausible to suppose that the early Christians viewed Jesus merely as one of these exalted beings, as many legendary-Jesus theorists contend? Could the Jesus of the Gospels be just one of the many “divine man” figures the ancients occasionally believed in? When a fair assessment is made of all the evidence, we believe each of these claims can be shown to be problematic.
Divine Beings and the Old Testament
First, scholars often exaggerate the difference between the view of intermediary beings in the intertestamental period and the view of intermediary beings prior to this time. In point of fact, “gods,” “angels,” “heavenly hosts,” and other intermediary beings play a significant role throughout the Old Testament, far more so than many seem to realize. In the Old Testament, as in the intertestamental period, these beings are sometimes spoken of in very exalted terms and are viewed as agents who to some extent affect what God does and what transpires in world history.143
We do not by any means deny that interest in intermediary beings intensifies in the intertestamental period. Nor do we deny that certain intermediary beings receive roles and attributes that go beyond what we find in the Old Testament. But none of this is altogether new, nor does it represent a departure from a robust “monotheism.” As Gregory Boyd has argued elsewhere, if admitting a significant role to “gods” alongside the Creator God constitutes a denial of robust monotheism, then robust monotheism has rarely, if ever, existed, and never at any period in Jewish history prior to the Middle Ages.144 Our claim here is that ancient Jewish creational monotheism is, in its own way, as robust as the philosophical monotheism of the Middle Ages and beyond, while allowing for the existence of other spirit beings.
Jewish Creational Monotheism
This leads directly to our second point. The distinguishing mark of traditional Jewish monotheism is its commitment to confess and worship only one God as Creator of all that exists. This “creational monotheism” never ruled out-indeed, it always presupposed-the existence of a multitude of spirit beings alongside the eternal Creator-God.145 What is interesting about the intertestamental texts in question is that, though they ascribe remarkable status to certain intermediary beings, they never back off from this core creational-monotheistic commitment. Never are intermediary beings conceived as competing with the singular eternality, authority, and glory of the Creator. Hence, never is there any suggestion that an intermediary being should be worshipped in the same way as the one true God.146 In the words of Richard Bauckham,
However diverse Judaism may have been in many other respects, this was common: only the God of Israel is worthy of worship because he is sole Creator of all things and sole Ruler of all things. Other beings who might otherwise be thought divine are by these criteria God’s creatures and subjects.147
We thus conclude that while the language about intermediary beings had become more flexible in the intertestamental period, the actual creational monotheism of the Jews of this period had not. If anything, their ongoing contact with paganism made them more, not less, resistant to the suggestion that any being could be worshipped in the same way as Yahweh.
The Meaning of “Divine Men”
Third, while it is true that some Jewish authors referred to various heroes of the faith as “divine men” (theios aner), it is also true that no Jewish author ever refers to another human as “God” (theos) in the same manner used of Yahweh-God. Nor is there any suggestion that a human could be worshipped such as we find in Greco-Roman religion. The Jews were repulsed by this concept, all the more so because they were surrounded by it.148 Never is the absolute distinction between God and his creation compromised, a point that emphasizes how surprising it is that early Christians were willing to apply the title “God” to Jesus and to pray to and worship him as such.
Still, does the fact that some Jews were willing to refer to others as “divine men” not suggest that Second Temple Judaism was at least moving in the direction of accepting that a human could somehow participate in Yahweh’s distinct status as God? Can we see this development as laying the groundwork for the sort of “divine man” novelty we find with the early Christians? Two points will suffice to show that there is little reason to suppose this.
First, as Carl Holladay has shown in his meticulous study of the concept, the term theios aner had a wide range of meaning in the ancient Hellenistic world. It could literally mean a “divine man,” as it does at times with Greek writers. But it could also simply refer to an “inspired man,” a “man, in some sense, close to God,” or simply an “extraordinary man.”149With such a broad semantic range, one must exercise extreme care to examine the overall context of any given usage to determine the author’s meaning. Holladay argues that Jews never used theios aner in the literal sense of the term. To the contrary, from a careful study of Josephus, Philo, and Artapanus, Holladay concludes that, within a Jewish context, the term was most likely used with an ethical connotation and is best translated as “godly man,” “holy man,” or “wise man.” 150
Second, when used by pagans, theios aner was usually associated with supernatural power, a point that is emphasized by some legendary-Jesus theorists to explain the Gospel’s portrayal of Jesus as a wonder-worker. Yet, as Holladay, D. L. Tiede, Barry Blackburn, and others have shown, Jewish authors rarely associate the term with supernatural power, and even when they do so it is strictly in keeping with supernatural feats already ascribed to them in Scripture. Indeed, they tend to underemphasize the miracles of their heroes when compared with what the Old Testament says about them and are careful to make clear that the hero’s supernatural power comes from God, not from any intrinsic power of the hero.151 In this respect the Jewish usage contrasts significantly with the pagan theios aner tradition.
We conclude that the occasional use of theios aner by Jews in no way suggests that they were indulging in a pagan-inspired compromise of their creational monotheism. As such, it does not help us to understand how the early Jewish disciples could have talked about, and even worshipped, a recent contemporary of theirs as, in some sense, Yahweh embodied.
Summary
In this chapter we have seen that there is no compelling reason to suppose that first-century Jews as a whole-including Galilean Jews-were open to a revision of their basic religious convictions via pagan ideas. Related to this, we have seen that there are no grounds for supposing that the monotheism of first-century Jews had become so “flexible” that we might expect a legend about a man being identified as God to arise. To the contrary, all the evidence suggests that, while Jews in Palestine and elsewhere were hellenized in certain, largely superficial, ways, they were opposed to the religious concept of a man being God. Thus they seem to constitute about as unlikely a population for a legend about “Yahweh embodied” to arise as one can imagine.
Yet in this very context, during the reign of Pilate and Herod, when Caiaphas was high priest, we find a Jewish movement arising that worships a recent contemporary alongside and in a similar manner as Yahweh-God. To call this development “novel” is a significant understatement. In truth, it constitutes nothing less than a massive paradigm shift in the first-century, Palestinian Jewish religious worldview. As such, it cries out for a sufficient historical explanation. What can account for first-century Palestinian Jews-Jews who were intensely resistant to any encroachment of paganism into their faith-worshipping one of their Jewish contemporaries as God? To simply dismiss this radical new faith as a legend is inadequate, for now we must ask: what explains this radical new legend arising among these monotheistic Jewish disciples?
The explanation the New Testament itself gives as to what compelled the earliest disciples to embrace this radical new faith in Jesus Christ centers on his identification with Yahweh, substantiated by his life, his miracles, and especially by his resurrection from the dead.152 According to Luke’s account of the first Christian sermon, Peter proclaims to his fellow Jews: “Jesus of Nazareth [was] a man attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him among you, as you yourselves know…. God raised him up, having freed him from death … and of that all of us are witnesses” (Acts 2:22, 24a, 32b).
In his historical assessment of the origins of early Christian devotion to Jesus, Hurtado arrives at a conclusion reminiscent of Peter’s explanation. He concludes that certain “revelatory experiences” led to the “mutation” within Jewish-Christian thought and practice that allowed for the cultic worship of Jesus alongside Yahweh-God. In his estimation, these resurrection experiences “involved an encounter with a figure recognized as Jesus but also exhibiting features that convinced the recipients that he had been clothed with divine like glory and given a unique heavenly status.”153
With this, it seems, we find ourselves faced with a plausible explanation for the rise of a high Christology within a first-century monotheistic Jewish context.
DO “PARALLELS” RELATIVIZE THE JESUS OF HISTORY?
Thus far we have addressed the naturalistic view of the world and the claim of a religiously hellenized first-century Judaism that legendary-Jesus theorists build on to make their case. In this chapter we will address a third common aspect of the legendary-Jesus theory, namely, the contention that the presence of many parallels to the Jesus story as told in the New Testament reveals it to be just one among many similar mythological accounts found in the ancient world and throughout history. Some legendary-Jesus theorists go on to argue that the earliest disciples borrowed from other pagan and/or Jewish legends in embellishing their own story of Jesus.
First, we will provide an overview of various claims that the Jesus story parallels and even borrows from certain myth and legend-creating movements in history.1 We will assess each of these claims, beginning with the claim that the Jesus story can be understood along the lines of ancient Greco-Roman mystery religions. We shall then respond to the analysis of the Jesus story as a paradigmatic hero-myth and follow this with a response to the argument that the early Jesus movement parallels other legend-creating movements in history. We will conclude this chapter with a discussion of the sense in which the Jesus story should, and should not, be understood as myth.
The Case for Jesus Story Parallels
The History of Religions School
While the claim that aspects of the Christian view of Jesus parallel, even are indebted to, ancient pagan legends and myths has a long history, it gained a new prominence with the birth of the history of religions school (Religionsgeschichtliche Schule) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.2 Centered at the University of Göttingen, this group of German scholars believed that all “new” religious perspectives and practices could be explained as a natural outgrowth of previous religious phenomena reworked in new cultural settings to address new social needs.
According to this school of thought, the original Christians were simply Jewish believers who believed Jesus was the Messiah. Jesus perhaps worked some “miracles” (faith healings), but he was in no way “divine.” According to the history of religions school, this earliest, Ebionite-like view of Jesus could be entirely understood and explained as a natural outgrowth and modification of traditional Jewish beliefs to meet new social and religious needs in the early first century.
The religion of Paul, however, could not be understood in this fashion. Among other things, Paul taught that Jesus was a divine savior figure who was to be worshipped, and there was no clear Jewish precedent for this novelty. To understand the rise of the religion of Paul, therefore, the history of religions school turned to influences within the wider Greco-Roman pagan environment. Their thesis was that the view of Jesus as divine savior figure and other Pauline distinctives could be understood as a Jewish appropriation of certain themes found in the ancient pagan world, and especially in Greco-Roman mystery religions.3
Scholars such as Wilhelm Bousset, Richard Reitzenstein, Samuel Angus, and Alfred Loisy developed this broad thesis in their own distinct ways.4 In his famous book, The Golden Bough, Sir James Frazer added an important component when he argued that one could find direct parallels to the death and resurrection of the divine Jesus in the ancient “dying and rising gods” such as Adonis, Attis, Osiris, and Tammuz/Dumuzi.5 According to Frazer, these various dying and rising gods were ultimately vegetation deities, whose cults served to ensure the continuation of the cycles of nature.
The themes of personal salvation and eternal life were also believed to have been appropriated in part from the mystery religions, as was Paul’s “sacramental” theology-his views of baptism and communion. For example, the Cybele-Attis cult and the Mithraic cult practiced something similar to a baptismal initiation rite in which a person was bathed in the blood of a bull. So too in the Mithraic cult devotees regularly ate a sacred meal of bread and drank a cup of water. Through such practices, devotees believed they established a connection to their god and received salvation. The argument was that Paul appropriated these themes and modified them in creating his own “Christ-cult.”6
An Outdated Program Resurrected
The history of religions school was extremely popular in academic circles for several decades, but owing to trenchant critiques by such scholars as Samuel Cheetham, H. A. A. Kennedy, J. Gresham Machen, A. D. Nock, Bruce Metzger, and Günter Wagner, it eventually fell out of fashion.7 Despite this general demise, the history of religions school has been making a surprising comeback in some quarters, especially among those scholars who advocate the more radical versions of the legendary-Jesus thesis.8
Scholars such as Burton Mack, Robert Price, Kurt Rudolph, and J. Z. Smith are arguing once again for the view that all new religious phenomena can be exhaustively understood along sociological lines. As social groups try to define themselves over and against other groups, they argue, they appropriate and modify religious motifs to legitimize and defend their distinct identities. And, as with the older history of religions school, they argue that the motifs the early (Pauline) Christians adopted were taken from Hellenistic religion and mythology.9 To be sure, their claims are generally more cautious and nuanced than the old history of religions approach, but they certainly share a strong family resemblance.
For example, Burton Mack argues that Paul’s view of Jesus as a divine figure who gives his life for the salvation of others had to originate in a Hellenistic rather than a Jewish environment. Mack writes, “Such a notion [of vicarious human suffering] cannot be traced to old Jewish and/or Israelite traditions, for the very notion of a vicarious human sacrifice was anathema in these cultures. But it can be traced to a strong Greek tradition of extolling a noble death.”10
More specifically, Mack argues that a Greek “myth of martyrdom” and the “noble death” tradition are ultimately responsible for influencing the hellenized Jews of the Christ cults to develop a divinized Jesus.11 Though he stops short of explicitly calling Paul’s Christ cult “a mystery religion” per se, he claims that the table gatherings (communion) of the Christ cults were fashioned “on the model of the mystery religions.”12
Along the same lines, Robert Price argues that the ancient Mediterranean world “was hip-deep in religions centering on the death and resurrection of a savior god.”13 He then catalogs a wide variety of examples to explain the rise of the Christ cult through Paul-including the gods Baal, Tammuz/Dumuzi, Osiris, Attis, Dionysus, Mithras, and even the Corn King.14 From these he concludes that the Christ cult formed by Paul was “a Mystery cult” pure and simple.15
Jesus as Mythic Hero
A number of scholars also find strong parallels between Jesus and various hero myths. The argument is not that there is a direct line of historical influence between any particular hero myth and the early Christians, such as is sometimes argued for Paul and the mystery religions. Rather, the argument is that the shared features between hero myths and the Jesus story of the Gospels implies that the Jesus of the Gospels belongs to this broad, cross-cultural, mythic paradigm.
For example, using Lord Raglan’s widely acclaimed analysis of hero myths, Alan Dundes argues that Jesus meets the criteria for a mythic hero more closely than some of the commonly cited examples of this mythic pattern.16 Robert Price goes so far as to argue that every aspect of the Jesus story found in the Gospels fits the “mythic hero archetype, with nothing left over.”17 With such a strong correspondence between Jesus and universally acknowledged mythic figures, the suggestion that the Jesus story is rooted in history while the other hero stories are not seems highly implausible to some.
Jesus and Other Legendary Religious Figures
Yet a third group of parallels sometimes cited as evidence that the biblical Jesus is largely, if not totally, legendary are found in various religious movements throughout history. The argument is that we have examples of historical figures being quickly enveloped in legend and sometimes even being worshipped as divine by their followers. Therefore, it is argued, even if we grant that Jesus was a historical figure, we should not be overly surprised that legends were told about him and even that he was worshipped as divine. This sort of thing happens on occasion.
Among the most frequently mentioned examples of this phenomenon are the first-century philosopher and purported healer Apollonius of Tyana and the seventeenth-century Messiah figure Sabbatai Svi.18 Recently, some have added two twentieth-century figures to the list: an African healer named Simon Kimbangu and Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher (Chabad) Rebbe who died in Brooklyn, New York, in 1994.19 Miracle stories resembling those in the Gospels surround all of these figures, and they were hailed as, in some sense, divine by some of their followers soon after their deaths, if not during their lifetimes. According to some legendary-Jesus theorists, figures and movements such as these provide strong parallels with the early Christian movement and demonstrate that the stories about, and a worshipful attitude toward, Jesus is hardly unique.
The question we must now consider is: Do the alleged parallels between mystery religions, hero myths, and miracle-working, divinized figures in history, on the one hand, and the portraits of Jesus in Paul and the Gospels, on the other, suggest that the origin of the Christian faith can be explained plausibly in terms of the legendary thesis-as just one more example of rampant mythmaking in the ancient Greco-Roman world?
Jesus and the Greco-Roman Mystery Religions
It should be recognized up front that there are a number of interesting similarities between certain aspects of Christianity and the Greco-Roman mysteries. These similarities have been acknowledged from early on by both Christian (e.g., Justin Martyr) and non-Christian (e.g., apparently Celsus) thinkers alike.20 The question, however, is whether these are merely intriguing similarities or whether they represent telling “parallels,” suggestive of some direct, if unconscious, influence or even conscious borrowing. Suffice it to say that the following considerations lead us to conclusions quite different from those that characterize the various legendary-Jesus theses.
The Jewish Antipathy toward Paganism
First, in the light of the previous chapter, we need to question seriously whether it is historically probable that the apostle Paul borrowed motifs from Greco-Roman mythology and pagan mystery religions to create a new “Christ cult.” In our estimation, the assumption is highly unlikely. Paul was an orthodox Jew-a Pharisee no less (Phil. 3:5)-living between the Maccabean revolt and the destruction of the temple in 70 CE. As we have seen, there is no evidence that Jews were open to Hellenistic religious ideas during this time. To the contrary, the evidence suggests that Jews were, generally speaking, intensely resistant to pagan ideas at this time, precisely because they were surrounded by them.21
All indications are that the earliest Christians shared this aversion to paganism. In fact, as Carlos Contreras argues, the “pagan world which, according to their apocalyptic expectations, is going to disappear soon, is almost entirely ignored” by the early Christians.22 Hence, any thesis claiming that Paul and/or other early Christians developed a new religion on the model of the pagan mysteries is a priori unlikely, and thus carries a heavy burden of proof.
The Dating of the Mystery Religions
A second obstacle to any attempt to understand first-century Christianity in the light of ancient Greco-Roman mystery religions is that virtually all of our evidence for these religions comes from the second to the fourth centuries. Martin Hengel has put the matter forcefully:
It should be remembered that we have more detailed accounts about the real “oriental” mystery deities or their cults only from the second and third centuries AD…. one can only hope that in the end it will also come to the notice of New Testament exegesis, so worn-out cliches which suppose crude dependence of earliest Chris tianity between AD 30 and AD 50 on the “mysteries” may give way to a more pertinent and informed verdict.23
Trying to explain a first-century religious movement by appealing to evidence for a “parallel” phenomenon a century or more later is questionable, to say the least. True, it is not unreasonable to assume that there were first-century precursors to the mystery cults of the second century and beyond. But this is an argument from silence, and in any case we are left with nothing conclusive about these precursor movements. Hence, any argument that Christianity was influenced by, let alone modeled after, these precursors must be judged as unwarranted speculation grounded in anachronism.
The crucial point here is that if there was any line of influence, it would seem more reasonable to argue that it was from Christianity to the mystery religions rather than the other way around. Bruce Metzger has pointed out that, in the face of the growing threat of Christianity, pagan religions were forced to “take steps to stem the tide. One of the surest ways would be to imitate the teaching of the Church by offering benefits comparable with those held out by Christianity.”24
The Early Misdiagnosis of Mystery Religions
Third, recent scholarship has shown that the history of religions view of mystery religions was mistaken on a number of points. Mystery religions were more diverse theologically than originally thought. They were not nearly as widespread as was initially believed. And it now appears that they were not as evangelistically orientated as was originally assumed.25 Hence, even if something close to the mystery religions existed at the time of Paul, and even if for the sake of argument we accept that Palestinian Judaism was open to pagan religious ideas, we still would have little reason to suppose that Paul would have been intimately acquainted with these religions and/or that they would have exercised any significant influence on his thinking.
The Prevalence of “Mystery” Language
Fourth, while it is true that Paul and (to a lesser degree) other New Testament authors sometimes use terms that were later used in mystery religions, it is also true that these terms were used fairly widely throughout the Greco-Roman world, even in Jewish circles, prior to the rise of the mysteries themselves. Thus, the presence of “mystery-like language” in the New Testament in no way suggests that New Testament authors were aware of, let alone dependent on, these religions.26
The Problem of “Parallelomania”
Fifth, the search for parallels is prone toward subjectivism, as a number of scholars have shown. One tends to read into accounts the commonalities one is looking for. R. F. Littledale demonstrated this point in an ingenious way when he presented a satire arguing that Max Mueller, a great twentieth-century Oxford scholar in comparative religions who championed the solar myth theory, was not an actual historical figure. Treating Max Mueller the way some legendary-Jesus theorists treat Jesus, Littledale argued that Mueller was actually an “Oxford Solar Myth” on the grounds that there were so many parallels between his life and the solar myth pattern!27 Employing a similar satirical method, Douglas Bush made the case that Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice was packed full of covert references to such mythic beings as Dionysus, Hercules, Hylas, the Earth Goddess, Venus, and Adonis.28 His point, of course, is that one can read parallels into just about anything if parallels is what one is looking for.
This concern caused Samuel Sandmel to write a now-famous article titled “Parallelomania.” By this term, Sandmel meant to signal “that extravagance among scholars which first overdoes the supposed similarities in passages and then proceeds to describe source and derivation as if implying literary connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined direction.”29Under this definition, much of the theorizing behind the claims of the mystery religions’ influence upon early Christianity-claims that have fueled various expressions of the legendary-Jesus thesis—can now be confidently identified as clear-cut examples of just such “parallelomania.”
The Tenuousness of the Alleged Parallels
Sixth, as soon as we become critical of reading parallels into the evidence, we discover that the differences between Christianity and the mystery religions are far more pronounced than any similarities. While there are certainly parallel terms used in early Christianity and the mystery religions, there is little evidence for parallel concepts. For example, as we have noted, both Christianity and the mystery religions spoke of salvation-as do many religions throughout history. But what early Christians meant by this term had little in common with what devotees of mystery religions meant by it. To site just one difference, there was in the mystery religions nothing similar to Paul’s idea that disciples participate in the death and resurrection of their Savior and are adopted as God’s children by placing their trust in him.30
Along the same lines, while many religions practice something like a “ceremonial washing”-usually expressing the universal awareness of our need to be spiritually cleansed-few today are impressed with the supposed parallel between (say) the early Christian view of baptism and the Mithraic practice of washing an initiate in bull’s blood. And while many religions practice ceremonial meals, few scholars today are convinced by the alleged parallel between the Christian celebration, which remembers and celebrates a historical event, and various meals shared in mystery religions. Thus, there is today a wide-ranging consensus that detailed assessments of the purported sacramental parallels-a paradigmatic example of which is Günter Wagner’s comparison of Paul and the mysteries regarding baptism-have shown the thesis of Christian dependence upon the mysteries to be a speculative claim devoid of substance.31
The Absence of “Dying and Rising Gods”
Seventh, while a number of scholars in the early twentieth century adopted Frazer’s thesis that the early Christian notion of the death and resurrection of the divine Jesus is indebted to a ubiquitous pagan “dying and rising god” theme, most scholars today give it little credence. Two lines of consideration lie behind this broad consensus.
First, most scholars now agree that Frazer’s classification of “dying and rising gods” is largely a scholarly construct that is not born out of the actual historical evidence. Ironically, one of the leading voices among those who continue to champion a Greco-Roman oriented history of religions approach to early Christianity-Jonathan Z. Smith-has also been a leading voice in proclaiming the demise of the “dying and rising gods” thesis. In his well-known article “Dying and Rising Gods,” Smith concludes: “The category of dying and rising gods, once a major topic of scholarly investigation, must now be understood to have been largely a misnomer based on imaginative reconstructions and exceedingly late or highly ambiguous texts.”32 This rejection of the existence of a “dying and rising gods” pattern among ancient Mediterranean religions has become a virtual consensus over the last half century.33 And, obviously, if there is no identifiable concept of “dying and rising gods,” then the Christian claims about Jesus can hardly be indebted to them.
What led to this great reversal? Simply this: In the case of each proposed “dying and rising god,” further study revealed that either there was no death, no resurrection, and/or no “god” to begin with. In the case of the two different mythic traditions of Adonis-once heralded as the paradigm example of a “dying and rising god”-in one myth there is no death, and in neither is there a resurrection. Rather, Adonis undergoes bilocation, spending part of the year in the upper world and part in the lower world. As Jonathan Z. Smith observes, Adonis is connected with resurrection only much later, and in texts clearly influenced by Christianity.34 With regard to Attis, both mythic traditions include his death, but neither records his rebirth. Moreover, “Attis is not, in his myth, a dying and rising deity; indeed he is not a deity at all.”35
Turning to the Egyptian god Osiris, there is no resurrection per se. The god is murdered and his body dismembered and scattered. The pieces of his body are eventually recovered, gathered, and rejoined, and the god rejuvenated. However, he does not return to his original mode of existence but goes to the underworld, where he becomes a powerful god of the dead. Thus Smith concludes: “In no sense can Osiris be said to have ‘risen’in the sense required by the dying and rising pattern.”36
Regarding Tammuz (Akkadian)/Dumuzi (Sumerian), the situation is a bit more complex. Tammuz plays a role in the famous Mesopotamian myth of “Ishtar’s (or Inanna’s) Descent to the Underworld.” In this myth, Tammuz/Dumuzi ends up in the underworld and-it was thought-is brought up again when Ishtar/Inanna descends to resurrect him. During the summer month of Tammuz, there was a period of mourning for the god’s descent (a ritual mourning that is mentioned in Ezek. 8:14). Up until the middle of the twentieth century, it was yet possible to think that Tammuz/Dumuzi was “resurrected” by Ishtar (or Inanna) because the ending of the Akkadian version is so obscure. In the middle of the twentieth century, however, a Sumerian version of the story was found intact, as well as the text known as “Death of Dumuzi.” From this version we learned that Inanna (queen of heaven) was killed in an attempt to gain rule over the underworld. She was revived, but only on the condition that she found a substitute to take her place in the underworld. She returned to her abode to find Dumuzi apparently reveling in her demise, and in anger she had him killed and sent to the underworld in her place. Hence, Inanna’s descent did not lead to Dumuzi’s rising; it led to his death!
Some yet held out hope for seeing Dumuzi as a resurrected deity on the basis of a Sumerian descent text discovered in 1963. This text says that Dumuzi was allowed to spend half the year in the realm of the living while his sister took his place in the underworld, and then vice versa. But, as Smith notes, this hardly constitutes an example of a rising god. “The myth emphasizes the inalterable power of the realm of the dead, not triumph over it…. Such alternation is not what is usually meant in the literature when speaking of a dying and rising deity.”37
Attempts to identify other “dying and rising gods” have not fared any better. Contenders such as Baal, Demeter/Isis, Dionysus, Heracles, Marduk, Marqart, and the “unknown Phonecian god” have all fallen short of the mark.38 Despite the lingering protestations of a very few, the wide-ranging consensus has aligned itself with J. Z. Smith’s conclusion: “The category of dying and rising deities is exceedingly dubious. It has been based largely on Christian interest and tenuous evidence. As such, the category is of more interest to the history of scholarship than to the history of religions.”39
Our second argument related to the “dying and rising gods” motif is that, even if the pattern could be substantiated, this still would not demonstrate that the mythic theme influenced early Christian thought about Jesus. The differences are far too significant to warrant such a conclusion. In the Christian tradition, for example, Jesus’s resurrection is tied to his humanity. None of the allegedly resurrected gods of this pattern are human. Likewise, Jesus is clearly a historical person in the Christian tradition, not a mythical deity. Moreover, the background for the early Christian understanding of Jesus’s resurrection is Second Temple apocalyptic Judaism, not a pagan “dying and rising God” myth.40
Even among the relatively small number of scholars who still contend for the existence of a “dying and rising god” motif in the ancient world, it is not uncommon to find them stopping short of claiming that such myths influenced early Christianity. For example, T. N. D. Mettinger grants the existence of the “dying and rising gods” theme in the ancient world but nevertheless argues:
There is, as far as I am aware, no prima facie evidence that the death and resurrection of Jesus is a mythological construct, drawing on the myths and rites of the dying and rising gods of the surrounding world. While studied with profit against the background of Jewish resurrection belief, the faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus retains its unique character in the history of religions.
And so, with respect to explaining the “unique” nature of the early Christian view of Jesus’s resurrection, Mettinger concludes, “The riddle remains.”41
Jesus as a Recent Historical Figure
One of the most fundamental differences between the portraits of Jesus in the Gospels and Paul, on the one hand, and the savior figures of the mystery religions, on the other, is that Jesus is depicted as a recent historical figure. As James Dunn notes, “the [alleged] parallel between the Christian faith and these … mythical formulations breaks down precisely at this point.”42 In the mystery religions, the death and resurrection of a god took place in a timeless, mythical realm. Sallust said of the Attis myth, “This never happened, but always is.” “In direct antithesis” to this, as Dunn again notes, “the NT writers proclaim: ‘This did happen.’” He thus concludes, “Even if the same sort of mythical language has been used to describe the ‘Christ event’ and Christian experience and hope of salvation in the NT, the point to be noted is that by its reference to Jesus the Hellenistic, unhistorical myth has been broken and destroyed as myth in that sense.”43
An important consideration is the extremely short period of time that elapsed between Jesus’s death and the divinity claims that were made by his monotheistic Jewish followers. Recall, for example, that the brother of Jesus (James) was still alive when Paul wrote his letters that depict Jesus as the Lord, Creator, and Savior of the world.44 This has always posed a challenge to scholars: How does one account for the fact that a recent historical person was so quickly recognized and worshipped as divine by first-century Jewish monotheists-including his own brother? As Richard Horsley and Neil Silberman admit, the speed with which this took place is “something of a puzzle.”45 Even Burton Mack-who reduces all of the early Christian doctrinal claims to sociologically driven mythmaking—admits that, at this point, the early Jesus movement is quite unlike any other Jewish religious phenomenon:
Early Christian imagination was not more fantastic than that of Jewish authors writing during the same period, except for one thing. Christian fantasies were used to claim significance for new social formations by mythologizing a founder of very recent memory. This conjunction of myth and history creates the riddle of Christian origins.46
Mack is unable to provide a compelling answer to this puzzle, given that he has a priori rejected the reason given by the early Christian community itself—namely the resurrection. But with N. T. Wright and others, we would suggest that something like this is precisely what is required for a plausible historical explanation of the data.47
The Evidence of Historical Reliability
Finally, a significant difference between the view of Jesus in the New Testament and all mythological savior figures is that we have good evidence that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is historically reliable. As we shall see, we have compelling reasons from recent orality studies to view the oral tradition expressed in the Synoptic Gospels as solidly grounded in history (chaps. 6–7) and other reasons for concluding the works themselves are generally reliable (chaps. 8–10). No one even attempts to argue for the historical reliability of any allegedly parallel story derived from the mystery religions. One primary reason for this is that most of the deity figures within the mysteries are purely mythological entities, for whom even the adherents of these ancient religions would never have claimed a mundane historical existence similar to Jesus, the carpenter’s son from Nazareth.
Jesus and the Hero Myth
There are also a number of problems with the argument for a legendary Jesus based on alleged parallels with “hero myths.”
The Problem of Circular Reasoning
First, a “hero pattern” is created by abstracting certain features out of various stories. Such an abstraction necessarily presupposes a judgment about what is important and unimportant to include within the pattern. As such, the creation of patterns can easily fall prey to circular reasoning. One may find telling similarities among various stories because one is convinced from the start that telling similarities must exist in order to explain the data. Yet, as we noted above with regard to the alleged parallels with mystery religions, it may be that the differences between the stories are just as telling-if not more so-than the apparent similarities. Hence, as the renown folklorist Dan Ben-Amos argues, the creation of such a list “accounts for similarities but ignores differences.”48 Indeed, even when stories allegedly have a “trait” in common, the specific trait often has to be “fudged” to fit into a more general pattern.49
Hero Patterns in Oral Traditional Societies
Second, simply because a story exhibits a high number of “hero-myth” traits does not mean it is unhistorical, especially when the story was transmitted orally prior to being written down. From his years of analysis of oral traditions, the famed Albert Lord has discovered that “traditional narrators tend to tell what happened in terms of already existing patterns of story.” Hence, he argues, it would not be surprising if aspects of the portraits of Jesus in the Gospels fit the mythic pattern. He writes:
When I say that an incident in the gospel narrative of Jesus’ life fits in a mythic pattern, there is no implication at all that this incident never happened. There is rather an implication that traditional narrators chose to remember and relate this incident because an incident of similar essence occurred in other traditional stories known to them and their predecessors. That its essence was consonant with an element in a traditional mythic (i.e., sacred) pattern adds a dimension of spiritual weight to the incident, but it does not deny … the historicity of the incident.50
Historical Heroes
Another reason one cannot conclude that a hero story represents an ahistorical myth simply because it fits the “hero-myth pattern” is that stories that are known to be historical often reflect this pattern quite well. Indeed, they often do so better than fictional hero tales. If we employ it consistently, the suggestion that ostensively historical narratives conforming to the hero-myth pattern are to be judged as ahistorical myth leads to serious problems.
For example, Francis Lee Utley has effectively-if satirically-employed this type of reasoning to argue that we have more reasons for judging Abraham Lincoln to be a mythological figure than we do Oedipus, Theseus, or Moses-for Lincoln fits the “hero-myth pattern” better than they!51 Others have made similar tongue-in-cheek cases for the historical nonexistence of Winston Churchill and Napoleon.52 Similarly, Charles Murgia has argued that President Kennedy fits the pattern better than many acknowledged myths, concluding that “conformity does not necessarily mean that the events did not occur.”53 So too, based on his fit with the hero-myth pattern, one could argue that William (“Braveheart”) Wallace, the famed medieval warrior who led a revolt that freed the Scots from British rule, is merely a legendary figure. Yet, on the basis of evidence, historians do not doubt that he lived and that most of the nearly unbelievable feats attributed to him are rooted in history. All of this reveals how easy it is to reduce a historical figure to “just another fictional example of a mythic pattern” by proposing a seemingly impressive list of supposed “mythic parallels.”
The point is that sometimes history actually produces living “heroes” of one type or another. Thus, even if we grant that Jesus’s life corresponds to many of the characteristic traits of hero myths, there is no warrant for concluding on this basis that he is nothing more than a mythic hero figure. Whether the extant reports of Jesus, Lincoln, Churchill, Napoleon, Kennedy, or Wallace are historical must be decided on the basis of the actual evidence at hand, not on the basis of how well they do or do not fit a pattern somebody has abstracted out of a multitude of stories.
Deviations from the Hero Pattern
Finally, if the Jesus story originated largely as a hero myth, one wonders why certain crucial aspects of the hero-myth pattern were excluded. For example, one wonders why Jesus is never depicted as a militarily oriented warrior/king-one of the most common features of the pattern. One also wonders why so much of what the Synoptics include about Jesus does not fit the hero-myth pattern. For example, Jesus is depicted as a teacher, a servant, and a miracle-worker, but these are not typical traits of the pattern. These differences add further weight to the claim that the Jesus story of the Synoptic Gospels cannot be explained away as an ahistorical hero myth.
Early Christianity and Legend-Creating Movements
Things do not fare much better for the legendary-Jesus thesis when we consider the alleged parallels between the early Christians and various legend-creating movements throughout history. While a cursory glance at the alleged parallels may give the appearance of telling similarities, a closer inspection reveals differences that render the proposed parallels problematic. In what follows we will assess the claim that movements arising around Apollonius, Sabbatai Svi, and Kimbangu parallel, and help explain, the movement that arose around Jesus.54
Apollonius of Tyana
It is true that, similar to Jesus, a late first-century wonder-worker named Apollonius reportedly performed miracles, appeared after his death, and was even suggested to be a god. Does this mean that the claims made for Apollonius and those made by the earliest followers of Jesus are on the same plane in terms of historical grounding? For the following reasons, we think not.
First, we have only one source for the life of Apollonius—Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius-written more than a century after he lived.55 Between the death of Apollonius (ca. 96–98, under Emperor Nerva) and Philostratus’s Life (ca. 217–220), there is a virtual silence about Apollonius. In the case of Jesus, we have four Gospels, Paul’s letters, and a number of other Christian and non-Christian sources that attest to aspects of his life. The earliest source of information about Jesus is Paul’s collection of epistles, written twenty to thirty years after Jesus lived and that passes on traditional material that predates Paul. Moreover, even on a relatively late dating, the Gospels were all written within seventy years of Jesus’s life. Hence, the amount of material and the dating of the material we have for Jesus can hardly be compared with what we have in the case of Apollonius.
Second, Philostratus, a trained rhetorician and sophist, was commissioned by the empress Julia Domna to write a laudatory biography of Apollonius. The project was clearly intended to rehabilitate Apollonius’s questionable reputation as a magician and fraud. The Gospel authors had no such clear financial and/or political motives. Indeed, they were writing in a hostile environment in which they knew they could be persecuted for their professed faith.
Third, a wide range of historical problems attach to Philostratus’s Life. Historical anachronisms abound to the point that Kee concludes that “what Philostratus reports tells us a great deal about the author and his time-that is, at the turn of the third century-but provides no unassailable evidence about Apollonius and his epoch.”56 Likewise, Maria Dzielska rejects much of Philostratus’s portrayal of Apollonius, based upon “the extent of fabrication, fiction, and historical falsity contained in this book.”57
The genre question also comes into play at this point. While Philostratus’s Life certainly has elements of Greco-Roman biography, it also contains elements that characterize ancient romance novels-including erotic escapades, “often with homoerotic overtones.”58 Thus, while few have gone so far as to reject a historical Apollonius altogether, most scholars are rather skeptical about the historicity of major aspects of the image offered by this one source written well over a century after the figure it depicts.59
In fairness it should be pointed out that similar criticisms have been leveled at the canonical Gospels, including historical anachronisms, blatant geographical blunders, and even classification within the genre of ancient romance novels. Each of these arguments will be explored in detail in subsequent chapters (chaps. 8–10). Suffice it for the present to simply anticipate our later conclusion: in sharp contrast to Philostratus’s Life, there are plausible responses to these criticisms against the Synoptics. Conversely, we shall also argue that there are a multitude of other considerations that strongly suggest the Synoptic Jesus tradition is generally reliable.60
Fourth, and following from our last point, the credibility of Philostratus’s sources for Apollonius’s life has been seriously questioned. Foremost among them is a diary given to Philostratus by Julia Domna purportedly written by a disciple and traveling companion of Apollonius named Damis. Howard Clark Kee summarizes the problems here: “The material allegedly drawn from Damis is so full of historical anachronisms and gross geographical errors that one could not have confidence in Damis as a reporter if there actually was a diary.”61 For these reasons, Kee and others have concluded that Damis and the diary are both literary creations rather than historical realities.62
Beyond the supposed Damis diary, Philostratus relied heavily on later accounts about Apollonius. The alleged “resurrection” parallel belongs to these later stories and amounts only to a report about a doubting disciple who, perhaps in a dream, sees the spirit of Apollonius (Life, 8, 31). We submit that this provides little parallel with the resurrection accounts in Paul and the Gospels. These stories have at their centerpiece Jesus appearing to a number of people while they are awake, in bodily form (i.e., the tomb is empty), over a period of weeks.
Fifth, to his credit, Philostratus often couches his account in tentative language (e.g., “it is reported that …” “some believe …”). For example, in his famous account of Apollonius’s raising a girl from the dead (Life, 4, 45), Philostratus acknowledges that some believed the girl was actually dead while others believed only that she was close to death. By contrast, the Gospels exhibit no such tentativeness with respect to Jesus’s miracles. Often, they read like they are passing on tradition rooted in eyewitness testimony and, as we shall later argue, they give us substantial reason to conclude that this is precisely the case.
Finally, and most important for the issue at hand, we must remember that all the material about Apollonius arose after Christianity had been around for almost two centuries. Legendary-Jesus theorists sometimes write as if the parallels between Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius and the Gospels renders the Jesus tradition questionable. The anachronism seems to go unmentioned. Philostratus’s Life was not composed until almost two centuries after Jesus and well over a century after the last canonical Gospel had been written. If the presence of one of these traditions calls into question the integrity of the other, it is the Jesus tradition that renders the Apollonius tradition questionable.
Along these same lines, we know that already by the second century, pagan writers (e.g., Celsus, Galen) were familiar with, and making reference to, the Gospels. It seems highly likely, therefore, that Philostratus knew of-and even borrowed from-the Jesus tradition. In fact, some scholars have argued that what motivated Empress Julia Domna’s commissioning of Philostratus’s Life was her desire for a creative polemic against the Christian Gospels and the portrait of Jesus found therein.63 One does not have to go this far to recognize the likelihood that Philostratus borrowed from the Gospels to some degree. Meier’s characteristically measured conclusion is worth noting: “I suggest instead that, in the ecumenical and eclectic climate of the circle of Julia Domna, Philostratus possibly borrowed some miracle stories from the Gospels to help him flesh out his portrait of Apollonius as a great philosopher and miracle-worker.”64 With Meier, therefore, we submit that, while both Jesus and Apollonius are depicted as healers, it is “difficult to speak in any detail of the first-century Apollonius as a parallel figure to Jesus of Nazareth.”65
Sabbatai Svi
It is true that many followers of Svi acknowledged him to be the Messiah.66 Some told stories of him performing miracles. And a few believed he was preserved from death. To what extent does this movement provide a relativising parallel to the movement that arose around Jesus? For the following reasons, we find the alleged parallels to be less than telling.
First, and most tellingly, it appears that the teachings and actions of Svi (and his prophet, Nathan of Gaza) were significantly influenced by elements of the Jesus tradition itself. In the most exhaustive contemporary study of Svi, Ger-shom Scholem notes the following aspects that seem to reflect the influence of the Christian tradition: the revealing of a “new law,” characteristic exegesis and vocabulary, the choosing of twelve to represent a new Israel, and seeing the messiah as in some sense divine. In fact, Scholem concludes that Svi “may even have meditated on the possibility of a mysterious connection between Jesus and himself.”67 In any case, given the timeframe of Svi and the obvious parallels with the Jesus tradition, it seems clear that, whatever similarities with Jesus he shared, most can be accounted for by the fact that they were borrowed (consciously or not) from the Christian tradition.68
Second, Svi’s life was characterized by chronic depression, hypochondria, and mental illness-so much so that, as Scholem notes, he was “known as a sick man” who exhibited “strange behavior” during his manic phases. Among other episodes, he once purchased a large fish, dressed it up as a baby, and kept it in a cradle. Scholem points out that, quite unlike Jesus, Svi was unable to attract a permanent circle of followers, “obviously because of his psychopathological traits.”69
Third, the miracle tradition associated with Svi is unimpressive. While certain miracle stories were attached to him, his own prophet claimed that Svi was a messiah by whom God would test Israel to see whether they would “believe without any sign or miracle.”70 When Svi himself was interrogated by a sultan’s physician as to whether he could do miracles, he denied any such ability.71 Some-time after Svi’s death, rumors began to circulate that he had been delivered from death and taken to heaven. Unlike the Jesus tradition, there are no reports of anyone actually having seen Svi after his death, and the reports that are avail-able appear to be shrouded in myth (i.e., a dragon supposedly guarded the way to his tomb).72
Fourth, when Svi was arrested by the sultan and offered the choice of either being martyred or converting to the Muslim faith, he chose to save his own life, renounce his Judaism, and convert to Islam.73 The contrast of Jesus’s willingness to go to the cross for his convictions is instructive.
Finally, though Svi was widely regarded as the Messiah, he was never worshipped as divine. By contrast, from early on Jesus was worshipped alongside Yahweh, and this by people who were raised in a strictly monotheistic environment that strongly opposed any blurring of the lines between the Creator God and humans, as we saw in the previous chapter.
Thus, there are enough significant differences between these two movements to conclude that explaining the historical data associated with the rise of Christianity is a more complex undertaking than explaining how Svi’s short-lived messianic movement came into being.
Simon Kimbangu
In our estimation, one of the most compelling parallels to the early Jesus movement concerns an African miracle-worker named Kimbangu.74 Kimbangu is reported to have healed the sick and even to have raised the dead. Some followers consequently worshipped him as God, even during his own lifetime. For those holding to a naturalistic worldview such as Robert Price, this movement provides an argument against the uniqueness of Christianity, for it shows how quickly people can accept legends and how prone they can be to exalt another human as divine. Without denying that those within polytheistic cultures (unlike first-century Jews) can, in some sense, be prone to deifying fellow human beings, we shall argue that the case of Kimbangu is in no way an instance of such a phenomenon. Hence we deny that his case counts as a real analogy to that of Jesus. To the contrary, when all the evidence is fairly examined, we believe that, ironically, the case of Kimbangu actually testifies in its own way to the qualitative uniqueness of the Jesus tradition.
Beginning on April 6, 1921, with the healing of a woman, Kimbangu reportedly performed various miraculous healings-on one occasion even raising a child from the dead.75 Because we do not share the naturalistic assumption that such things cannot happen (see chap. 1), we are open to acknowledging that miracles did take place when the evidence suggests such. With respect to some of the miracle claims associated with Kimbangu, the evidence strikes us as worthy of serious consideration. To immediately dismiss his followers’ reports of these miracles as “superstitious” is not to deal fairly, or critically, with the evidence. It also leaves unexplained what caused the immediate followers of Kimbangu to circulate such claims and why some of them went so far as to exalt him as God. In this respect there is arguably something of a parallel between the birth of the movement that grew up around Kimbangu and the movement that grew up around Jesus. But the parallel is not necessarily about how quickly legends can arise. Rather, the parallel, we suggest, is that in both instances it appears that an appeal to the supernatural forms part of a plausible historical account of the data at hand.
However, does the exaltation of Kimbangu to a divine status among some of his followers provide an instructive parallel to the early Jesus movement? Three considerations lead us to conclude that it does not. First, the worldview of the Congo people Kimbangu ministered to was steeped in the notion that the spiritual realm was populated with numerous deities. As such, these people-much like the wider first-century pagan world-would have little difficulty identifying a miracle-working human being as a divine entity. Again, by contrast, the world-view of the first-century Jewish people Jesus ministered to was resistant to the notion that a man could be God. If it is difficult to explain the reports and divine titles associated with Kimbangu without accepting that he performed some sort of miraculous feats (and we suspect that it is), how much more difficult is it to explain the reports and divine titles associated with Jesus by first-century Jews, unless we accept that he performed the kind of feats attributed to him?
Second, while it was claimed that Kimbangu miraculously raised a child from the dead, no one ever claimed that Kimbangu himself rose from the dead (he died in prison on October 12, 1951). This contrasts sharply with the early Christian message that was centered on the claim that Jesus’s tomb was empty and that he repeatedly appeared to a multitude of disciples. What is more, according to the reports, it was this fact that ultimately convinced the earliest disciples, against their deeply held cultural and religious presuppositions, that Jesus was indeed the divine Son of God. If we deny that these reports are rooted in the actual experience of Jesus’s followers, we are once again put in the difficult position of explaining why the reports were made at all, as well as of explaining what it was that led the earliest Jewish disciples to embrace, against all their cultural assumptions, the conviction that a contemporary of theirs was to be identified with the Creator God.
Third, and perhaps most important, Kimbangu was a Christian pastor who understood his miracles to be a demonstration of Jesus’s divine authority, not his own. Related to this, Kimbangu adamantly disclaimed all titles to divinity, and the vast majority of his followers honored this disclaimer. Today, the remnant of Kimbangu’s movement (composed of several million members)-the Church of Jesus Christ on Earth through the Prophet Simon Kimbangu (EJCSK)-denies even that he is the African Messiah. This contrasts sharply with the Gospels’ depiction of Jesus presenting himself as Messiah and performing miracles to demonstrate his own unique authority. Not only this, but as is clear from Paul’s writings, the belief that Jesus was Lord, Creator, and Savior of the world was widely shared by the early followers of Jesus.
In light of this, we conclude that the case of Kimbangu does not at all demonstrate that Christianity can be understood simply as one of a number of superstitious movements. In the name of Jesus, it seems that Kimbangu performed a number of miracles. Some of his followers who were not adequately grounded in the Christian faith mistakenly began to attribute divinity to Kimbangu. Given their polytheistic religious background, we can easily understand their mistake. But what is not as clear is how this fact counts against the uniqueness of the Jesus story. To the contrary, it suggests, on the one hand, the possibility that miracles can and do occur, and, on the other, that the Kimbangu tradition is something less than a solid parallel to the first-century Palestinian Jesus tradition.
Myth Become Fact
Thus far we have argued that the attempt to undermine the uniqueness and/or to establish the merely legendary nature of the early Jesus tradition by finding mythic parallels is unconvincing. The differences between the New Testament’s story about Jesus and Greco-Roman mystery religions, ahistorical hero-myths, and/or legend-creating movements throughout history are far more telling than their similarities. Moreover, in sharp contrast with ahistorical legends and myths, we shall later demonstrate that we have good historical grounds for believing that the depiction(s) of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospel tradition is generally reliable (chaps. 6–10).
Still, one could argue, there is a general “mythological pattern” that the story of Jesus fits into, however loosely. The Christian story of God coming to earth, doing miracles, and dying and rising again to rescue humanity from an evil enemy (the devil) at least echoes what we find in other places. Let us grant that our case thus far has established that the precise way early Christians speak of these matters has no real parallel. Still, the simple fact that the Jesus story is about God visiting us and/or about a God who does something along the lines of dying and rising is not altogether unique. The history of religion and mythology is full of “incarnation-like” stories and “resurrection-like” stories. So, one could argue, if we assume that all these analogous “incarnations” and “resurrections” are mythological, we should similarly concede that the Christian version of these stories is mythological, its unique features notwithstanding.
To address this objection we shall assume a very different approach from the one we have taken thus far. Whereas we have to this point defended the distinctness of the Jesus tradition, we will now highlight a broader commonality that it shares with some other “incarnation-like” and “resurrection-like” myths. We suggest that, in a much broader sense than we have considered thus far, the Jesus story is in fact “mythic”-but not merely mythic. Semantics, of course, is all-important here. What we want to argue is that, on one set of definitions, the categories of “myth,” “truth,” and even “history” are not mutually incompatible. To the contrary, in the Jesus story one could argue that we find the interpenetration of these very categories; we find “true myth.”
On “True Myth”
To begin, we must first consider broadening an all-too-common definition of “myth.”76 There has been a tension in the Western tradition, going all the way back to the ancient Greek skeptics (fifth century BCE), between understanding myth as a story that discloses reality, on the one hand, and as “what other people believe as true but I know is false,” on the other.77 Since the Enlightenment, the second view has been dominant in Western culture. As we saw in chapter 1, it has been especially prominent in historical-critical scholarship with its judgment on ancient and contemporary non-Western world views as “naïve and mythologically minded.”78 But there is insight to be gained by broadening our understanding of myth and applying it to the question of whether Jesus is a “mythic figure” in the sense that the story about him discloses reality.
The narrow rationalistic understanding of myth as fiction has rightfully been subjected to a great deal of criticism on a number of fronts in the last several decades. Among other things, it has been argued that this perspective is rooted in a modern Eurocentric presupposition that enthrones the Western worldview (as interpreted by certain intellectuals) as judge over all other worldviews. Accordingly, it assumes that science and reason are the only means by which reality can be known. Hence it concludes that all stories that do not conform to this way of knowing can only be primitive distortions of, as opposed to revelations of, reality.
One unfortunate consequence of this rationalistic interpretation of myth is that it does not allow a person to let myth speak to him or her on its own terms. It cannot take seriously the idea of a distinctly mythic truth-a “true myth.” In the words of Wolfhart Pannenberg, the rationalistic perspective
treats the form of thought which it describes as “mythical,” not as something irreducibly distinct and unique, but as the expression of something else, e.g., natural processes…. It no longer looks at the conceptions and phenomena described as “mythical” to see what their own distinctive importance is, their own characteristic truth.79
When we allow myth to communicate its “own characteristic truth,” we experience it as disclosing profound aspects of ourselves and the world. We experience it as true in terms of what it discloses about our deepest hopes and intuitive anticipations of reality. True myth has the power to move us beyond our “mundane” experience of the world and put us in touch with realities we might otherwise remain unaware of. True myth can thereby enrich our lives, broaden our horizons, transform our self-awareness, and affect our social relations.
The Jesus Tradition and “True Myth”
The question of the relationship between the Christian view of Jesus and mythic savior figures changes if we have in mind this broadened conception of myth rather than the rationalistic understanding of myth as “that which is not historically true.” With the rationalistic definition, the issue is restricted to whether the New Testament view of Jesus is historically reliable. And the answer to this question hangs upon things like the relative proximity of the parallels to the Jesus story and the question of the historical influence of these parallels on New Testament authors. We have thus far argued that a fair assessment of the evidence suggests that the case for judging the New Testament portrait of Jesus as “mythic” in this sense and on this basis is weak.
If we adopt a broader definition of myth, however, the question is no longer one of historical truth but of spiritual meaning. More precisely, the question is: Does the Jesus story as expressed in the Gospels and in Paul disclose reality in a manner that is in certain fundamental respects similar to the way other mythic savior stories disclose reality? The answer, we submit, is a decisive “yes.” Indeed, in this sense, not only do we believe “the Christ myth” to be similar to certain pagan myths but we also believe the “Christ myth” fulfills these pagan myths.80 It “incarnates” all that is true in all similar myths. Hence, while we maintain that Jesus is not mythical in the first sense of the term, with the second sense of the term we argue that the Jesus story epitomizes myth.
Moreover, far from constituting an argument against the historicity of the New Testament view of Jesus, the existence of mythic parallels, understood as disclosures of ourselves and reality, is precisely what we would expect if the New Testament portrait is historically true. After all, the New Testament itself declares that Jesus is the light that illuminates all people (John 1:4, 9). While the New Testament teaches that God was decisively revealed in the historical person of Jesus (e.g., John 14:8—11), it also teaches that God is Lord of all people and is at work everywhere and at all times to reveal himself to people (e.g., Acts 17:25—28).81It is not surprising, therefore, that we find mythical echoes of the true story in the minds and hearts of various peoples.
C. S. Lewis states this perspective well when he writes,
Theology, while saying that a special illumination has been vouchsafed to Christians and (earlier) to Jews, also says that there is some divine illumination vouchsafed to all men…. We should, therefore, expect to find in the imagination of the great Pagan teachers and myth makers some glimpse of that theme which we believe to be the very plot of the whole cosmic story-the theme of incarnation, death, and rebirth.82
The differences we find between the mythic saviors and the Jesus of the New Testament are precisely what we would expect if the Jesus story in the New Testament is grounded in history. Again, Lewis argues:
The Pagan stories are all about someone dying and rising, either every year, or else nobody knows where and nobody knows when. The Christian story is about a historical personage, whose execution can be dated pretty accurately…. It is not the difference between falsehood and truth. It is the difference between a real event on the one hand and dim dreams or premonitions of that same event on the other. It is like watching something come gradually into focus; first it hangs in the clouds of myth and ritual, vast and vague, then it condenses, grows hard and in a sense small, as a historical event in first-century Palestine.83
From this vantage point, Lewis argued that Jesus was “Myth became Fact.” In Jesus, “the essential meaning of all things came down from the ‘heaven’of myth to the ‘earth’of history.”84 The dreams of finding salvation in the so-called dying and rising of a god are perfectly expressed, and become historically true, in the New Testament story of Jesus Christ.
In some respects, J. R. R. Tolkien makes the case even more poignantly. Tolkien explains that the “peculiar quality of the ‘joy’in successful Fantasy [mythology]” is due to “a sudden glimpse” of an “underlying reality or truth.” The joy of this sudden glimpse is the “far-off gleam or echo of evangelium [good news] in the real world”-in Jesus Christ. He continues:
The Gospels contain a fairy-story, or a story of a larger kind which embraces all the essence of fairy-stories. They contain many marvels-peculiarly artistic, beautiful, and moving: “mythical” in their perfect, self-contained significance; and among the marvels is the greatest and most complete conceivable eucatastrophe [eruption of joy].
Yet, the story of Jesus in the New Testament is not only a fairy story, according to Tolkien, but a fairy story incarnated in real time and space. In the person of Jesus, an all-embracing fairy story
has entered History and the primary world; the desire and aspiration of sub-creation has been raised to the fulfillment of Creation. The Birth of Christ is the eucatastrophe of Man’s history. The Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the story of the Incarnation. The story begins and ends in joy. It has pre-eminently the “inner consistency of reality.” There is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true, and none which so many skeptical men have accepted as true on its own merits.
And from this Tolkien concludes, “[The Christian] story is supreme; and it is true. Art has been verified. God is the Lord, of angels, and of men-and of elves. Legend and History have met and fused.85
In the Jesus story, our most profound intuitions about ourselves, about reality, and about God-the stuff expressed by “true myth” as well as art-are fulfilled. Far from being an argument against the historicity of the New Testament “myth,” the existence of broadly parallel myths, understood in this fashion, argues in its favor.86 In other words, while there are no grounds for concluding that the Jesus story is an example of ahistorical legend, as other mythic stories are, there are very good grounds for concluding that the Jesus story is mythically true just as some other mythic stories are-but to a superlative degree.
Of course, all of this leaves open the question of why we should believe that, of all myths ever created, the Jesus story is the one that fuses “legend and history.” To be sure, the superlative beauty and inner consistency of the Jesus story argue in its favor, as Tolkien noted. But this alone is insufficient to convince most that the story is historically factual. Our task in the remainder of this book will be to investigate this question in the course of assessing still other observations and arguments raised by legendary-Jesus theorists.
ANCIENT HISTORIANS AND THE APOSTLE PAUL
The canonical Gospels present Jesus as a remarkable, miracle-working Messiah figure. If this portrait is generally accurate, would we not expect to find some record of this amazing ministry outside the Gospels? Part 2 of this work investigates this issue.
Scholars who fall within the legendary-Jesus spectrum—especially the Christ myth theorists—typically argue that there is little-to-no independent information regarding a historical Jesus to be found in early non-Christian sources. Hence, the relative silence of non-Christian writers in the ancient world regarding Jesus is evidence that the Gospel portrait of him is most likely the stuff of later legend rather than history. We will investigate this perspective in chapter 4.
Some scholars who hold that the Jesus of the canonical Gospels is substantially legendary also argue that Paul, the first Christian writer, has little—or nothing-to say about the historical Jesus. Indeed, Christ myth theorists argue that Paul views Jesus as a cosmic savior figure, along the lines of a mystery-religion deity, not a historical person in the recent past. They argue that it was only later, when the Gospels were written, that a fictitious historical narrative was imposed on this mythical cosmic savior figure. We shall investigate the merits of this case in chapter 5.
WHAT ANCIENT NON-CHRISTIAN SOURCES SAY, AND DO NOT SAY, ABOUT JESUS
As we have noted, some legendary-Jesus theorists argue that, while it is at least possible, if not likely, an actual historical person named Jesus existed, he is so shrouded in legendary material that we can know very little about him. Others (i.e, Christ myth theorists) argue that we have no good reason to believe there ever was an actual historical person behind the legend. Yet some within both camps make much of the claim that there is little or no credible information about the historical Jesus to be found in first- and second-century non-Christian sources or in Paul, the earliest Christian source. Surely if a miracle-working prophet like the Jesus of the Gospels actually existed, it is argued, Paul and pagan contemporaries would have mentioned his feats and his teachings. Instead, they argue, we find a virtual silence. And this strongly suggests that the miracle-working teacher of the Gospels is mostly, if not entirely, legendary.
The next two chapters are devoted to considering these arguments. This chapter will investigate the alleged silence of non-Christian sources, and the next chapter the alleged silence of Paul. Our argument in these two chapters is that, as a matter of fact, both Paul and certain non-Christian sources do relate data about Jesus. While there is not a wealth of information from these sources, there is some, and the relatively little we find generally aligns with the view of Jesus provided in the Gospels. Additionally, there are plausible explanations for why there is a relatively small amount of information in these sources.
Christian scholars have long noted that a number of ancient non-Christian literary sources make mention of Jesus, including Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, Pliny the Younger, Thallus, Celsus, Lucian of Samosata, Mara bar Serapion, and certain Jewish rabbinic traditions. They have argued that not only do these sources attest to Jesus’s existence in history but also that some of them offer information that serves to corroborate certain aspects of Jesus’s life as recorded in the Gospels.
Against this, various legendary-Jesus theorists argue that each of these sources is historically suspect. The passages that seem to speak of Jesus are either passing on hearsay of what Christians claimed to be true, or they can be shown to be later interpolations introduced into the text by Christians.
What we have, then, is what the Christ myth theorist Earl Doherty calls “a conspiracy of silence.”1 He writes: “The Gospel Jesus and his story are … missing from the non-Christian record of the time. Philo of Alexandria, the Jewish historian Justus of Tiberius, Pliny the Elder as collector of reputed natural phenomena, early Roman satirists and philosophers; all are silent.”2
This silence, it is argued, is not at all what we would expect if the Gospel portraits of Jesus are at all accurate. According to Michael Martin,
Pagan witnesses indicate that there is no reliable evidence that supports the historicity of Jesus. This is surely surprising given the fact that Jesus was supposed to be a well-known person in the area of the world ruled by Rome. One would surely have supposed that there would have been some surviving records of Jesus if he did exist. Their absence, combined with the absence of Jewish records, suggests that [the negative evidence principle] applies and that we are justified in disbelieving that Jesus existed.3
To corroborate this “conspiracy of silence,” some legendary-Jesus theorists make much of the fact that the second-century apologist Justin Martyr seems to respond to an objection that Jesus never existed. On their reading, Justin’s Jewish dialogue partner Trypho argues that Christians accept “a groundless report” and have therefore “invent[ed] a Christ for yourselves.”4 Some legendary-Jesus theorists see this passage as ancient evidence that at least some early opponents of Christianity argued for Jesus’s nonhistoricity.5 Since opponents of Christianity were making this argument in the second century, while first- and second-century sources are silent, it is argued that we have good reason to suspect that the Jesus of the Gospels is largely, if not entirely, legendary.
Our response to this argument shall proceed along the following lines. We begin by addressing two important preliminary questions. Should we have expected pagan writers to notice Jesus? And is there any evidence that ancient critics of Christianity claimed that the figure of Jesus was largely or entirely an outright fabrication? Following this we shall examine all the extant references to Jesus in pagan sources. Following the procedure of Craig Evans, we will consider these sources in three groups.6
First, we shall consider what Evans terms “dubious sources”—sources that most scholars judge to contain no independent information about Jesus. We will then consider “sources of minimal value”—that may contain some independent information about Jesus, but the information is minimal and/or questionable. Finally, we shall consider three references found in two “important sources”—sources that provide significant information about Jesus and of which we can be relatively confident about. Because of their importance we shall consider these three references in some depth. We will first consider a reference to early Christians found in the early second-century Roman historian, Tacitus. We will then consider the first of two references to Jesus found in Josephus, a reference known as “the James Passage.” And, finally, we will examine the most famous—and most controversial—reference to Jesus found in a non-Christian source, a reference in Josephus known as the Testimonium Flavianum.
Two Preliminary Words
Would Pagan Writers Have Noticed Jesus?
Before we examine what, if anything, noncanonical sources have to say about Jesus, we need to address two preliminary questions. The first concerns whether we should expect Jesus to have been noticed by pagan writers, assuming the Gospels’ accounts of his ministry are rooted in history. Though we will argue shortly that the claim that no reliable non-Christian source mentions Jesus is mistaken, at the outset it must be conceded that there is relatively little mention of Jesus in these sources. The question is: How significant is this fact? Our contention is that it is not at all significant, for it is not at all surprising. Three points can be made here.
First, there is a problem with the assumption that if the Gospel accounts are true, Jesus would have been something of an international figure whom people in the first century would generally have been aware of. There is simply no reason to assume this. While the Gospels certainly speak of “crowds” occasionally following Jesus in Galilee, there is no reason to think that his reputation would have expanded much beyond this region. We must remember that information in the ancient world generally was disseminated by word of mouth and therefore traveled slowly and usually haphazardly.
But it is not even clear that Jesus would have captured the attention of most people in the region of Galilee. We must bear in mind that the early first century was a time of intense social and political unrest within Palestine. We know from Josephus and other sources that there were a number of religious and political movements and figures vying for people’s loyalties.7 So, while it is likely that many people in Galilee had heard about this miracle-working preacher who was delivering a radical new message, and while large crowds would have attended a sermon here or there (e.g., Mark 6:32—44), it is also likely that for many Jesus was just another “voice in the crowd.” It seems unreasonable, then, to assume that Roman historians in the first or second century would have heard about Jesus.
Second, even if Roman historians had heard about Jesus, we have no reason to suppose they would have been interested in him. During this period, there were countless religious figures and movements existing throughout the Roman Empire, with new ones arising all the time. Why would any Roman writer be interested in this one? As John Meier notes, “Jesus was a marginal Jew leading a marginal movement in a marginal province of a vast Roman Empire.” As such, it would be surprising if “any learned Jew or pagan would have known or referred to him at all in the 1st or early 2nd century.”8
Third, we must remember that most of the literature of the ancient world has been lost. For example, the writings of the Roman historian Tacitus exist in only two manuscripts, and it is believed they contain only about half of what he actually wrote.9 This leaves open the possibility that Jesus was in fact referred to by various ancient writers but that these works or sections of their works were lost. This is, of course, an argument from silence. But then again, the entire argument by legendary-Jesus theorists at this point is one from silence.
Trypho as a “Christ Myth” Theorist?
A second preliminary question we must address concerns a cryptic sentence written by a second-century critic of Christianity named Trypho. In the course of answering the critique of Trypho—a non-Christian Jew—Justin Martyr records him as saying that Christ, “if indeed he has been born, and exists anywhere—is unknown.” Trypho adds that Christians have accepted “a groundless report” and have “invent[ed] a Christ for [themselves].”10 What makes this reference significant is that some scholars interpret Trypho as denying that Jesus existed. This interpretation then grounds the argument that perhaps other non-Christians in the ancient world doubted Jesus’s historical existence. This, some argue, lends credence to the view of the most radical legendary-Jesus theorists, who insist the Jesus figure of the Gospels is entirely mythological. Two considerations demonstrate the weakness of this line of argumentation.
First, even if we grant for the moment that Trypho doubted Jesus’s existence, this hardly constitutes a credible argument for Jesus’s nonhistoricity. This would be the only place where we learn of such a charge in the ancient world, and we have no reason to conclude that it reflects a widespread sentiment. What is more, even if Trypho is doubting Jesus’s existence, his doubt is expressed over a hundred years after the time Christians claim Jesus lived and died—a fairly safe time for someone hostile to Christianity to concoct a “Jesus never existed” theory, since by this time all eyewitnesses would have been dead.
Second, and far more significant, there is no reason whatsoever to interpret Trypho’s statement as suggesting that Jesus never existed. If read carefully, it becomes clear that his argument is not about Jesus, but about the Messiah, the “Christ.” The passage we are concerned with reads as follows:
But [the] Christ-if He has indeed been born, and exists anywhere-is unknown, and does not even know Himself, and has no power until Elias comes to anoint him, and make him manifest to all. And you, having accepted a groundless report, invent a Christ for yourselves, and for his sake you are inconsiderately perishing.11
Trypho is not denying that Jesus existed. He is simply denying that Jesus is the Christ, God’s anointed Messiah. As a Jew, Trypho believes that if the one who is to be the Christ has already been born, he is yet unknown and in fact does not yet know that he is the Messiah. For, according to Trypho’s particular brand of Judaism, the Messiah can have no power until Elijah appears and reveals him. Since Jesus was not revealed by Elijah, Trypho judges the Christian claim that Jesus was the Christ to be unfounded. He thus believes Christians have “invented a Christ for [themselves]” and are therefore “perishing.” Trypho is not arguing that Christians invented Jesus. Indeed, his argument is actually predicated on Jesus’s historical existence, for he is arguing that Christians invented a false conception of Christ and applied it to Jesus. The fact that Trypho assumes Jesus existed throughout the remainder of his debate with Justin Martyr further confirms our interpretation.12
Hence, we have no reason to think that Trypho, or anyone else in the first and second centuries, denied that Jesus existed. Given that Christianity had numerous enemies in the ancient world who wanted to expose it as a lie, the absence of this criticism is noteworthy, especially if Jesus was a fabricated figure, as Christ myth theorists contend. We are being asked to accept that the Jesus story was a fabricated myth, even though all the earliest opponents of this supposed myth presuppose it is not a fabrication in the very process of critiquing it.
Having addressed these two preliminary matters, we turn to an examination of specific references to Jesus in pagan sources. As noted above, we shall make use of Craig Evans’s three categories of “dubious sources,” “sources of minimal value,” and, finally, three references that fall within his category of “important sources.”
Dubious Sources
Rabbinic Traditions
The first “dubious” source is the rabbinic Jewish tradition.13 Although a few Christian apologists claim that rabbinic Jewish sources provide us with historically relevant information about Jesus, there are three considerations that lead us to a more negative conclusion.
First, the earliest rabbinic sources date from the late second to the third century and the most celebrated material even later than this. This alone raises questions about the historical value of this material. To illustrate, we possess a rabbinic account of Jesus’s life (Toledot Yeshu) that claims, among other things, that Jesus was born out of wedlock, grew up acting disrespectful toward Jewish leaders, and mastered magical practices to gain a following. It also claims that Jesus’s body was found after his death. Were this a first- or even second-century document, it might be of historical interest. However, the Toledot Yeshu was compiled in the fifth century. True, Toledot Yeshu and other Jewish literature contain traditions that predate them, but the relatively late date and clear polemical focus of Toledot Yeshu and other rabbinic references to Jesus render them suspect as historical sources. They tell us something about Jewish polemics against the early Christian movement, but nothing reliably about Jesus.14
Second, in a number of instances it is not entirely clear that the rabbinic text is even talking about Jesus. For example, some have tried to argue that Ben Pandera (or Pantere), Ben Stada, and even Balaam, referred to in various rabbinic writings, are actually references to Jesus (e.g., Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 67a; Shabbat 104b). But there is simply no solid evidence to support these speculations.15
Third, in those instances where it seems certain that an author is referring to Jesus, there are textual indications that the material is dependent upon earlier Christian claims and/or anti-Christian propaganda. For example, Jesus is presented as being illegitimately born of a tryst between Mary and a Roman soldier named Panthera. It is significant that Panthera appears to be a play on the Greek word for virgin (parthenos). Hence, many scholars conclude that this story is nothing more than a contrived attack on the Christian claim that Jesus was born of a virgin.16
While the rabbinic material gives us insight into how some Jews reacted polemically against the Jesus tradition, it does not represent early, independent, or historically reliable information about Jesus. The only truly significant point about this literature is that, though it sometimes credits Jesus’s power to sorcery, magic, or the devil himself, it never denies that Jesus performed miracles—let alone that Jesus existed.
The Qur’an
A second source of dubious value is the Qur’an. The Qur’an mentions Mary (e.g., suras 4, 5, 19) and Jesus—or Isa—a number of times (e.g., on Jesus’s miraculous birth, see 3:42—49; 66:12). However, there are significant reasons to call into question the historical basis of a number of its claims about Jesus.17 For one thing, the Qur’an dates from the seventh century, far too late to be taken seriously as a reliable independent source of information about Jesus. Second, the claim is made that Jesus did not die on a cross but was taken up to heaven by Allah (4:157—58). However, if there is any fact of Jesus’s life that has been established by a broad consensus, it is the fact of Jesus’s crucifixion. For the Qur’an to get it wrong at this most fundamental point raises serious questions about the historical reliability of any claim it makes about Jesus.
Sources of Minimal Value
We turn now to Evans’s second category of non-Christian sources: sources that are of minimal value. These are sources that may confirm that Jesus existed and perhaps even parallel some aspects of the Gospel accounts, but the information is meager and uncertain. There are six sources that fit into this category.
Thallus
The first source is an obscure first-century writer named Thallus. In one of the surviving fragments of the work of the third-century Christian historian Julius Africanus, we find a reference to a Roman historian named Thallus who apparently wrote a now-lost three-volume chronicle of world history in the mid-50s.18 In this fragment Julius is discussing the darkness that fell on the land during Jesus’s crucifixion. In the course of his brief discussion, he makes an offhand reference to Thallus, saying: “In the third book of his history Thallus calls this darkness an eclipse of the sun—wrongly in my opinion.”19
In the eyes of some, this reference provides us with the earliest non-Christian reference to the crucifixion of Jesus. Specifically, from this perspective, it provides independent confirmation of the Gospel account of the unusual darkness that fell when Jesus was crucified (Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44—45). According to others, however, it provides nothing of the sort.
For one thing, critics argue, it is not clear that Thallus was referring to the time of Jesus’s crucifixion. This interpretation is provided by Julius. For another, even if Thallus was originally referring to the time of Jesus’s crucifixion, the source of this information may have been the Christian tradition itself. In this case, Thallus was taking the Christian claim that darkness fell during Jesus’s crucifixion as fact but offering an alternative explanation for it.20 In either case, it is argued, Julius’s reference to Thallus cannot be taken as providing any independent historical corroboration of the Gospel incident.
Two considerations make us hesitant to concede the critics’ point. First, though it is not altogether impossible, it strikes us as highly unlikely that a Roman historian would take the claims of a recent and relatively minor religious sect so seriously that it would warrant a counter explanation—unless he believed it to be true on other grounds. We must remember that Thallus was writing a mere two decades after the unusual “eclipse” allegedly took place.
Second, we think it very improbable that Julius provided the interpretation that the eclipse Thallus spoke of was the unusual darkness that fell during Jesus’s crucifixion. Unlike us, Julius was aware of the full context of Thallus’s quote. With this in mind, we have to ask why Julius argued that Thallus was mistaken in explaining away the darkness that occurred during Jesus’s crucifixion? As Maurice Goguel has argued, if Julius had simply found a reference to an eclipse that corresponded to the time of Jesus’s crucifixion, it seems he would have taken this as confirming the Christian tradition, not as a counter explanation he had to argue against.21
For these reasons, it seems to us more likely than not that Thallus’s remark constitutes the earliest evidence of Jesus outside the New Testament and plausibly the earliest non-Christian confirmation of an aspect of the Gospel account of the crucifixion.
Mara bar Serapion
Sometime between the late first century and the third century, a man named Mara bar Serapion wrote a letter to his son from prison. In it he warns his son, who apparently was a governing official, of the folly of persecuting wise and good men. He recounts the woes that fell on the Athenians after murdering Socrates. He speaks of the hardships that fell on the Samosians after putting Pythagoras to death. And, most significant for our purposes, he refers to the mistake the Jews made when they killed “their wise king, because their kingdom was taken away at that very time.”22 No one doubts that the reference to the loss of the Jewish kingdom refers to the destruction of Jerusalem and the scattering of the Jews in 70 CE. Hence, some argue that this letter gives us an independent reference to the death of Jesus.
Other scholars are not convinced of this, however. The reference to the “wise king” may be to someone other than Jesus. If Serapion wanted to refer to Jesus, they argue, why did he not do so by name, as he did Socrates and Pythagoras? But even if the reference is to Jesus, they contend, we know that some early Christians believed Jerusalem was destroyed as divine punishment for the crucifixion of Jesus, and so it may be that Serapion was simply passing on this unsubstantiated hearsay to his son. Related to this, the letter may be as late as the third century, by which time aspects of the Christian tradition had widely circulated throughout the Roman Empire. Thus, many argue that this passage cannot be treated as an independent attestation of Jesus’s existence or of his death.
In response, it seems to us that the suggestion that Serapion is referring to someone other than Jesus is a stretch. We know both from New Testament authors and Josephus that Jesus was regarded by Christians and even some non-Christians as both “wise” and, in some sense, a “king” (Mark 15:26; Antiquities 18.3.3.63). Moreover, Serapion clearly assumed his son would know who he was referring to, otherwise his reference to this “wise king” has no point. How many Jews, martyred before the destruction of Jerusalem, were known by pagans throughout the Roman Empire in the second or third centuries as “wise kings”—to the point of possibly being household names, on a par with Socrates and Pythagorus? It would seem that Jesus is the only viable candidate.
The objection that Serapion may be dependent upon Christian sources for his information carries more weight, especially in light of the fact that the dating of this letter has not been firmly established. However, as we have already suggested, it is clear that Serapion was not himself a Christian. Immediately following his reference to Jesus being “a wise king,” he says, “nor is the wise king [dead], because of the new laws he laid down.” In this respect, Serapion argues, he is like Socrates, who lives on in the teachings of Plato, and Pythagorus, who lives on in the statue of Juno.23 We submit that it is extremely unlikely that a Christian would have discussed with his son how Jesus continues to “live on” without mentioning the resurrection, or that he would have compared the postmortem life of Jesus to that of Socrates or Pythagorus. So, while we cannot rule out the possibility that Serapion is dependent on Christian teachings for his information, we have no reason to assume that he was. And even if this was the case, Serapion’s letter at the very least suggests that some pagans between the first and third centuries did not question the existence of Jesus. Indeed, it suggests that some held him in a positive light and believed he was put to death unjustly.
Pliny the Younger
Pliny the Younger, the nephew and adopted son of Pliny the Elder, was a Roman senator, lawyer, and civilian administrator. He published nine books of letters in his own time. In about the year 110 CE, while governor of Bithynia, Pliny wrote to the Emperor Trajan asking him for advice on dealing with Christians in his territory. In the course of the letter, Pliny recounts information about Christians he had gathered from people who had defected from the faith under threat of death. He says,
They [the former Christians] assured me that the sum total of their error consisted in the fact that they regularly assembled on a certain day before daybreak. They recited a hymn antiphonally to Christus as if to a god, and bound themselves with an oath not to commit any crime, but to abstain from theft, robbery, adultery, breach of faith, and embezzlement of property entrusted to them. After this it was their custom to separate, and then to come together again to partake of a meal, but of an ordinary and innocent one.24
Those legendary-Jesus theorists who deny Jesus’s historical existence point out that this is a report about what Christians themselves believed about “Christ”—not as a historical figure, but as a mythical savior god. As G. A. Wells puts it,
His letter demonstrates no more than that Christians existed in the early second century and worshipped Christ…. it represented what, by then, Christians believed, not what was necessarily historically the case.25
Hence, Wells and others argue that while this report gives us insight into the beliefs and practices of Christians in the early second century, it cannot be treated as providing any independent historical information.
This much is true. At the same time, however, it is interesting that Pliny notes that Christ was worshipped by Christians “as if “ (Latin, quasi) he were a god. This may suggest that both Pliny and the former Christians he interrogated assumed that Jesus was a historical person. Pliny was simply reporting that Christians worship this man as a god.26 Still, Pliny is dependent on the ex-Christians he interrogated for his information, so this reference provides no independent attestation to the historical existence of Jesus.27
This source is nevertheless valuable not only because it likely indicates that both Christians and non-Christians assumed Jesus was a historical person at the beginning of the second century, but also because it demonstrates that by this time the Christian movement had become numerous enough in the region of Bithynia to be problematic to its ruler. This is remarkable for a religion that had been around for less than eighty years and in varying degrees had been persecuted from its inception.
What is more, Pliny’s testimony tells us that the Christians of this time worshipped Jesus as God, a point that confirms the view of Jesus given by the New Testament. Indeed, it tells us that some Christians were willing to die for this belief, even though the information Pliny gathered came from others who decided to defect from the faith to spare their lives.
Suetonius
In the fifth volume of his Lives of the Caesars, the Roman historian Suetonius refers to the expulsion of Jews from Rome during Claudius’s reign in 49 CE. Writing in about 120 CE, he notes that Claudius “expelled the Jews from Rome, since they were always making disturbances because of the instigator Chrestus.”28 Some scholars argue that this reference to Chrestus is a reference to “Christ” (Jesus).
Objectors point out that the passage simply refers to some otherwise unknown troublemaker named Chrestus and argue that the attempt to link “Chrestus” with “Christ” is nothing more than unwarranted speculation.29 But even if the reference is to Christ, others argue, Suetonius is probably dependent upon Christian hearsay for his information. As Doherty puts it, “Even if Chrestus refers to Christ, the original situation may have related to Roman Christians who followed a mythic Christ … [Suetonius] may have been influenced by Christian hearsay in Rome about the reputed founder of the movement.”30
Of course, it is true that we do not know what Suetonius used for his source and thus cannot rule out his using Christian hearsay. But it seems unlikely that a Roman historian of the stature of Suetonious, who we know had access to Roman libraries and archives, would pay any serious attention to, let alone solely rely on, hearsay from a discredited minor religious sect.31 This supposition becomes even more unlikely when we consider that Suetonius is speaking of an edict from a Roman official that in all probability would have been recorded in official court documents.
It is also true that, while the identification of Chrestus with Christ is speculative, it is hardly an unreasonable conjecture. It is significant that Chrestus was a common name among Gentiles but never used by Jews, so far as we know.32 At the same time, one can easily understand Suetonius mistaking a Jewish title (“Christ”) he was unfamiliar with for a common Greek name and thus emending it to Chrestus.33
It is also significant that Luke tells us that the Jews were temporarily expelled from Rome by Claudius in 49 CE (Acts 18:2). It is very easy to surmise that Suetonius (or his source) mistakenly understood a riot that had broken out over the preaching of Christ as being instigated by Christ himself, whom, as we have suggested, he mistook to be the proper Greek name Chrestus. While certainty is impossible, at the very least we have here an early non-Christian source that confirms Luke’s accuracy about the expulsion of Jews by Claudius.
Celsus
In the late second century, the Neoplatonist philosopher Celsus wrote the first known full-scale attack on Christianity, titled True Doctrine.34 Celsus denigrates the idea of the virgin birth and claims that Jesus was illegitimately born when Mary committed adultery. He argues that Jesus grew up to be a small and ugly man, that he gathered a small following of sailors and tax collectors, and that he amazed them with displays of sorcery and magic, a craft Celsus says he learned in Egypt. Celsus further claims that Jesus taught his disciples to beg and steal for a living and that when he died, hysterical women reported a resurrection.35
We know from Celsus’s own work that he was familiar with a number of New Testament texts as well as other Christian apologetic works. There is therefore little reason to suppose that Celsus had access to any independent sources of information about Jesus. Add to this the fact that his work is intensely polemical—often resorting to caricature and lampooning—and we must conclude that there is little of historical value in Celsus’s work as it concerns Jesus.
The one point that is worth noting concerns Celsus’s contention that Jesus was a sorcerer and a magician. This was a common explanation for Jesus’s supernatural ministry among early opponents of Christianity, especially among Jews. According to the Gospels, even during his lifetime adversaries alleged that Jesus cast out demons through the power of the devil (e.g., Mark 3:22). What is significant is that no one in the ancient world seems to have flatly denied that Jesus performed miracles—let alone that he existed. Rather, they grant that he was a wonder-worker but offer a different manner of explanation for how he performed his feats. And this, it seems, is difficult to explain on the assumption that the Jesus story was nothing more than a recently created legend. If the Jesus story was in fact a recent legend, it seems the ancient critics could have, and most certainly would have, argued this point instead of wasting time offering counterexplanations for his miracles.
Lucian of Samosata
A final reference of minor importance comes from Lucian’s work, The Death of Peregrinus, written sometime after 165 CE. In this work Lucian warns his readers about the dangers of the teachings of the Christians, for he holds that these teachings contributed to the ruin of Peregrinus. In the course of his warning, he refers to Christ as “that other whom [Christians] still worship, the man who was crucified in Palestine because he introduced this new cult into the world.” And he continues:
[The Christians’] first lawgiver persuaded them that they are all brothers of one another after they have transgressed once for all by denying the Greek gods and by worshipping the crucified sophist himself and living according to his laws. Therefore they despise all things equally and regard them common, without certain evidence accepting such things.36
Since Christian claims were well known in most quarters of the Roman Empire by the late second century, some legendary-Jesus theorists argue that we must assume that all Lucian’s information was based on secondhand reports “of what Christians now believed about their origins.”37 It thus does not represent anything like independent, reliable information about Jesus.
We are not entirely convinced of this. It may be significant that the word Lucian uses for crucifixion (anaskolopizein) is not the common one, and certainly not the one used in the Gospels (stauroun). It literally means “to impale,” which is not how any early Christian described Jesus’s death. This deviation from Christian tradition may indicate that Lucian is relying on an independent tradition. As Craig Evans points out, it “suggests that Lucian’s knowledge of Jesus, ‘the man crucified in Palestine,’ may not be limited to Christian tradition.”38
Tacitus
Having addressed the dubious sources and sources of minimal value, we now consider three references that fall within Evans’s third category of non-Christian sources—“important sources.” With Evans, we concur that these texts are the most convincing examples of ancient, independent, non-Christian sources about Jesus. We first consider a passage from the early second-century Roman historian, Tacitus.
Cornelius Tacitus was proconsul of Asia for two years (112–113 CE) and author of the Annals and the Histories, both of which survive today only in portions. The Annals, Tacitus’s last and unfinished work, covers the period from Augustus through Nero (14–68 CE) and was composed in at least sixteen volumes. Only parts of books 1–4 and 12–15 have survived.
The portion of the Annals that is of interest to us (15.44) was most likely written around 115 CE. The passage comes in the context of a discussion of the great fire of Rome under Nero’s reign. Here Tacitus reports:
Therefore, to stop the rumor [that the burning of Rome had taken place by order], Nero substituted as culprits, and punished in the utmost refinements of cruelty, a class of men, loathed for their vices, whom the crowd styled Christians. Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus, and the pernicious superstition was checked for a moment, only to break out once more, not merely in Judea, the home of the disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue.39
If Tacitus’s statement can be trusted, it tells us three things about Jesus. First, it confirms that the time of his execution was during the reign of Tiberius (14–37 CE) and during Pilate’s governorship (26–36 CE). Second, it confirms that Jesus’s death was by execution order of the Roman governor of Judea, Pilate. And third, it claims that the movement was temporarily suppressed but broke out again even in Rome. The passage thus gives further evidence that in the span of three decades (since the time of Tiberius and Pilate) the Christian movement had grown to the point where it could be made a plausible scapegoat for a Roman emperor.40 If this passage is authentic and reliable, therefore, it is of some significance in confirming certain aspects of the Gospels’ record about Jesus.
Questioning Tacitus
Not all scholars agree that the Tacitus passage can be trusted, however. Four major arguments have been raised against the authenticity and/or reliability of this passage.
First, a few scholars have suggested that this passage could be a later Christian interpolation.41 The fact that the passage is never quoted by later Christian writers is sometimes taken as evidence in support of this claim.
Second, Tacitus identifies Pontius Pilate as a “procurator” of Judea when we now know from an ancient inscription that the official term usually used for Pilate’s position during his reign was “prefect.”42 “Procurator” was the term used in Tacitus’s day and, it is argued, he anachronistically applied it to Pilate. Some argue that this calls into question his reliability as a historian and thus calls into question the information reported in this passage.
Third, Tacitus refers to the founder of the Christian movement as “Christus,” the Christian title for Jesus, instead of “Jesus,” his legal name. To some this suggests that Tacitus relied on “popular Christian mythology” for his information about Jesus’s execution rather than reliable, independent information (e.g., official Roman records).43
Fourth, some argue that it is unlikely that the trial of a minor insurrectionist would have been recorded in Roman records. And even if it had, it is unlikely that Tacitus would have had access to these archives. Not only this, but even if Tacitus had such access, there is no reason to suppose he would have been motivated to investigate the Christian claim about Jesus’s execution under Pilate. Hence, some conclude, we have compelling reasons to suppose that this passage in the Annals is based on nothing more than early second-century Christian hearsay.
There are several things that can be said in response to each of these arguments.
Is the Passage a Christian Interpolation?
There is no compelling reason to think the passage under consideration is an interpolation. While the earliest extant manuscript is dated to the eleventh century, the manuscript tradition of the Annals is nonetheless stable in its inclusion of the essential elements of this passage.44 Moreover, there is nothing about the passage that suggests a Christian inserted it. To the contrary, it is rather difficult to imagine a Christian describing Christianity as a deadly “superstition” that fosters “shameful” acts. What is more, one would not expect a Christian interpolator to leave the account of Christian origins with Jesus’s execution. Rather, one would expect a Christian interpolator to at least allude to Jesus’s resurrection, such as we find with the clear interpolation into Josephus’s account of Jesus (see below).
The fact that the Tacitus passage is never cited by early Christian writers hardly supports the interpolation theory. It is not clear how well known Tacitus’s work was to later Christian authors. But even if we assume it was known, it is hard to imagine what purpose Christian authors would have had for quoting a passage that is so demeaning to their faith. We thus find ourselves in agreement with John Meier when he concludes: “Despite some feeble attempts to show that this text is a Christian interpolation in Tacitus, the passage is obviously genuine.”45
The Use of an Anachronistic Title
What are we to make of the fact that Tacitus identified Pilate by an anachronistic title? In our view, not much. First, our estimation of this or any other passage in Tacitus must be made in light of our assessment of Tacitus’s trustworthiness as a historian in general. Interestingly, there is virtually unanimous agreement among scholars that Tacitus was, by ancient standards, a very careful historian.46 He read widely, used multiple sources when available, and held a healthy sense of caution toward his sources.47 According to Arnaldo Momigliano, Tacitus was “a writer whose reliability cannot be seriously questioned.”48 Indeed, some scholars regard him as “the most accurate of all Roman historians.”49 Whatever else we make of his anachronistic ascription of Pilate’s office, therefore, it should not be taken as evidence that he was generally unreliable.
Regarding the ascription itself, it is entirely possible that Tacitus was intentionally anachronistic for the sake of clarity. Since “procurator” was the accepted title of Pilate’s position among Tacitus’s audience, he may have used the term knowing full well that the position used to be titled “prefect.” But it is even more likely that we are making too much of the distinction between “procurator” and “prefect” in the ancient world, for the evidence suggests that these terms were rather fluid in the first century.
For example, though the “Pilate stone” discovered at Caesarea Maritima gives Pilate the title “prefect,” both Philo (Legat. 38) and Josephus (Jewish War 2.9.2.169) refer to him as “procurator” (Greek epitropos), just as Tacitus does. In fact, Josephus sometimes uses the two terms interchangeably.50 In light of this, Murray Harris writes:
It seems reasonable to suppose that there was a certain fluidity of terminology regarding the titles of the governor of Judea, at least in popular usage, during the period A.D. 6–66, but that from A.D. 6–41 the titles praefectus or pro legato predominated, while after the reconstitution of the province, from A.D. 44–66, the term procurator (= epitropos) became the common designation. During both periods, however, the unofficial term “governor” (hegemon) was also used, as it is in the New Testament of Pilate (e.g., Mt. 27:2; Lk 20:20; also Jos. Ant. [18.3.1.55]) and other Roman officials governing Judea (e.g., Acts 23:26; 26:30).
Hence, regarding Tacitus’s alleged “mistake,” Harris concludes, “We can scarcely accuse Tacitus … of being inaccurate or ill-informed on this point.”51
Did Tacitus Rely on Hearsay?
No compelling case can be made that Tacitus is relying on hearsay in this passage simply because he referred to the founder of the Christian movement as “Christ” rather than by his proper name. For one thing, it is improbable that Tacitus, who elsewhere proves himself to be a reliable historian who routinely consults sources, would at this point rely solely on the hearsay of a group he himself identifies as a “pernicious superstition” and as evil.52 Moreover, by the early second century “Christ” and “Jesus” could be used interchangeably, both by Christians and non-Christians. Thus we need not suppose that Tacitus’s use of the title “Christ” reflects a sole dependency on Christians as his source of information.
Additionally, it is important to note that the passage we are concerned with is not about Jesus per se but about Christians. Tacitus only mentions “Christ” in order to explain the origin of the term “Christians.” A reference to “Jesus” at this point would not have explained the term “Christian” and thus would have been completely beside the point.53 We conclude, then, that Tacitus’s use of “Christ” in no way undermines the independent historical value of this passage.
Related to this, there is no reason to suppose that Tacitus would not have been interested in substantiating his information about Christians and would not have had access to official documents to do so.54 Tacitus consistently demonstrates a motivation to critically check his sources. We have no reason to suppose he would not have been so motivated here. In fact, three considerations lead us to conclude that, if anything, Tacitus would have been more motivated than usual to check out his sources on this topic.
First, the subject of the passage is an official action taken by a Roman emperor. Second, Tacitus consistently reflects an unusual fascination with, and animosity toward, “pretenders” and superstitions, particularly those connected with claims of having been raised from the dead.55 And third, throughout his work Tacitus is very concerned with the happenings of members of the royal court, and there is some indication that several members of the royal family had aligned themselves with this “cult.”56
All of this explains why Tacitus speaks so acrimoniously about the “pernicious superstition” of the Christian movement, even though he is clearly moved by the horrendous pain Nero inflicted on them. But it also suggests that, if ever Tacitus would have been concerned to check out his information, it would have been in a context such as the one we are considering.
Would Tacitus Have Had Access to Official Documents?
Tacitus may have had the motivation to carefully investigate his sources, but would he have had the means? A rather solid case can be made that he would have. We must remember that Tacitus was a person of some renown. He was a widely respected orator and held a number of esteemed governmental posts, including proconsul of Asia and Roman consulship. He was well connected, being friends with Pliny the Younger and married to a daughter of Britain’s governor, Julius Agricola. If anyone would have had access to court documents, it would have been someone like Tacitus.
What we do know is that Tacitus had access to the Acta Senatus—the Senate’s archives of its own activities—for he cites these archives twice in his work (Annals 5.4; 15.74), and his further use of them is implied by his detailed reports of Senate happenings.57 Any official communications about Jesus’s crucifixion, or even communications that incidentally mention the matter, may well have been found in these archives. It is therefore possible that Tacitus consulted such correspondence for his information about the crucifixion of Jesus under Pilate. At the same time, there were other sources that would have been readily available to Tacitus, including Rome’s public libraries, the Acta Diurna (a daily gazette), biographies, letters, and speeches.
Since Tacitus does not tell us where he acquired his information (a practice that is typical for ancient historians), we can never move beyond an educated guess. What seems clear, however, is that, whatever his sources may have been, Tacitus consistently “distinguishes fact from rumor with a scrupulosity rare in any ancient historian.”58 A report of Tacitus “very seldom shows him to be false to fact.” And “when the sources differ and the truth is hard to decipher, [Tacitus] takes refuge in ambiguous language or the balance of alternative and sometimes spiteful variants.”59
We thus have every reason to assume that, had Tacitus been forced to rely solely on the rumors of a “pernicious superstition” for his report, he would have given us some indication of this fact. At the very least, we would have expected him to qualify his report by saying something like, “Christians claim that Christus, the author of their name, had suffered the death penalty.” But he does nothing of the sort. His report of Jesus’s crucifixion under Pilate is given with the same confidence, and in the same breath, as his report about Christians suffering under Nero. We have as much reason to trust Tacitus regarding the former report as we do the latter.
All these considerations suggest Tacitus is an independent—and thus important—non-Christian source about Jesus. Tacitus’s report demonstrates that a mere thirty years after Jesus died (hence while many living witnesses of the founder were still alive) his followers were willing to be put to death for their faith, and in ways that were so barbaric it moved a very unsympathetic Roman historian to pity them.60 Thus, Tacitus’s report provides solid, independent, non-Christian evidence for the life and death of Jesus, the remarkable resolve of his earliest followers, and the astounding early growth of the movement he founded.
Josephus’s “James Passage”
The second important non-Christian source is undoubtedly the most significant. Flavius Josephus is the single most important Jewish historian of the ancient world. His two most important works are The Antiquities of the Jews, which traces Jewish history from creation to his own day, and The Wars of the Jews (Jewish War), which chronicles Jewish history from the Maccabean revolt to the fall of Masada in 73 CE. While scholars agree that Josephus is often biased and self-serving in his writings, most also agree that he is in general a rather reliable historian.61 As noted earlier, there are two passages in Josephus’s Antiquities that mention Jesus.62 In this section we will consider the shorter and less significant of the two. This passage—often referred to as “the James passage”—simply mentions Jesus in passing as a means of identifying his brother James. It reads,
When, therefore, Ananus [the high priest] was of this [angry] disposition, he thought he had now a proper opportunity [to exercise his authority]. Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon the road. So he assembled the sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James.” (Antiquities 20.9.1)63
If this passage is authentic, it not only confirms the existence of Jesus but also the New Testament’s claim that James was the brother of Jesus. This latter point is especially significant because Paul mentions James, the brother of the Lord, as a contemporary of his (Gal. 1:19). This means that Paul would have viewed Jesus as a recent contemporary, thereby refuting the Christ myth theory that Paul thought of Jesus as a mythological figure who lived in the distant past. If authentic, the passage forces the question of how Jesus could have arisen to the status of the embodiment of Yahweh by means of legendary accretion while his brother was still alive—indeed, with his brother becoming one of his followers! This is not at all easy to explain, especially in a first-century Palestinian Jewish context. It forces us to consider strongly the possibility that Jesus was in fact the kind of figure presented in the Gospels.
The Case for the Inauthenticity of the “James Passage”
Not all scholars agree that this passage is authentic, however.64 Some, including the evangelical scholar Graham Twelftree, suspect it is a Christian interpolation.65 There are eight considerations that are offered by various scholars in support of this view.
THE MANUSCRIPT PROBLEM
The textual support for Josephus’s Antiquities is sparse. We possess only a dozen manuscripts of Antiquities, and the three Greek manuscripts that are most reliable date from the thirteenth century. The large gap between the original and the extant copies of Antiquities makes it easy to suppose Christians inserted their own ideas at some point in the text’s transmission.
THE MENTION OF CHRISTOS (MESSIAH)
Though Josephus mentions many “messiah” figures, he never uses the term “Christos” in his works except in connection with Jesus. As a pro-Roman historian, his avoidance of this term makes sense since this term was associated with political revolutionaries in some quarters. To some, this suggests that he did not pen either of the passages that mention Jesus.
THE ISSUE OF “LEGOMENOS”
Some have argued that Josephus refers to Jesus as the “so-called Christ” and have argued that no Christian would have spoken of Christ in this way. Hence the passage is authentic. But others argue the term legomenos need not be translated in this way. The term can be translated as “called” or “said to be.” This is its clear meaning in several New Testament passages (Matt. 1:16; 27:17, 22; John 4:25). The fact that these passages link the term with Jesus strengthens the suspicion that a Christian wrote this.66
THE ORDER OF JAMES AND JESUS
The fact that Josephus mentions Jesus before James suggests to some that this passage is a Christian insertion. As Christ myth theorist Earl Doherty puts it, “Why would Josephus think to make the Jesus idea paramount, placing it before the James one?.”67
THE VIEW OF ANANUS
The passage involves a very negative assessment of Ananus the high priest. However, when Josephus mentions Ananus in his earlier work, Jewish War (4.5.2), he is quite positive about him. Tessa Rajak notes this “startling divergence from the previous assessment,” and on this basis concludes against the authenticity of the James passage.68 One can easily imagine a Christian interpolator writing a scathing assessment of the high priest who had executed James, a hero of the early church.
EVIDENCE OF TEXTUAL ALTERATION
The third-century theologian Origen reported that Josephus believed Jerusalem fell because God was punishing the Jews for killing James (Against Celsus 1.47). No extant text of Antiquities contains this commentary. This information seems to have been inserted into the version of the text Origen was using, and the only ones who held the perspective expressed in this insertion were Christians.69 Even though this particular interpolation did not survive into our present text, it suggests that Christians were tampering with Josephus’s texts, and thus indirectly casts suspicion on the “James Passage.”
THE FLOW OF THE PASSAGE
The passage reads naturally without any reference to Jesus; nothing is lost if Jesus’s name is removed. Since the story is about Ananus, not James, there would be no need for Josephus to include an additional qualifier on James. A Christian interpolator, however, would have obvious motive to add this qualifier.70
THE OPAQUENESS OF THE REFERENCE
Finally, it is not clear why Josephus would mention “Jesus, who was called Christ” as a way of clarifying who James is, for his audience arguably would have known no more about Jesus than they would have about James.
Arguments for the Authenticity of the “James Passage”
The case against the authenticity of the “James passage” is formidable, and to some decisive. Nevertheless, there are several considerations that, in the minds of many other scholars, suffice to defuse these objections and render it more probable than not that the passage is authentic.
THE MANUSCRIPT TRADITION
It is true that the manuscript evidence for Antiquities is scant, but it is not more so than for most other ancient works. Hence the appeal to the possibility of interpolations on the basis of the lack of a more robust manuscript tradition is not very compelling in and of itself.
THE NEUTRALITY OF THE TEXT
As Craig Evans has noted, it is significant that there is in this passage “nothing Christian, or positive, in the reference to James or Jesus. The whole point seems to be to explain why Ananus was deposed as High Priest.”71 If a Christian had added this passage, one would have thought that much more would have been made of James and especially of Jesus. Instead, as John Meier points out, all we have here is “a passing, almost blasé reference to someone called James.”72 Once the force of this observation is recognized, the burden of proof begins to shift toward those who claim it as a Christian interpolation.
THE NEGATIVE ASSESSMENT OF ANANUS
We saw above that Tessa Rajak and others argue that the negative assessment of Ananus in this passage contradicts Josephus’s earlier positive assessment in Jewish War (4.5.2). This argument is not particularly strong, however. For one thing, we frequently find tensions between accounts of the same event in Jewish War and Antiquities, as a number of scholars have noted.73 But even more important, we can detect an unmistakable negative shift in Josephus’s general attitude toward Jewish religious and political leadership between these two works.74 The negative view of Ananus in this passage is consistent with this general shift. Therefore, nothing of any significance can be read into it.
THE WAY JAMES IS DESIGNATED
Early Christians did not refer to James in the matter-of-fact way this passage does—simply calling him “the brother of Jesus.” Rather, they tended to use more laudable titles such as “the brother of the Lord” or “the brother of the Savior.”75 This observation favors viewing this passage as authentic.
THE MANNER OF JAMES’S MARTYRDOM
The account of James’s martyrdom in Josephus differs noticeably from the traditional Christian account. From Eusebius, Hegesippus, and Clement of Alexandria, we learn that early Christians believed James was first thrown from the battlement of the temple by scribes and Pharisees. They then began to stone him but were stopped by a priest. Finally, James was clubbed to death by laundrymen. In contradiction to this, Josephus says simply that James was stoned to death by order of the high priest Ananus. Moreover, according to the Christian tradition, James was killed just prior to Vespasian’s siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE. According to Josephus, he died before the Jewish war broke out, around 62 CE. The fact that the Josephan account differs so dramatically from the traditional Christian narrative suggests that this passage is not a Christian interpolation.76
THE TITLE “CHRIST”
Josephus’s use of the term “Christ” for Jesus does not necessarily suggest a Christian interpolation, as some have argued. It is true that Josephus nowhere else uses this title, but we can easily imagine why he would use it when describing the brother of James. Josephus mentions twenty-one other people with the name Jesus. Indeed, in the very same section as the James passage, he mentions a certain “Jesus, the son of Damneus.” It seems Josephus simply knew that the brother of James was “called Christ” by his followers and so distinguished him from the other persons named “Jesus” he had already mentioned.77 The very fact that Josephus says legomenou Christou (“called Christ”) rather than “Jesus the Christ” suggests we are dealing with a historian who merely wanted to identify James by specifying his well-known brother—a brother who had followers who believed he was the Christ—rather than with a Christian interpolator.
ORIGEN’S REFERENCE
Finally, in his work against Celsus (ca. 248), Origen refers to Josephus’s passage on the death of James. Origen most likely would not have cited this in his public apology unless he was quite sure his pagan readership would have found the passage in Antiquities—official copies of which apparently were available in the Roman public library.78 For these reasons we conclude that it is more probable than not that the James passage is authentic.
The Testimonium Flavianum
As important as the James passage is in Josephus, it pales in comparison to the next passage. Known as the Testimonium Flavianum, this passage has been the focus of an incredible amount of scholarly attention—and for obvious reasons.79 In its extant form it reads,
About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he was one who wrought surprising feats and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these and countless other marvelous things about him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared. (Antiquities 18.3.3)80
Here we have the most important Jewish historian in ancient times ostensibly acknowledging not only that Jesus existed, but also that he was wise, performed miracles, was the Messiah, was crucified, and even rose from the dead! The issue, of course, is whether—or to what extent—this passage comes from the hand of Josephus himself.
Arguments against the Authenticity of the Testimonium
Six major arguments have been raised against the authenticity of the Testimonium Flavianum. Most scholars find that these arguments prove that, at the very least, certain aspects of this passage come from the hand of a Christian interpolator.
THE MANUSCRIPT PROBLEM
As with the James passage, it must at the start be acknowledged that there was plenty of time, opportunity, and motive for Christians to alter the Josephan text.
THE CONTEXT
Some argue that the passage does not naturally fit the context of book 18 of Antiquities in which it is found. This section is basically a list of episodes that criticize Pilate and/or the Jewish leaders of that time. In the Testimonium, however, there is no real criticism as such.81
THE CONTENT
The content of this passage is certainly not what we would expect a non-Christian historian to say about Jesus. The phrases that most strongly betray a Christian influence are the following:
LACK OF A TESTIMONIUM PARALLEL IN JEWISH WAR
There is a section in his Jewish War in which Josephus covers the deeds of Pilate, and it parallels this section of Antiquities quite closely.83 However, no mention of Jesus is made in Jewish War.
THE SILENCE OF EARLY CHRISTIANS
The first to mention the Testimonium is Eusebius in about 323 CE (Ecclesiastical History, 1.11). Earlier apologists like Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen are clearly familiar with Antiquities but never refer to this passage. This is difficult to explain except on the supposition that the Testimonium was not found in their copies of this work. Doherty asks, “If a figure of the stature of Josephus had said the things contained in the alleged ‘authentic’Testimonium, can one really believe that every Christian commentator for over two centuries would regard nothing in it as worthy of mention?.”84
Even more damaging, Origen twice noted that Josephus did not believe Jesus was the Messiah (Against Celsus, 1.45; Commentary on Matthew, 10.17). In the case of Origen, therefore, we have not just an argument from silence. We also have positive evidence that the Testimonium was not in his version of the Antiquities.
AN ANCIENT TABLE OF CONTENTS
While no text of the Antiquities predates the eleventh century, there is a table of contents based on a now-lost Latin translation of this work that dates to the fifth or sixth century. Curiously enough, it fails to mention the Testimonium Flavianum, which suggests at the very least that this passage was “much less remarkable” in the text the Latin translation was based on than it is in the manuscripts we possess today.85
Assessing the Authenticity of the Testimonium
On the basis of these considerations, we, along with most other scholars, take it as settled that the Testimonium is at least partly the product of Christian interpolation. But this does not mean that the entire passage is forged. To the contrary, there are a number of rather compelling arguments that, taken together, suggest we can reconstruct what Josephus originally wrote about Jesus in this passage.
THE JAMES PASSAGE SUPPORTS THE TESTIMONIUM
The Testimonium occurs before the James passage in Antiquities. The probable authenticity of the mention of Jesus in the James passage (see above) suggests at the very least that Josephus previously mentioned Jesus in the Testimonium.86 Josephus refers to “the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ” as a way of specifying who James is. But this seems to presuppose that Josephus had informed his readers previously in the text about this particular Jesus.
GENERALLY AGREED CHRISTIAN INTERPOLATIONS
Once three obviously Christian elements are identified and removed from the Testimonium, the rest of the passage reads quite like something a first-century Jewish historian would write about Jesus. The three elements generally identified as showing clear signs of Christian interpolation are: (1) the allusion to Jesus’s divinity; (2) the confession that Jesus was the Messiah; and (3) the acknowledgment that Jesus rose from the dead on “the third day” in accordance with Old Testament prophecy. If we remove these statements from the text, we arrive at the following:
About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man. For he was one who wrought surprising feats and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.87
There is nothing in this passage that a Jewish historian could not have said about Jesus. Acknowledging that Jesus was a “wise man” and a doer of “surprising feats” would have been no problem for Josephus. As almost all contemporary scholars agree, Jesus was known as a teacher and a miracle-worker in the ancient world. Josephus is merely noting what likely would have been commonly known about Jesus of Nazareth in first-century Palestine. Also, there is little ground for thinking that the term “tribe” had to come from a Christian interpolator. Eusebius uses this term to describe Christians, but aside from this one instance, there is no known instance of Christians using this term as a self-designation.
AN ANCIENT ARABIC VERSION OF THE TESTIMONIUM
We now have a copy of a tenth-century Arabic translation of the Testimonium (from Agapius’s Book of the Title), discovered and published several decades ago by Shlomo Pines.88 What is most interesting about this copy of the Testimonium is that the three passages that have been widely acknowledged as Christian insertions in the Greek text are either missing or seriously altered. The phrase, “if indeed one ought to call him a man,” is completely absent. The phrase, “He was the Messiah,” is relocated to the end and reads, “He was perhaps the Messiah.” And the claim about Jesus’s postmortem appearances after the third day is preceded by, “They reported that …”
All of this suggests that Agapius had access to a version of Antiquities that did not contain the three questionable portions as found in the Greek text. Thus, the Arabic text helps confirm the reconstructed version of the Testimonium offered above. Largely on this basis James Charlesworth concludes, “We can now be as certain as historical research will presently allow that Josephus did refer to Jesus in Antiquities [18.3.3].”89
NON-CHRISTIAN ELEMENTS IN THE RECONSTRUCTED PASSAGE
Not only does this reconstructed passage contain things that a Jewish historian could have said about Jesus, but it also contains things that a Christian interpolator most likely would not have said. The statement that Jesus “won over” many Jews and Gentiles seems inconsistent with a Christian interpolator. For the Christian tradition, as contained in the Gospels, gives no indication that Jesus ever evangelized the Gentiles-let alone that he was successful in doing so. The Gospels present Jesus as intentionally pursuing a Jewish mission during his lifetime (e.g., Matt. 10:5). As Meier notes, it seems much less likely that a Christian interpolator would have contradicted the Gospels’ own picture of Jesus’s ministry than that Josephus himself simply “retrojected the situation of his own day,” wherein many among Jesus’s followers were Gentiles.90 In fact, “naïve retrojection is a common trait of Greco-Roman historians.”91
In addition, the treatment of the role played by the Jewish authorities does not correspond with the Gospels. The Jewish leaders are said only to have “accused” Jesus, while it is Pilate alone who “condemned” him. This is in tension with the picture we are given in the Gospels in which Jewish leaders bear the primary responsibility for Jesus’s execution.
Finally, the last sentence in the Testimonium, which reads, “And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared,” also seems to be something a Christian interpolator would not have said. As Meier notes, there seems to be an element of surprise in this sentence. Josephus is insinuating that, given Jesus’s “shameful end … one is amazed to note … that this group of postmortem lovers is still at it and has not disappeared even in our day.” There is in this a distinctly “dismissive if not hostile” tone, according to Meier.92 This is not what we would expect from a Christian interpolator.
FLOW OF THOUGHT
Once these three elements are removed, the flow of the passage is restored. As Meier again notes, “Precisely these three Christian passages are the clauses that interrupt the flow of what is otherwise a concise text carefully written in a fairly neutral—even purposely ambiguous—tone.”93 With these three elements removed, there are no grounds whatsoever to consider the passage inauthentic on stylistic grounds.
THE CONTEXT OF ANTIQUITIES 18
Earlier we noted that some argue that the Testimonium does not fit the context in which it is found, a context in which Josephus is criticizing Pilate and Jewish leaders of his time. This argument lacks merit, however.
First, it has been observed that “the entire section of the Antiquities dealing with Pilate’s term of office is uneven.”94 This is most likely due to the fact that Josephus is using a mixture of sources, both Palestinian and Roman.95 Second, in the ancient world there was no use of footnotes for digression purposes. For example, a text dealing with some aspect of a person or theme could be expected to include other aspects related to the same subject at that point in the narrative. Thus, while book 18, chapter 3 is a section that emphasizes Pilate’s rule in Judea, it is understandable why Josephus—wanting to add a comment about Jesus at some point—included the event in this context, since it was Pilate who crucified Jesus.
Finally, since we know a Christian interpolator has modified the text, it is possible that he removed unflattering comments Josephus made about Jesus. While acknowledging that Jesus was known as a wise man and wonder-worker, the original Testimonium may have painted Jesus as just another troublemaker during Pilate’s reign.96
JOHN THE BAPTIST PASSAGE
Speaking of context, another strong argument favoring accepting a reconstructed version of the Testimonium as authentic concerns its relationship to the section that follows this passage. Shortly after his comments on Jesus, Josephus launches into a much more lengthy discussion of John the Baptist. If the whole of the Testimonium was the work of a Christian interpolator, it seems he would have followed the Gospel pattern and placed it after the discussion on John the Baptist, whom all Christians regarded as a forerunner of Jesus.97 It also seems he would have created an account that at least paralleled the Baptist discussion in terms of length.98 The fact that the Testimonium is short and located before the account of the Baptist suggests that the Christian interpolator did not take great liberties with rearranging the order of Josephus’s text, but rather simply modified the passage while leaving it in its original location.
THE SILENCE ABOUT JESUS IN JOSEPHUS’S JEWISH WAR
What are we to make of the fact that the passage in Jewish War that parallels the Antiquities passage in which the Testimonium is found fails to mention Jesus? In our estimation, very little. In general, Josephus offers more detail in Antiquities than he does in comparable passages in Jewish War. So it is not particularly surprising that Jesus is mentioned in the former but not the latter. Also, we must remember that there was more than a twenty-year span of time between these two works. The Christian movement experienced significant growth in these two decades. Hence, Josephus had more reason to mention the founder of this movement in the latter work than he did in the former one.
RESPONSE TO THE “PATRISTIC SILENCE” ARGUMENT
One of the most challenging arguments against the Testimonium’s authenticity is that it goes unmentioned by early Christian writers for several centuries. Even in its reconstructed form we might have expected it to have caught the attention of early Christian writers, especially since a number of them cite Josephus on other matters.99 How is this to be explained? Three considerations lessen the force of this objection.
First, this is a classic example of an argument from silence. As such, it must be considered tenuous. The fact that no Christian writers prior to Eusebius mention the Testimonium does not prove that it did not exist. They simply may have had no reason for mentioning it in the writings that have survived. The strength of this consideration increases when we consider that the Testimonium, once divested of its interpolated elements, would have little apologetic value in the early church. It provides early non-Christian confirmation that Jesus existed and had a reputation for being a wise teacher and a wonder-worker. But no one in the ancient world denied this.
In fact, when divested of its interpolated elements, the Testimonium arguably gives a somewhat negative portrait of Jesus and the early Christians.100 We have already commented on Josephus’s amazement that Christians are “still around to this day,” even after their leader suffered such a shameful fate. We might now add that the Greek term epegageto (“won over” or “gained a following”) can have a pejorative connotation of duping someone or bringing something bad upon someone.101 The suggestion may be that this wonder-worker (trickster) seduced people to join a misguided movement.
The reconstructed Testimonium fails to mention that Jesus is the Messiah. Indeed, if the negative reading of this passage is correct, it actually constitutes an argument against his being the Messiah. This suffices to explain why early Christians did not cite the Testimonium. It also explains the previously mentioned fact that Origen complains that Josephus does not believe Jesus was the Messiah (Against Celsus, 1.45; Commentary on Matthew, 10.17). Ironically, this very complaint is further evidence for something like the reconstructed Testimonium. For, as Feldman notes, “it makes no sense for Origen to express wonder that Josephus did not admit Jesus to be the Messiah if he did not even mention him.”102
Further confirmation comes from Jerome. We know that Jerome knew about the Testimonium (seemingly without the interpolated elements) because he mentions it explicitly (see De Viris Illustribus, 13.14).103 Yet he never makes any use of it. Indeed, he never mentions it again-though he cites Josephus over ninety times in his writings. Had Jerome not mentioned the Testimonium this one time, critics would have counted him among the number of those whose silence supposedly proves the Testimonium did not exist. As it stands, his one reference proves that he did know it existed but simply saw no reason to refer to it—and certainly not as an apologetic. We have every reason to suppose that other early church fathers treated it in a similar fashion.
In light of these considerations, we side with the majority of scholars today who conclude that something like the reconstructed version of the Testimonium was penned by Josephus. Thus, in her recent survey of Josephus research, Helen Bond observes: “Most scholars have accepted… our present text as a Christianized version of a Josephan original…What we have in our present text, then, is very similar to what Josephus actually wrote about Jesus.”104
Summary and Conclusion
Having analyzed all relevant non-Christian sources in terms of their information about the historical Jesus, we may draw twelve plausible conclusions.
On this basis we conclude that there is no “conspiracy of silence” among early non-Christian sources concerning Jesus. At the very least, the evidence they provide dispels any suspicion that Jesus never existed. Beyond this, corroborative evidence is provided for early Christian claims with respect to Jesus’s reputation as a teacher and miracle-worker and for the time and manner of his death.
WHAT, IF ANYTHING, DID PAUL KNOW ABOUT THE JESUS OF HISTORY?
In the last chapter we addressed the alleged silence of non-Christian references to Jesus in the first century. We now turn to the claim made by certain legendary-Jesus theorists—particularly those who argue for the more radical Christ myth theory—that Paul is virtually silent about, and largely uninterested in, the (supposed) Jesus of history. In this view, Paul’s silence indicates that he did not view Jesus as a recent historical figure. Rather, these scholars argue that Paul viewed Jesus as a mythic deity who performed his saving work in the distant past and/or in the heavenly realm. The issue of Paul’s awareness or ignorance of the earthly Jesus is important to the issue of the reliability of the Synoptic Gospels, for almost everyone agrees that Paul wrote his epistles before the Gospels were written. If Paul’s writings indicate that he viewed Jesus as a mythic figure of the distant past/heavenly world, rather than as a recent contemporary, this suggests that the Gospel depiction of Jesus as a recent historical figure is fictional. Even for less radical legendary-Jesus theorists, Paul’s apparent silence tends to be viewed as evidence that the early church had little interest in preserving accurate information about the life of Jesus.
We will first review the case made by Christ myth theorists for concluding that Paul did not view Jesus as a recent historical figure. We will then begin our response by reviewing four preliminary arguments that challenge this thesis. Next, we will argue more specifically that, in fact, Paul’s writings reflect an awareness of, and concern for, the Jesus of history. We will follow this by arguing that Paul’s writings also reflect a significant awareness of Jesus’s teachings, as evidenced by what are likely conscious citations of the Jesus tradition, as well as a good number of possible “allusions” to, and “echoes” of, the Jesus tradition.
Despite the presence of this “Jesus—tradition” material in Paul, it cannot be denied that Paul rarely directly quotes Jesus—even on topics where it would seem to be to his advantage to do so. We will conclude by suggesting there is a plausible explanation for this. The import of our cumulative argument in this chapter is that, over and against the contention of certain legendary-Jesus theorists, Paul’s writings not only support the existence of Jesus but also comport well with the essence of the Synoptic portrait(s) of him.
Paul and Jesus among the Skeptics
Paul’s Lack of Historical Information
While New Testament scholars agree that Paul has relatively little to say about the life and ministry of Jesus, most grant that Paul viewed Jesus as a recent contemporary. The most extreme legendary-Jesus theorists, however—particularly the Christ myth theorists—deny this.1 They argue that nothing in Paul’s letters indicates that he believed Jesus was a contemporary of his. Rather, they contend, the Jesus of Paul’s theology is a savior figure patterned after similar figures within ancient mystery religions. According to the theory, Paul believed that Christ entered the world at some point in the distant past—or that he existed only in a transcendent mythical realm—and died to defeat evil powers and redeem humanity.2 Only later was Jesus remythologized as a Jewish contemporary. Thus, according to the theory, this supposition best explains the absence of Jesus material in Paul’s letters. In the words of G. A. Wells:
[Paul’s] letters have no allusion to the parents of Jesus, let alone to the virgin birth. They never refer to a place of birth…. They give no indication of the time or place of his earthly existence. They do not refer to his trial before a Roman official, nor to Jerusalem as the place of execution. They mention neither John the Baptist, nor Judas, nor Peter’s denial of his master…. These letters also fail to mention any miracles Jesus is supposed to have worked, a particularly striking omission, since, according to the gospels he worked so many.3
According to these thinkers, all these historical aspects of the Jesus story were invented and placed in the Gospels after Paul wrote his letters.
Paul’s Words “from the Lord”
Related to this is the claim that Paul never quotes the earthly Jesus. Some even argue that Paul seems completely unaware of the later Christian notion that Jesus was an ethical teacher. To be sure, there are several places where Paul mentions that he is passing on information he received “from the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:10—11; 9:14; 11:23—25; 14:37; 2 Cor. 12:9; 1 Thess. 4:15—17), but these are to be understood not as references to the actual words of the Jesus of history, but as personal revelations Paul believed he, or others, had directly received from the spiritual Christ.
Legendary-Jesus theorists point out that the belief that people could receive personal revelations from Christ was widespread in the early church. Paul and his congregations simply believed that his revelations carried a special “apostolic” authority. In support of this interpretation, some legendary-Jesus theorists appeal to 1 Corinthians 14. Here we find Paul giving instructions about the proper protocol for people sharing “spiritual gifts” within the church, including personal revelations they had received (1 Cor. 14:26—36). He concludes his teaching by saying, “Anyone who claims to be a prophet, or to have spiritual powers, must acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37).
Most agree that in this instance Paul is not claiming to be passing on a command that went back to the earthly Jesus, for there is no evidence Jesus ever addressed the issue of how to use spiritual gifts. Rather, it appears that Paul is passing on a revelatory command he believed he received from the risen Christ, a revelation that had the authority to specify how all other revelations were to be shared.4 Anyone who was to be regarded as a prophet or to have special powers within Paul’s congregations had to operate in conformity with Paul’s apostolic revelation. Paul emphasizes his authority by insisting he did not receive the gospel from other people; he got it directly through personal revelation (Gal. 1:12). According to some legendary-Jesus theorists, this is how we should uniformly understand Paul’s claim to be passing on teachings he received “from the Lord.”
Paul’s Lack of Citations
The most significant aspect of Paul’s writing that betrays a lack of awareness of Jesus as a teacher, according to legendary-Jesus theorists, is his consistent failure to cite the historical Jesus as an authority when it would have been to his advantage to do so. He sometimes gives teachings that sound something like sayings (allegedly) later put in the mouth of Jesus by the Gospel authors. But, according to legendary-Jesus theorists, “he seems to have no idea that he is imitating any preaching of Jesus” when he utters these words.5
For example, when trying to resolve a dispute about what is and is not proper for Christians to eat, Paul declares that there is nothing unclean in and of itself (Rom. 14:14). The Gospel of Mark presents Jesus as giving a similar teaching (Mark 7:17—23). If Paul was aware of this Jesus tradition, it is argued, he most certainly would have mentioned it. Backing up his own teaching with Jesus’s authority would have buttressed the point he was making. In the words of Doherty,
If ever there were a moment and an emotional argument when one would expect Paul to seize on Jesus’ own declared position for support, this is it. His silence can only indicate that he is truly ignorant of such traditions as those found in Mark 7 where Jesus accuses the Pharisees of hypocrisy and tells the people, “Nothing that goes into a man from outside can defile him.”6
So too, some legendary-Jesus theorists wonder why Paul never cites Jesus’s confrontation with the Pharisees in his battle against the Judaizers. “Paul is greatly concerned to protect Galatian Christians from Christian teachers who were pressing them to keep the Jewish law,” Wells argues. And he concludes, “Had he known that Jesus had criticized it, he could hardly have failed to say so in this context.”7 Something similar could be said regarding Paul’s teaching not to judge others (Rom. 14:13), his teaching on love (Rom. 13:8; Gal. 5:14), and his theology of the end times (1 Thess. 4:16—17). At times his wording is similar to words of Jesus we later find in the Gospels, yet he never cites Jesus as his source.
According to the most radical legendary-Jesus theorists, all of this is evidence that the portrait(s) of Jesus as a recent miracle-working teacher given in the Gospels is a legend that had not yet been invented at the time of Paul’s writing. It is evidence that it is not Paul who is echoing the words of Jesus, but the authors of the Gospels who are echoing Paul (and other sources) as they put them into the mouth of their newly historicized, fictional Jesus. Hence, these legendary-Jesus theorists argue, the only Christ Paul was aware of was “a divine presence in Christian communities, bestowing revelation and guidance, a channel to God and to knowledge of spiritual truths.” And the only authoritative voice he was aware of was “the voice of this spiritual Son which Christians hear, not the passed-on words of a former teacher.”8
How solid is the case for these claims on the basis of Paul’s alleged silence about the Jesus of history? In our estimation, it does not hold up under scrutiny. We turn first to the allegation that Paul thought of Jesus as a heavenly being who came to earth in the distant, mythological past.
Jesus as a Recent Contemporary of Paul
Four pieces of evidence pose serious problems for the Christ myth perspective.
The Reliability of the Gospels
First, for the legendary-Jesus theory to be true, the Synoptic Gospel tradition must be judged to be altogether historically unreliable. However, as we shall later argue over several chapters (chaps. 6–10), these works give us good reason to conclude that they are as generally reliable as we could hope any ancient document could be. To the degree that we consider the claims of the Synoptic Gospel tradition that Jesus lived and died in the first half of the first century accurate, to that degree we can assume that when Paul writes about “Jesus,” it is to this recent historical person that he refers.
The Absence of Mystery Religions
Second, since the typical Christ myth thesis understands Paul’s view of Jesus as patterned after the savior figures of the ancient mystery religions, this would require that knowledge of these mystery religions be both available and attractive to a first-century Jew—a Pharisee, no less (Phil. 3:5)—like Paul.9As we have already suggested, however, neither of these claims is likely (chaps. 2–3). We have no solid evidence that mystery religions existed in the first century in the form proposed by Christ myth theorists. And we have very good evidence suggesting that, even if they had been in existence, first-century Jews would have viewed them with contempt.
The Problem of James
An even more significant obstacle to those versions of the legendary-Jesus thesis that deny Jesus existed is that Paul explicitly refers to James as “the Lord’s brother” (Gal. 1:19), a fact that is most probably confirmed by Josephus, as we saw in the last chapter. This fact alone undercuts the Christ myth theory. Clearly, if Paul knows the brother of Jesus is still alive when he is writing, he must have viewed Jesus as a person of recent history.
Though Wells admirably admits that “what seems to be the plain sense of the text [Gal. 1:19] does not support me,” he nevertheless insists that James was not the biological brother of the Lord. Rather, he and several other legendary-Jesus advocates argue that the phrase “the Lord’s brother” should be taken as a designation of “a small group or fraternity of Messianists not related to Jesus but zealous in the service of the risen one.”10 That is, they suppose that there were a number of subgroups within the early church with different designations, and one of them was designated “the brothers of the Lord.”
In support of his claim Wells notes how the church at Corinth had factions that were divided according to people’s special allegiances. Some claimed to belong to “Paul,” others to “Cephas” or “Apollos,” and, most significantly, some to “Christ” (1 Cor. 1:11—13). Wells speculates that the “brothers of the Lord” was the designation of this latter group. The fact that “brother” could in certain ancient contexts be used as a euphemism for a “principle servant” is cited in support of his contention.11
In our estimation, this position is clearly ad hoc, lacking anything like probative support. If we had any evidence of a special group of zealous servants within the early church known as “the Lord’s brothers,” our assessment might be otherwise—but we have none. To the contrary, as far as we know, all believers in the early church understood themselves to be called to be “zealous in the service of the risen one.”
The fact that one of the divisive groups within Corinth identified themselves in a unique way with Christ hardly supports Wells’s contention. In fact, it may count as further evidence against it, for Paul castigates the Corinthians precisely on this basis: their divisions were evidence of their immaturity and carnality (1 Cor. 1:10—15). It is difficult to imagine Paul being outraged by a special “Jesus fraternity” at Corinth while affectionately condoning James’s participation in such a fraternity at Galatia. If “the Lord’s brother” referred to a faction of zealous servants of Jesus, similar to the factions centered on Cephas, Paul, or Apollos, one wonders why we never hear of anyone being designated as “Cephas’s brother,” or “Paul’s brother,” or “Apollos’s brother.” We conclude that we have no good grounds for taking Paul’s reference to “the Lord’s brother” in any way other than its natural sense.
Witnesses of a Recent Resurrection
Fourth, the way Paul speaks of the resurrection suggests that he understands it to be a recent event. In the account of the resurrection that Paul (interestingly enough) had received and was passing on (1 Cor. 15:1—3), he notes that Jesus was buried, rose three days later, appeared to Cephas (Peter), to “the twelve,” to five hundred—most of whom were still living when Paul wrote—then to James, to all the apostles, and finally to Paul himself (1 Cor. 15:4—8). The passage presupposes that most of those who saw the risen Lord were still alive at the time of Paul’s writing. And this suggests that Paul believed that Jesus lived, died, and rose in the recent past.
Christ myth theorists attempt to skirt this conclusion by arguing that the “witnesses” to the resurrection listed in this passage experienced nothing more than “a simple vision” that had nothing to do with a historical event.12 On this theory, the savior-deity who was resurrected at some point in the mythological past in a heavenly realm appeared in ecstatic visions to certain individuals now that “the end of the age” had come.
This suggestion, however, lacks plausibility. There is certainly nothing in the text to suggest a long span of time between Jesus’s resurrection and the appearances Paul talks about. Wedging an indefinite span of time and a different realm between verse 4, when Christ died and rose, and verse 5, when he “appeared” to the disciples, seems very unnatural. The inclusion of James, “the Lord’s brother,” as one of those who saw the risen Lord positively rules out wedging an indefinite span of time between the resurrection and the appearances—unless, of course, one accepts the unlikely idea that this phrase does not refer to the Lord’s biological brother—an idea we have concluded against (see above).
Moreover, we have good grounds for concluding that the leaders Paul lists in this passage were disciples of Jesus while Jesus was alive, as the Gospels report. For example, as we shall argue more fully below, Paul’s reference to “the twelve” is difficult to explain except on the assumption that this category goes back to Jesus himself. It is worth remembering that on the basis of this passage, Rudolf Bultmann himself took issue with Paul for citing “witnesses” in a manner that led to the inevitable conclusion that the resurrection is a historical—rather than a mythical—event.13 Clearly, Bultmann would have loved to find what the Christ myth theorists claim to see—or rather not see—in this passage. But he could not. In his landmark work on the resurrection of Jesus, N. T. Wright argues: “The list of witnesses, despite the anguished protests of Bultmann and his followers, is a clear indication that Paul does not suppose Jesus’ resurrection to be a metaphorization of an experience of the disciples, or of some ‘ineffable truth beyond history.’”14
On top of all this, the Christ myth understanding of the resurrection appearances has to accept that the “appearances” were psychological projections or hallucinations. There are numerous problems with this suggestion, however, not least of which is that it flies in the face of the first-century Jewish understanding of resurrection. When Jews thought of resurrection, they thought of a bodily resurrection in history, not a mystical vision. More particularly, as N. T. Wright has established, there is no other way of understanding the New Testament’s “resurrection” language.15 If first-century Jews were psychologically to project and/or hallucinate about the resurrection of Jesus, we can only suppose they would have done so in categories that made sense in their cultural context. The categories used by the Christ myth theory to explain the resurrection reports are not those of first-century Judaism. The New Testament itself bears witness that first-century Jews did have a category by which to explain appearances of spiritual apparitions (e.g., Acts 12:15), but this is decidedly not the category they used to describe the resurrection of Jesus.
We thus conclude that the Jesus Paul proclaimed was not a legendary figure in the distant “mythological” past, but a recent contemporary Jew. And the implications of this are significant. This conclusion once again forces on us the need to explain how first-century, monotheistic, Palestinian Jews could have come to view a recent contemporary of theirs—and in the case of James, his own brother—as attaining to the anticipated “resurrection” as an individual, and as having a status worthy of worship.
If we had a cultural context that was conducive to legend making, and if we had several centuries, or at least several generations, to allow for a legend of this magnitude to develop, the legendary-Jesus theory undoubtedly would be more compelling. But we have neither. Almost immediately after Jesus’s death we have monotheistic Jews—including his own brother—ascribing to him the status of “resurrected,” of sharing in the identity of Yahweh, and of being worthy of worship. And this takes place in an environment that was generally hostile to any suggestion that a human could be equated with God. What, we must ask, could explain this?16What must the Jesus of history have been like to have convinced his disciples, and his own brother, that he was the presence of God on earth? The question itself—viewed from the standpoint of an “open” historical-critical method—begins to make the Gospels’ portrait(s) of a resurrected Jesus look more plausible. As N. T. Wright argues, “The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised from the dead possesses unrivaled power to explain the historical data at the heart of early Christianity.”17
Pauline References to the Life of Jesus
We turn now to the claim that there are no clear and specific references to the Jesus of history in Paul’s writings. This claim, we submit, is simply incorrect.18
Pauline Allusions to the Jesus of History
From Paul’s writings it is evident that he knew a significant amount of detail concerning the life of Jesus. He knew Jesus was born and raised as a Jew (Gal. 4:4) and that he was a descendant of Abraham and David (Gal. 3:16; Rom. 1:3). Paul knew Jesus had a brother named James (Gal. 1:19) and perhaps other brothers as well (1 Cor. 9:5). He knew by name a number of disciples who ministered with Jesus, and he knew that Jesus’s disciple Peter was married (1 Cor. 9:5). Paul also knew that Jesus was betrayed (1 Cor. 11:23) and that he was executed by crucifixion (1 Cor. 1:17—18; Gal. 5:11; 6:12; Phil. 2:8; 3:18) with the help of certain Judean Jews (1 Thess. 2:14—15).19 Paul was aware that Jesus instituted a memorial meal the night before his death (1 Cor. 11:23—25), and that Jesus was buried after his death and was resurrected three days later, a fact he refers to frequently and places a great deal of weight on (Rom. 4:24—25; 1 Cor. 15:4—8; cf. Rom. 6:4—9; 8:11, 34; 1 Cor. 6:14; 2 Cor. 4:14; Gal. 1:1; 1 Thess. 4:14). As we have noted, in a first-century Jewish context, this affirmation inherently implies the resurrection of a physical body in a historical sense.
Moreover, Paul knew that Jesus’s earthly life was characterized by meekness, gentleness, self-sacrificial love, and humble service (2 Cor. 10:1; Phil. 2:5—7). Paul’s central passion was to know and be conformed to Jesus Christ (Phil. 3:8—10), and he consistently held up Jesus’s life—and his own life as modeled on Jesus’s life—as examples to be emulated (1 Cor. 11:1). In this light, it cannot be regarded as a coincidence that Paul’s own thought, attitude, and conduct paralleled closely what we find in the Jesus of the Gospels. Nor can it be considered a coincidence that Paul’s healing ministry, his welcoming of sinners, his life of poverty, and humble service closely paralleled Jesus’s life and ministry as recorded in the Gospels.20 Paul practiced what he preached, and at the foundation of what he preached was a body of knowledge about the ministry and character of the Lord he served.
The Need for Biographical Information
The presence of this historical material about Jesus seems to fly in the face of the contention that Paul viewed Jesus as a savior figure from the distant past and/or heavenly realms and/or knew next to nothing and cared little about his earthly life. How, for example, could Paul possibly have set conformity with Christ as the goal of his life, and how could he possibly have insisted that others do the same, if he knew and cared little, in concrete detail, about what it was he and other disciples were supposed to conform to? With Paul, as with all other first-century Hellenistic and Jewish models of character, the call to imitate the life of a person presupposed a significant shared body of knowledge about the life that person lived. In the words of Michael Thompson,
The importance of imitation in pagan and OT thought, coupled with evidence from later Jewish traditions that a rabbi’s example had decisive significance for his followers, supports the a priori expectation that Paul too would want to know all he could about his master.21
Moreover, only on the assumption that Paul and his congregations cared and knew about the life of the one they had devoted their own lives to can we explain the creation of the Gospels. The Gospels are, if not biographies per se, at least biographical in the sense that they “display a didactic concern to portray the character of their subject matter by recounting things he did and said.”22 In other words, they are structured for teaching purposes. But how are we to explain the felt need to provide instruction from the life of Jesus in the church shortly after Paul’s death if the extreme legendary-Jesus theorists are right in arguing there had been virtually no interest in, let alone a need for, such information before Paul’s death? It seems much more reasonable to assume that from the start the earliest Christian communities felt a need to know about the historical person they had committed their lives to.23
The Case for 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16 as a Later Interpolation
Still, some legendary-Jesus theorists argue, there is only one reference in the authentic Pauline letters that positively requires us to accept that Paul viewed Jesus as a recent historical person. In 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16, Paul notes that the Jews who persecuted the churches of Judea were the same ones who “killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out.” Because of this, Paul says, they have “been filling up the measure of their sins; but God’s wrath has overtaken them at last.” Legendary-Jesus theorists of the extreme Christ myth variety admit that if this passage is authentic we cannot avoid concluding that Paul viewed Jesus as a contemporary figure. However, along with some others, they argue that this passage is a later interpolation. The theory seems to hinge on five lines of argument.24
1. It is argued that verses 13–16 interrupt the natural flow of Paul’s thought. The passage as a whole reads better when verses 13–16 are extracted from it.25
2. It is argued that the language and style of this passage are atypical of Paul. The designation of the Jews as those who “killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets” and as people who have constantly “been filling up the measure of their sins” is arguably un-Pauline, as is the language about God’s wrath “overtaking them at last.”
3. The reference to God’s wrath overtaking the Jews “at last” can refer only to the destruction of Jerusalem and the scattering of the Jews in 70 CE. Since this event occurred after Paul’s death, it seems it could not have been written by Paul.26
4. This passage blames the Jews for Jesus’s crucifixion, a theme frequently found in later Christian authors, while Paul places the blame on spiritual rulers and/or secular rulers (depending on one’s interpretation of 1 Cor. 2:8).
5. Finally, it is argued that the theology of judgment expressed in this passage is inconsistent with the optimism we find in Romans 11, where Paul is confident that in the end, “all Israel will be saved” (v. 26).27
The Case for the Authenticity of 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16
In our opinion, each of the five arguments have significant problems, and thus the cumulative case itself fails to convince. We offer five responses.
1. It is no minor problem for a textual theory when there is no textual evidence to support it. Yet this is the case here. Every ancient copy of 1 Thessalonians we have contains verses 13–16. The claim that this passage is an interpolation often rides on the coattails of a wider claim regarding a variety of Pauline interpolations, again generally without manuscript evidence.28 However, as I. Broer has effectively argued, the evidence from early Christian writings (e.g., 1 Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp) suggests that the relatively widespread knowledge of the Pauline letters would naturally have served to hamper the easy acceptance and/or creation of interpolations.29
2. There is little to be said in favor of rejecting these verses on syntactical grounds. It is true that verses 12 and 17 can be seamlessly joined together. But for an author as given to parenthetical expressions as Paul is, this observation carries very little weight. It is also true that these verses seem stylistically uncharacteristic of Paul, but it is not clear that they are so to an extent that would warrant the conclusion that they are not Paul’s own words.30
If an explanation is required, it seems more likely that it is to be found in the parallels that exist between these verses and teachings found in Matthew and Luke (Q). David Wenham and others have shown that the teaching about the Jews killing the prophets, about them filling up the full measure of their sins, and about God’s wrath overtaking them in the end all have significant parallels in Q (Matt. 23:32—36 // Luke 11:48—51). On this basis Wenham has made a strong case for viewing Paul as echoing a preexisting Jesus tradition in verses 15–16.31 Obviously, this would explain the stylistic differences.
3. There is no reason to assume that the reference to God’s wrath overtaking the Jews refers to the destruction of Jerusalem. To be sure, we can perhaps understand why people after this event would view it as such and perhaps associate the warning of this passage with that event. But it is odd to suppose that a Jewish author prior to 70 CE could not have spoken of God’s wrath overtaking his people without having this event in mind. In fact, since Paul speaks of God judging people by abandoning them to idolatry, giving them over to their ungodly cravings, hardening them in their unbelief, or sending a spirit of delusion on them (e.g., Rom. 1; 9; 2 Thess. 2:11), it is not even clear that the reference to God’s wrath must be understood as an observable event in history.
Yet, even if we assume the reference must be to some observable event, there is no reason to assume it must be the destruction of Jerusalem. Some have suggested that it refers to the expulsion of the Jews from Rome under Claudius in 49 CE.32 But it is not even certain that the author of these passages is assuming the event—if it is such—has already happened at the time of his writing. The phrase “at last” (eis telos) literally means “to (or until) the end” and, as with other aspects of this pas-sage, it parallels Jesus’s eschatological discourse (Matt. 24:13 // Mark 13:13).33 The phrase thus may communicate the conviction that God’s wrath has turned on the Jews until the end of the age, the parousia. As was characteristic of the early church, Paul believed that this end was already upon them and would soon culminate in a cataclysmic, apocalyptic event. But we need not read him as presupposing that the final expression of God’s wrath had already occurred at the time of his writing.34
4. The contention that this passage cannot come from Paul because it blames the Jews for Christ’s death is hardly compelling. There is simply no reason to suppose that Paul could not have believed that several groups—including some Jews and some secular authorities and/or spiritual powers—were responsible for bringing this event about. Indeed, this seems to be precisely how the early church understood the matter. Jon Weatherly notes that “all four canonical Gospels and Acts ascribe responsibility for Jesus’s death to Jews and Romans (e.g. Mark 10:32 and parallels; Luke 22:3; Acts 4:27—28), and there is little reason to think that Paul’s view was necessarily more narrow.”35
Likewise, the charge that the perspective of this passage is too “anti-Semitic” to have come from Paul is less than effective. Recently, Jeffrey Lamp has read 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16 in light of Testament of Levi 6 and concluded:
Both the context of I Thess 2:13—16 and the comparison with Testament of Levi 6 strongly suggest that the use of generalizing language neither consigns all individuals within the group of “the Jews” to perdition nor implies that all individuals within this group are guilty of any or all points of Paul’s indictment against the group.36
5. Finally, even if the theology of this passage seems inconsistent with the theology of Romans 11, this does not mean that Paul did not write both. It is not uncommon for authors to phrase matters in ways that seem inconsistent to later readers—particularly in historically occasioned documents such as Paul’s epistles. And even if we grant that the theology of 1 Thessalonians 2 is in fact inconsistent with the theology of Romans 11, one could still argue this does not constitute grounds for denying that Paul wrote both. Is it not possible that Paul’s theology evolved between the time he wrote his epistle to the Thessalonians and the time he wrote his epistle to the Romans?37
There is, however, little reason to suppose these two passages stand in contradiction to each other. It is true that in Romans Paul envisioned a time when Israel as a nation would come to trust in their Messiah and be saved (Rom. 11:26). But it is also true that in this very same letter Paul expresses the conviction that God was already judging Israel as a nation for its unbelief (Rom. 9–10; 11:7—10). Paul’s language in Romans 11 seems just as severe toward Israel as the language of 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16. Moreover, in Romans 11 Paul specifically cites the (Q) theme of Israel stoning and killing the prophets (11:2—10), just as he does in 1 Thessalonians 2:15—16.
Unless we are willing to suppose that Paul flatly contradicted himself within the span of several verses in Romans 11, it seems we have no grounds for supposing he is contradicting himself in saying all Israel will be saved in Romans 11 while saying that the unbelieving Jews are being judged in 1 Thessalonians 2.38 Whatever Paul specifically had in mind when he said “all Israel will be saved,” it clearly does not rule out his also believing that their sin has “been filling up” and that they were already being judged for their rebellion.
For all these reasons, we conclude that it is reasonable to maintain the authenticity of 1 Thessalonians 2:13—16. And we therefore see this passage as providing solid evidence that Paul viewed Jesus as a recent contemporary in history.
A Networked Visionary
In light of what has been argued thus far, it seems evident that Paul believed Jesus was a recent contemporary and knew a good bit about his life. There is no reason to think that Paul had any contact with Jesus during Jesus’s ministry, which means the only plausible explanation as to how Paul acquired this information was that he was networked with a church tradition that went back to the earthly Jesus. According to many legendary-Jesus theorists, however, Paul’s theology and mission was informed and fueled almost exclusively by his own “personal revelations.” These scholars argue that Paul’s citations of instructions “from the Lord” are to be understood in this light, not as allusions to teachings given by the Jesus of history and passed on in the church tradition. What are we to make of this argument?
It cannot be denied that Paul leveraged a good deal of authority on his personal revelations. But this in no way implies that personal inspiration was the only source Paul drew on when writing his epistles. It is important to note that Paul always assumed that the faith he came to embrace and preach was the same faith he had earlier sought to destroy (Gal. 1:23; see also 1 Cor. 15:11). This means that Paul did not create the Christian faith he preached; to a significant extent, at least, he inherited it.39
After his conversion, Paul met with other church “pillars” in Jerusalem for the purpose of ensuring that what he believed and preached was consistent with what they had been believing and preaching from the beginning (Gal. 2:1—9). And, while we need not assume they saw eye to eye on every point (e.g., Gal. 2:11—14), Paul and his colleague Barnabas were given “the right hand of fellowship” (Gal. 2:9). Indications are that the church leaders supported Paul and he supported them, even to the point of raising funds on their behalf (2 Cor. 8–9) and citing the Judean Christians as exemplary models to be imitated (1 Thess. 2:14).
We should not be surprised, therefore, when we find Paul on occasion acknowledging that he was passing on teachings he had received from others (1 Cor. 11:2; 15:3; 1 Thess. 4:1—2; 2 Thess. 3:6; cf. Col. 2:6; Gal. 1:18).40 Many other times Paul indicates that he is reminding his audience of teachings they already received, a point that is reinforced by the frequency of Paul’s rhetorical question, “Do you not know?” (e.g., 1 Cor. 3:16; 5:6; 6:2, 3, 9, 15). All of this suggests that the faith of Paul and his audiences was informed and shaped by an authoritative tradition they all submitted to. As Michael Thompson notes, this certainly demonstrates that Paul “had no desire to break away and establish separate ‘Pauline’ churches, but rather was concerned to preserve the unity (and thus the central tradition) of the body of Christ.”41
The significance of these considerations is that they stand against the idea shared by many scholars, that early Christianity was not a generally unified movement but was rather a conglomeration of radically diverse movements with little more than a vague—and diversely understood—conception of Jesus in common. Moreover, these considerations refute the common legendary-Jesus conviction that Paul was the creator of Christianity—in the form of a new “Christ cult.”42 Again, we are not denying that Paul believed he received revelations directly from the risen Jesus. But nowhere does he suggest that his knowledge of Jesus is limited to these personal revelations. And he everywhere reflects the conviction that the revelations he received were consistent with the teachings the Christian churches had been passing on from the beginning.
References to the “Jesus Tradition” in Paul
If we do not assume at the outset that Paul was an isolated visionary who was opposed to receiving and passing on traditional material, we can begin to identify a significant amount of material in his letters that plausibly reflects what has come to be called “the Jesus tradition.” This “tradition” refers to the body of knowledge about the ministry and teachings of Jesus that circulated primarily via oral performance in the early church. As we will argue in the next chapter, most likely from fairly early on, various portions of this tradition were occasionally “textualized” in written form. Eventually, a major stream of this Jesus tradition was inscribed in the Synoptic Gospel tradition.43 There is solid evidence that commonalities exist between certain aspects of Paul’s teachings and the Synoptic Jesus tradition that cannot plausibly be regarded merely as coincidental.44
We must at the outset acknowledge that it is very possible to push this thesis too far. Some scholars in the past have read into Paul parallels with the Jesus tradition that are now unanimously regarded as wildly implausible.45 We must also grant at the outset that some similarities may indeed be simply coincidental, especially when we can plausibly account for them by appealing to the shared Jewish and/ or Hellenistic culture of Paul and the Gospel authors. When it comes to Paul and the Jesus tradition, we must be as cautious of “parallelomania” as we are of “parallelophobia.”46 Moreover, even when we are relatively sure a connection between Paul and the Gospel tradition exists, we cannot rule out the possibility that, in some instances, the line of influence may be from Paul to the Gospel tradition rather than the other way around. There is certainly no a priori reason for thinking that Paul could not have helped shape the transmission of the Jesus tradition.
Still, we submit that when the evidence is viewed with care, a strong case can be made that Paul, at certain points, relied on an oral Jesus tradition that preceded him. This case in turn argues that Paul knew about, and cared about, the teaching tradition stemming from Jesus as it was passed on to his disciples and transmitted within the church. And it thereby refutes the view that Paul viewed Jesus as a mystery-religion-type savior figure who lived in a distant past Paul knew and cared little about.
Following Seyoon Kim, we will break down possible instances of Jesus tradition in Paul into two broad categories: (1) certain/probable references, and (2) possible echoes.47 While assessments of the matter vary significantly, under Kim’s analysis there are over twenty-five instances where “Paul certainly or probably makes reference or allusion to a saying of Jesus,” and “over forty possible echoes of a saying of Jesus.”48 Although entering into the often complex issues that surround these alleged parallels would take us well beyond the scope of this work, it will be helpful for our purposes to briefly discuss a few instances in each category that seem most pertinent to refuting the more extreme forms of the legendary-Jesus thesis.
We shall first discuss four passages where Paul appears to be citing (in the sense appropriate to an orally dominant culture in which primarily “things,” not necessarily “words,” are remembered)49 traditional Jesus material that can be connected to known teachings of Jesus in the Synoptic tradition. As such, they are among the strongest evidence against the legendary-Jesus perspective vis-à-vis Paul. We will then conclude this section by discussing examples of “possible echoes” of, and/or allusions to, the Jesus tradition in Paul.
1 Corinthians 11:23—26
For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way he took the cupalso, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.
No one disputes that Paul’s words here strongly parallel the account of the Last Supper found in all four Gospels, especially Luke’s (Luke 22:17—20). The only question is: Are we to explain this commonality by supposing that Paul is here following an established oral Jesus tradition, later expressed in the Gospels? Or should we explain it by supposing that Paul (or some proto-Pauline hellenized “Christ cult”) originated this teaching, and that it later found its way into the Gospels? Several arguments have been put forth arguing for the latter supposition. None of them are compelling in our estimation.
The old history of religions school argued that the Last Supper account in Paul was derived from sacred meal traditions found in the mystery religions. Several scholars have recently resurrected versions of this claim—some more nuanced than others.50 This theory is extremely improbable, however.
All the extant evidence we have for the mystery religions dates well after the time of Paul, and there is no reason to think a (Pharisaic) Jew like Paul would have found them appealing, even if such traditions had been available to him. A. J. M. Wedderburn, who, methodologically speaking, is quite open to the possibility of the influence of mystery religions upon early Christianity, poses the proper warning when he calls scholars to “be realistic as to how much Paul or any early Christian was likely to be in a position to know much about the mystery-cults and as to how he was likely to view anything which he knew to belong to such rites.”51 Additionally, the sacred meals of the mystery religions bear little resemblance to Paul’s, or the Gospels’, account of the Last Supper. Indeed, a number of scholars have noted that the New Testament accounts of the Last Supper are deeply rooted in Palestinian Jewish theology and culture.52
Geza Vermes has argued that the metaphor of eating someone’s body and drinking someone’s blood would have been foreign, and indeed shocking, in a Palestinian Jewish culturalsetting. Therefore, this tradition must have originated in a non-Jewish environment.53 This argument fails on a number of counts, however. For one thing, Vermes’s argument seems to ignore the fact that the preconversion Paul was himself a Torah-true Jew (Phil. 3:4—6). If he was capable of embracing this teaching, we have every reason to suppose other Jews would have been capable of embracing it. Indeed, the fact that the teaching eventually found its way into the Gospels (including Matthew’s) suggests the same thing.54
Actually, far from arguing against the metaphor’s authenticity, the fact that the metaphor of eating a body and drinking blood would have been shocking to Torah-oriented Jews arguably counts in favor of viewing Paul’s account of the Last Supper as being rooted in the life of Jesus. Jesus frequently used vivid, countercultural parables and metaphors designed to shock his Jewish audience. Unless this shocking metaphor was solidly rooted in the authority of the earthly Jesus, we are left with the question of how it found a traditional—even central—place among his early Jewish followers. As shocking as the imagery was, however, it nonetheless finds its conceptual home within the world of a deeply Jewish covenant theology. The timing (Passover), the Old Testament allusion (“new covenant”; e.g., Jer. 31:31—34), the language (“remembrance” = covenant sign), and even the blood metaphor itself all make sense within a Jewish covenantal matrix.
Some legendary-Jesus theorists argue that when Paul says he “received from the Lord” the teaching he gives in this context, he is signaling that he obtained this information by direct revelation from the heavenly Christ, not from a supposed Jesus tradition. Indeed, they argue that it was this direct revelation that was eventually embedded in the historicized myth of Jesus found in the later Gospels. While this interpretation of Paul’s expression is not impossible, we agree with the vast majority of scholars that there is little to recommend it. Three considerations count against it.
First, we have no other evidence that Paul or anyone else in the early church claimed to acquire information about past historical events through revelation. If this is what Paul is doing in this passage, it would appear to be the only time he does so-and this is reason enough to suspect that something else is going on.
Second, the text itself suggests Paul is relying on traditional material. He introduces his material with standard Jewish terminology for “receiving” and “handing over” sacred tradition (v. 23).55 This suggests that Paul was passing on material that had been passed on to him by others. In this light, when Paul says he “received from the Lord” this teaching, it seems most natural to take him to be referring to his conviction that this traditional material goes back to the Lord’s own words and actions. Through the tradition, now being mediated through Paul, the Corinthians were “receiving from the Lord” the teaching about the Last Supper. This conclusion is confirmed by the fact that Paul’s words betray a “wholly fixed verbal form,” as is seen when compared with Luke 22:19—20.56
Third, it seems highly improbable that a personal revelation of a supposed historical event could have gained such a deep and pervasive authority throughout the various streams of the early church.57 While it is clear that the early church was charismatic, they were not uncritical of prophetic words (1 Cor. 14:29) and did not seem to place them on a par with the authority of the Old Testament or of Jesus.58
1 Corinthians 7:10—11
To the married I give this command-not I but the Lord-that the wife should not separate from her husband (but if she does separate, let her remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife. To the rest I say—I and not the Lord—that if any believer has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her.
It seems reasonable to see in this passage a Pauline citation of a command prohibiting divorce that derives from the teaching of Jesus (i.e., Matt. 19:3—12 // Mark 10:2—12). The fact that Paul takes care to distinguish teaching he received” from the Lord” and his own (inspired) convictions on the matter reinforces this conclusion.
Besides the parallel convictions of Paul and the Jesus tradition on divorce, there are theological similarities between Paul and this aspect of the Jesus tradition as well. For example, both Paul and the Jesus of the Gospels ground their understanding of marriage and divorce in the Genesis concept of married couples becoming “one flesh” (1 Cor. 6:12—20). There are also strong verbal similarities. For example, Paul’s teaching that the wife “should not separate” (me choristhenai) from her husband is very close to Jesus’s declaration that, “What God has joined together, let no one separate” (me chorizeto). There are even significant structural similarities. For example, in both Paul and the Jesus tradition the prohibition on divorce is followed by a teaching discouraging remarriage.59
On this basis it seems reasonable to conclude that Paul not only was aware of a specific command in the Jesus tradition, but also was well acquainted with “his teaching on marriage as a whole, including its ‘one flesh’ principle and its relationship to the service of the kingdom of God.”60 In the words of D. L. Dungan, “Paul stands squarely within the tradition that led to the Synoptic gospels, and is of one mind with the editors of the gospels, not only in the way he understands what Jesus (the Lord) was actually commanding in the sayings themselves but also in the way he prefigures the Synoptic editors’ use of them.”61
Against this view, some scholars contend that Paul’s acknowledgment that he received his command from the Lord means that he got this material not from earlier Jesus tradition, but from what he believed to be a personal revelation from the risen Christ.62 With the majority of scholars, we deem this suggestion to be quite unlikely. Among other problems, the phrase “but the Lord” can naturally be taken as a reference to the Jesus of history, mediated by the Jesus tradition (cf. 1 Cor. 9:14; 11:23). Moreover, it is difficult to imagine Paul distinguishing his own Spirit-inspired teaching (i.e., 1 Cor. 7:40) from teachings he received through Spirit-inspired personal revelation in the way that would be required by this passage.
Even more fundamentally, however, the legendary-Jesus theory asks us to believe that Paul’s revelatory teaching was so authoritative in the early church that not only the content but also the theology, wording, and structure of his teaching became historicized myth in the Gospels. Even apart from the implausibility of seeing the Gospels as historicized myth (see chaps. 10–12), it is difficult to believe that any prophetic oracle could gain this much authority this quickly in the early church, as noted above. Hence, we see no good reason to deny that Paul is relying on, and distinguishing his own inspired opinion from, the Jesus tradition when he passes on this teaching on divorce and remarriage.
1 Corinthians 9:14
… the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.
The subject matter in the broader context of this passage is the need for believers to restrict their own freedom for the sake of others (1 Cor. 8–10). To illustrate his point, Paul mentions that he did not receive any payment for his ministry even though, on Jesus’s authority, he had a right to do so. In the course of giving this illustration, Paul defends his apostolic calling by responding to critics who apparently saw his refusal to accept payment as evidence that he was not a true apostle (9:3—23). Paul insists he is a true apostle, for he had seen the risen Lord (9:1, cf. 15:8). He therefore insists he has a right to “food and drink” (9:4) just as other ministers have (9:5—11, 13). But Paul (and Barnabas) chose to forgo this right so as to avoid putting any “obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ” (9:12).
At this point Paul says that the Lord “commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.” Many scholars have argued that the teaching Paul is referring to is found in the Q material (Luke 10:7 // Matt. 10:10), where Jesus taught that “the laborer deserves to be paid.” While the wording of Paul’s citation is quite different from Q’s, the case for Paul’s reliance on a common Jesus tradition at this point is fairly strong.
First, Paul’s application of the teaching in 1 Corinthians to the work of mission is the same as in Q. This suggests that Paul knew not only the saying in isolation, but also the broader missionary discourse tradition within which it is located.63 What is more, there are verbal cues in 1 Corinthians 9 that further suggest Paul was drawing on the same tradition as that reflected in Q. For example, the Q terms “work” and “hire” feature significantly in 1 Corinthians 9 (vv. 1, 6, 13), and Paul repeats the Q connection between reward and “food and drink” (v. 4, cf. v. 13). As Wenham notes, “The conjunction of ideas in [Paul and Q] … can hardly be coincidental.”64 It is true that Paul’s wording is quite different from what we find in Q, but this sort of variation is typical of oral traditions, where the essential intention-the “gist”—of sayings and remembered events is valued much more than verbatim repetition.
As with the previously cited instances of Paul appealing to commands he received from the Lord, legendary-Jesus theorists have tried to argue that Paul is here giving a personal revelation that perhaps became imbedded in the mythologized narrative of Luke and Matthew. But this contention has significant problems. It faces the same difficulties we noted above in connection with the previous two references in Paul to the Jesus tradition. But this instance faces an additional difficulty.
In this passage Paul is quoting a command of the Lord against himself. Paul says, “The Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.” “But,” he then adds, “I have made no use of any of these rights” (v. 15). He is, in a sense, in violation of the Lord’s “command.” Indeed, it may have been this violation that led some of his critics to question the genuineness of his apostolic calling. In any event, Paul’s argument presupposes that the command Paul is citing was already known both to his congregation and to his critics. In other words, it strongly suggests that we accept that Paul was relying on the Jesus tradition and that elements of this tradition had already been passed on to his congregation.
1 Thessalonians 4:15—17
For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.
While there is certainly no verbatim parallel between Paul’s teaching here and anything we find in the Synoptic Gospels, there are a host of considerations that lead many scholars to conclude that Paul is in fact passing on an aspect of the Jesus tradition he had received from others and that he indicates this by noting that he is giving his teaching “by the word of the Lord.”
Paul uses a number of vivid and distinctive apocalyptic images that are similar to the eschatological teachings found in the Gospels. The sounding of the trumpet (Matt. 24:31), the descent from heaven on the clouds with angels (Mark 13:26—27), the gathering of the elect, and perhaps even the notion of people being “caught up in the clouds” (arguably reminiscent of “one taken, one left” in Matt. 24:40, 41 // Luke 17:34, 35) are all found in the Synoptics.
Beyond this, a number of scholars have argued that the “cry of command” and the “archangel’s call” parallel the Matthean parable of the virgins, which centers around a “cry” and uses the same unusual Greek phrase meaning “come out to meet him” (eis apantesin) (Matt. 25:6). Moreover, the warning to stay awake and be ready is found in both contexts (Matt. 25:13, cf. v. 5), as is the theme of “rising” to go away with the returning master (Matt. 25:7, 10).
The case for a connection to the Jesus tradition is further strengthened by the fact that similar parallels with the eschatological tradition found in the Gospels are found elsewhere in 1 and 2 Thessalonians. For example, Paul reminds the Thessalonians that the Lord would return “like a thief in the night,” a point he (significantly enough) tells them they already knew “very well” (1 Thess. 5:2, 4). This distinctive imagery is found nowhere else in ancient Jewish literature, yet it directly parallels a Q tradition (Luke 12:39—40 // Matt. 24:43—44).65 Similarly, it is hard not to hear Jesus’s teaching about the need to stay alert (Luke 12:36—38) reflected in Paul’s teaching on staying awake and remaining sober (1 Thess. 5:5—7).66
For these reasons, we are inclined to agree with Kim that,
The several and clear echoes of Jesus’ sayings in [1 Thess 4:15—17] seem to suggest that Paul must be conscious that the material he is using was Jesus material and therefore that with “the word of the Lord” here Paul is referring to the word(s) of the historical Jesus he is using rather than a prophetic oracle spoken in the name of the Lord.67
Still, could the parallels be accounted for by supposing that Paul influenced the Jesus tradition rather than the other way around? While there is no reason to suppose that Paul could not have influenced the Jesus tradition in some respects, it seems exceedingly unlikely that he originated this aspect of it.
First, for a number of reasons, it is explanatorily more efficient to see the line of influence coming from the Jesus tradition to Paul rather than the other way around. To give just one example, Paul ordinarily uses the word koimao for “sleep,” yet in his teaching on not falling asleep in 5:6, he uses katheudo, the word used in Matthew’s parable of the virgins. The easiest way to explain this variation is to suppose that Paul is at this point tapping into the eschatological tradition expressed in the parable of the ten virgins.
Second, Paul sprinkles eschatological teaching throughout 1 and 2 Thessalonians. He elsewhere speaks of the Son appearing suddenly and gloriously, with angels (1 Thess. 1:6—10; 5:1—10), of God’s coming judgment (1 Thess. 1:10; 2:16; 2 Thess. 1:4—10), of the need for believers to live righteously as they wait for the Lord’s coming deliverance (1 Thess. 3:13; 4:1—10; 2 Thess. 1:5, 11–12), of the gathering of the saints in Christ at his coming (2 Thess. 2:1), and of events that will precede this coming (2 Thess. 2:3—12). Given how pervasive eschatological teaching is in these two letters, it seems most unnatural to suppose that in 1 Thessalonians 4:15—17 alone Paul is giving a prophetic oracle. The material in 4:15—17 is simply not that distinctive in relation to this other eschatological material. Rather, it seems that in 4:15—17, as elsewhere, Paul is passing on standard eschatological teaching in the church, and that some of this material—as in 4:15—17—is identified as more specifically tied to Jesus’s own teaching. Moreover, the fact that 15b—the section that appears to contain the specific material drawn from Jesus—“fits only awkwardly into the logic of the statement” suggests that Paul faithfully retains the content (if not the wording) of the tradition without modifying it to more easily fit his particular needs.68
A final and important consideration is that Paul frequently tells the Thessalonians he is simply reminding them of a tradition they already knew—precisely as he is imparting his eschatological teaching. He notes how the Lord would avenge people who practice injustice “just as we have already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you” (1 Thess. 4:6). When it comes to the question of when this second coming would occur, Paul writes, “You do not need to have anything written to you. For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night” (1 Thess. 5:1b-2). Similarly, just after telling the Thessalonians that he prays that they will appear blameless before God when he returns, Paul proceeds to tell them how to live blamelessly (1 Thess. 4:1—12), saying, “You know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus” (v. 2). So too, when the second coming is addressed in the second epistle, we find: “Do you not remember that I told you these things when I was still with you?” (2 Thess. 2:5). And again: “So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter” (2 Thess. 2:15, emphasis added).
Significantly, the traditional eschatological material Paul is reminding the Thessalonians of is extensive, detailed, and is found nowhere else in the Pauline corpus (2 Thess. 2:1—12). Were it not for these passages, we would have no indication that Paul or his congregations believed any of this. Yet Paul explicitly tells us he was simply reminding them of “the traditions” he and they had received. This suggests that when Paul established congregations he probably passed on to them a great deal of traditional material that we remain uninformed of for the simple reason that Paul had no particular reason to mention it in his always-occasional extant letters.
In any event, all of this provides good reason to conclude that Paul is not giving a new prophetic word in 1 Thessalonians 4:15—17. As elsewhere, he is recalling traditional material the Thessalonians already knew. The “word of the Lord” that Paul was referring to in this passage was the Jesus tradition that had been passed on to him and that he had in turn passed on to the Thessalonians.
Echoes and Allusions of the Jesus Tradition in Paul
Thus far we have seen that Paul reflects knowledge of the teachings of Jesus, knew him to be a person who lived in the recent past, and assumed that his audiences also knew a good deal about him—enough to model their lives after his. We have also seen that there is good reason to believe that, while Paul invested a significant degree of authority in his personal revelations, he also received and passed on established, authoritative, oral Jesus tradition. And we have seen that some of these traditions contained material about what Jesus taught, for Paul alludes to them at various points in his writings.
With all this in mind, it makes sense to further mine Paul’s writings for other areas where his teaching may to some degree reflect the Jesus tradition. When we do so, we find that Paul’s writings are full of ideas, phrases, and words that can plausibly be understood as “echoing” or “alluding to” the Jesus tradition. While some of these echoes and allusions may be explained as coincidence and perhaps others as Paul influencing the Jesus tradition rather than the other way around, the pervasiveness of these echoes reinforces the conviction that Paul was well acquainted with, and significantly dependent upon, the Jesus tradition that was later expressed in the Gospels.
Given space considerations, we cannot mention—let alone discuss—all the possible echoes of or allusions to the Jesus tradition in Paul’s writings.69 It will be helpful, however, to briefly illustrate this range of material by listing a few examples that have led many scholars to conclude that Paul and his congregations were well informed by traditions stemming from Jesus.
Among the distinctive parallels between Paul and Jesus (as represented by the Jesus tradition within the Gospels), we find both taught that:70
Beyond these particular echoes or allusions, attention should be drawn to a number of theological parallels that permeate Paul’s writings. Paul’s distinctive understanding of God’s grace, of salvation, and of outsiders being welcomed into the kingdom parallels material found in the Jesus tradition, including the substance of Jesus’s “Kingdom of God” vision.72 And, despite the claim of some that there is “no hint that Paul knew of the narrative tradition about Jesus,” a number of scholars have demonstrated that within Paul’s kerygmatic formulations (e.g., Gal. 3:13—14; 4:3—6; Rom. 3:24—26; 4:24—25; 5:6—10; 6:9—10; 8:3—4; 10:3—4) a sort of minisummary of the passion narratives in the Gospels can be discerned.73
The presence of these echoes and allusions confirms the conclusion we drew from his more explicit references: Paul was by no means unaware of the oral Jesus tradition. To the contrary, his thought seems to be permeated with it. And he gives us good reason to conclude that the same is true of the congregations he was writing to. As we shall show in the next two chapters, we also have good grounds from recent studies on oral tradition to view the early church as being saturated with orally transmitted material about Jesus’s life and the content of his teachings and deeds.
Why Does Paul Not Explicitly Cite Jesus More Often?
Despite the presence of several apparently direct references and many echoes of, and allusions to, the Jesus tradition in Paul, we must nevertheless address the issue of why Paul seemingly cites Jesus’s words so rarely, and especially why he fails to do so in contexts where doing so would greatly strengthen the argument he is making. We can begin to discern the possible answers to this perplexing question as we consider the issue in light of the similar phenomenon in the book of Acts.
The Lack of Citations of the Jesus Tradition in Acts
The vast majority of scholars grant that the author of the Gospel of Luke is also the author of the book of Acts. Indeed, the two works are generally understood as two volumes of one work. Yet, in the second volume, Luke chooses to make little use of the Jesus tradition that he obviously is so familiar with (as witnessed by the content of his first volume). As W. A. Strange observes, Luke fails “to provide any substantial teaching from Jesus which would assist the church in solving the problems that he describes in Acts…. When the church in Acts faces some perplexity, it does not base its decisions on the teaching of Jesus.”74
We shall discuss how this curious phenomenon might be explained shortly. But however we explain it, we clearly cannot suggest that the lack of references to the Jesus tradition in Acts in any way reflects an ignorance of, or lack of interest in, that tradition on the part of the author. In Luke’s own words, his Gospel was about “all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning until the day when he was taken up to heaven” (Acts 1:1—2, emphasis added).
The same principle, we suggest, must be applied to Paul. However we explain the scarcity of explicit citations of the Jesus tradition in Paul, we have no reason to follow those legendary-Jesus theorists who suppose it was because he was unaware of, or unconcerned about, Jesus’s teaching. To the contrary, as with Acts, we have seen that we have good reason to suppose Paul was well aware of much of Jesus’s teaching.
The Language of Traditional Referentiality
So why might Paul and Luke, in certain contexts, have avoided citing teachings from Jesus they were well aware of? There are, we believe, at least three related reasons. First, as James Dunn has argued, when Paul was writing, “the Jesus—tradition was not yet set in fixed and unyielding forms. Rather, it was living tradition, a tradition which was evidently adaptable to different needs and diverse contexts.” The Jesus tradition, he argues, “was cherished not merely as something said two or three decades earlier, but as a living word; not merely as a relic of a dead leader, but as still expressing the will of the living Lord.”75 As with the Old Testament (which Paul often alludes to rather loosely) the Jesus tradition “is to be recognized [in Paul] at the level of shaping thought, not so much as an external authority whose authority can be called on only by formal dictation.”76 Hence, Dunn concludes that both with allusions to the Old Testament and Jesus tradition,
we are actually witnessing … the language of community discourse. We must imagine Christians who were steeped in the language and thought forms of the (Jewish) scriptures (the only scriptures they had), and who had been deeply impressed, their whole lives transformed and shaped afresh by the message of Jesus. In communities bonded by such common experience and language there is a whole level of discourse which consists of allusions and echo…. A community which can communicate only by citing explicit chapter and verse has no depth to it.77
As we shall see in the following chapters, this perspective fits perfectly with what scholars have been learning over the last several decades about how oral traditions function in predominantly oral cultures. Specifically, the groundbreaking work of Homeric scholar John Miles Foley has opened new vistas in our understanding of orally oriented texts and the notion of “traditional referentiality,” wherein dense idiomatic expression is the assumption, and which “only the properly prepared audience is equipped to understand.”78Foley notes that “traditional referentiality enables an extremely economical transaction of meaning, with the modest, concrete part standing for a more complex whole. Pars pro toto is the fundamental principle.”79 Thus, in an orally dominant context, each written text with its subtle allusions and echoes is but “a thin slice of the tradition’s vast, rich, and unchartable narrative possibilities.”80
It is this phenomenon of traditional referentiality that Dale Allison identifies when he observes that “much of the Bible is fundamentally elliptical. It says much in few words, in words that point beyond themselves, for the canonical writings are literature of inheritance, being deliberately interactive and full of allusive reciprocal discourse.”81 Thus, in the first-century Greco-Roman world, a world dominated by oral/aural sensibilities—even for the written text—and thus a world indebted to traditional referentiality, the elliptical manner in which Paul uses the Jesus tradition (in which he was no doubt steeped) is common communicative fare.
The Language of Exhortation
Second, Michael Thompson argues that Paul’s lack of citation of the Jesus tradition is readily understood if we keep in mind that the purpose of Paul’s letters was primarily exhortation, not argumentation. “Where argument ceased and exhortation began,” he argues, “apostles had little need to cite sources.” Hence, Thompson argues, “We should not necessarily expect explicit reference to [the Jesus tradition].”82 Kim agrees when he writes, “In paraenesis, unlike in theological argument, one normally does not prove the truth of one’s teaching, and so it is not required to cite its sources.”83
The Jesus Tradition and Evangelism
Finally, the intriguing proposal of W. A. Strange regarding the parallel phenomenon in Acts complements the observations of both Dunn and Thompson. In investigating why Luke’s Gospel is full of teachings that Acts never cites, Strange notices something. With few exceptions, every time some aspect of Jesus’s life is referred to in Acts it is done for evangelistic purposes.84 When the church is struggling with its own issues, however, the focus is on the present leading of the Spirit. On this basis, Strange argues that the early church understood “the function of the gospel material to be directed outwards, to serve the church’s mission, rather than inwards, to give weight to partisan positions in Christian controversy.”85 The fact that we have several examples of the Gospels being used in evangelism in the second century, and no examples of them being used to settle theological controversies within the church until Irenaeus, further confirms this thesis.86
This observation may well explain why Paul, as a rule, would not explicitly cite the Jesus tradition in his epistles. As Dunn and Thompson note, his purpose in writing various letters was not to evangelize but to exhort people who were already believers and to settle various church issues. It makes sense, therefore, that his writings are full of echoes of and allusions to the Jesus tradition that his congregations are steeped in, just as they are full of allusions to the Old Testament. Paul is speaking the language of “community discourse,” as Dunn says, not the language of evangelism or apologetics.
Summary
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate the implausibility of the claim made by the more radical advocates of the legendary-Jesus thesis, namely that Paul did not view Jesus as a recent contemporary and/or that he reflects little knowledge of, or concern for, Jesus’s life and teachings. We have argued that Paul knew he lived in the same generation as Jesus and that he reflects interest in, and awareness of, the life and teachings of Jesus. We have also suggested there are compelling reasons why Paul so rarely cites Jesus’s teaching in an explicit fashion.
All of these considerations count strongly against the notion that Paul created a mythic Jesus that was later historicized in the Gospels. We concur with David Wenham when he writes:
Paul would have been horrified at the suggestion that he was the founder of Christianity. For him the foundation of theology was Jesus; first, the Jesus whom he met on the Damascus road; second, the Jesus of the Christian tradition. He of course identified the two. Paul saw himself as the slave of Jesus Christ, not the founder of Christianity.87
Yet, if Paul indeed saw himself as an heir to a Jesus tradition that predated him, we are faced once again with the challenge of explaining how this tradition came into being so quickly and in the most unlikely of environments. If the teachings and stories, including Jesus’s miracles and resurrection, are not rooted in history, where did they come from? If the teachings and stories are not rooted in history, what explains the fact that Paul and other first-century Jews—including Jesus’s own brother—ascribed divine attributes to this recent contemporary (and brother) of theirs, while worshipping and praying to him? In our estimation, the attempt to explain this simply by appealing to the early church’s imagination and legend-making tendencies is inadequate.
We readily grant that accepting that the Jesus tradition is rooted in history is not an easy path either. We are being asked to accept that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is substantially correct. It is a fantastic story, one that requires that we rethink the absoluteness of our Western naturalistic presuppositions. Yet given the implausibility of alternative explanations, we think it reasonable to consider this possibility. If indeed Jesus’s claims and deeds were something like those intimated in Paul and expressly declared in the Gospels, and if indeed Jesus rose from the dead as his original followers claimed, then there is no difficulty explaining the faith of the early Christians. If, however, we assume that the Jesus of history was quite unlike the image(s) presented in the Gospels—or worse, if he did not exist at all—the origin of the faith of the early Christians remains a perplexing mystery.
Yet we are far from exhausting either the objections raised by legendary-Jesus theorists against the historicity of the first-century Jesus traditions or the grounds for accepting that the Jesus traditions are historically reliable. We have yet to examine the reliability of the oral Jesus traditions that found their way into the Synoptic Gospels, and we must still consider the reliability of the Gospels themselves. To these tasks we turn in the remaining chapters.
THE EARLY ORAL JESUS TRADITION
Few dispute that prior to the writing of the Gospels, tradition about Jesus circulated primarily by means of oral transmission. Hence, to a significant extent, one’s estimation of the historical reliability of the Gospels will depend on one’s estimation of the reliability of the oral traditions that preceded them. In part 3 of this work we investigate the issue of the nature and general reliability of precanonical oral and/or written traditions. This section is particularly important as there has been something of a revolution taking place the last several decades in orality studies that could-and we believe should-revolutionize our understanding of the oral traditions leading up to the writing of the Gospels.
In keeping with standard form-critical assumptions that have been prevalent in critical New Testament circles for much of the last century, most scholars who argue that the Jesus of the Gospels is substantially nonhistorical have contended that the pre-Gospel Jesus communities had to rely exclusively on oral transmission, since they were largely illiterate. Moreover, whatever else they deem to be historical or nonhistorical in the Gospels, they have tended to argue that, at the very least, oral transmission is incapable of passing on extended narratives. This leads to the form-critical conclusion that the overall narrative framework of the written Gospels is, at least to a substantial degree, a literary fiction designed to house the small, disconnected units of Jesus material. On top of this, legendary-Jesus theorists have generally argued that the early Christian communities had little interest in biographical information about Jesus, which is partly what allowed the oral traditions to expand in legendary directions so freely. In chapter 6 we will explore and assess these perspectives.
Also in keeping with standard form-critical assumptions, legendary-Jesus theorists argue that eyewitnesses to Jesus’s ministry (if there were any) played little or no role in transmitting and regulating the oral Jesus tradition within the early Jesus communities. Moreover, they often argue that the ways in which these oral traditions were creatively modified and expanded with fictionalized elements can be traced with some confidence in accordance with discernable “laws”—or at least clear and reliable tendencies-of oral transmission. Finally, legendary-Jesus theorists generally argue that the sayings of Jesus circulating within the early Christian communities-including those communities whose views were eventually expressed in the written Gospels-are as likely to have originated in moments of “prophetic inspiration” within the post-Easter church as from Jesus himself. In chapter 7 we will consider and evaluate each of these claims.
ANCIENT LITERACY AND ORAL TRADITION
ASSESSING THE EARLY ORAL JESUS TRADITION
Most scholars acknowledge that the Gospel material was primarily, if not entirely, transmitted orally within the Christian communities for decades prior to the writing of the canonical Gospels. According to legendary-Jesus theorists, these early oral Jesus traditions were only loosely (or, in the case of Christ myth advocates, not at all) rooted in actual remembrances of Jesus and were very susceptible to legendary accretion. Word of mouth is not a trustworthy means of disseminating information in the best of circumstances, it is argued. And it is even less reliable when one is dealing with “naive and mythologically minded” people like the early Christians. Thus it is reasonable to conclude that much (if not all) of the Jesus material we find in the Gospels is rooted in the imagination of early Christians, as opposed to historical reality. How compelling is this perspective? This is the question we shall concern ourselves with in the next two chapters.
Our investigation shall center on six assumptions made by classical form-critical methodology, so an introductory word about this discipline is in order.1
Under the pressure of a new round of skepticism directed at the Gospel of Mark, source criticism seemed to have run its course as a tool by which to recover the historical Jesus. With the rise of form criticism in the early twentieth century, it seemed that a new tool for exploring even earlier Jesus tradition-oral tradition-was now available. Following the lead of Hermann Gunkel’s form-critical work on Genesis, New Testament critics began to analyze the Gospels in terms of literary forms. From 1919 to 1921, three German scholars published works that served to define the field of Gospel form criticism-Karl Schmidt, Martin Dibelius, and, most importantly, Rudolf Bultmann.2
Form criticism serves to identify and investigate the multitude of diverse literary forms in the Gospels: parables, aphorisms, pronouncement stories (short narrative introductions plus a saying of Jesus), miracle stories, and so on. More specifically, form criticism attempts to determine the possible roles these forms played in the ever-evolving oral tradition leading up to the writing of the Gospels. By helping us recognize and exegete distinct literary forms, form criticism has unquestionably aided our understanding of the Gospels.
From the beginning, however, this discipline has tended to operate with a number of methodological assumptions that, in light of more recent interdisciplinary studies of orality, must now be judged to be seriously flawed. Among other things, these unfortunate assumptions about the nature of oral tradition have served to foster an undue skepticism with respect to oral historical narrative in general, and thus the oral Jesus tradition in particular. It is this set of methodological presuppositions of the form-critical enterprise that will be the subject of our investigation in this and the following chapter.
We will provide a brief overview of the three form-critical assumptions to be assessed in this chapter. Then we shall proceed to examine those three assumptions-that the period leading up to the written Gospels was a purely oral period; that oral traditions are not capable of passing on extended narratives; and that the early church had little true biographical interest in their founder.
An Overview of Three Form-Critical Assumptions
The Assumption of a Purely Oral Period
The first assumption almost uniformly shared by form critics is that the traditions that lay behind the Gospels were transmitted almost exclusively in oral form. The assumption is that early Christians were an “unlettered people” who “had neither the capacity nor the inclination for the production of books.” Hence, as the early form critic Martin Dibelius argues, we “must not predicate a true literary activity in the Christian Church of the first two or three decades.”3 This perspective has been reinforced by recent arguments suggesting that only a small fraction of first-century Palestinian Jews were literate.4
If the teachings and deeds of Jesus were not stabilized in writing for several decades, it is argued, there is a good deal of room for the collective memory of (or original mythological imaginings about) Jesus to be significantly altered. Hence, the view that the period leading up to the Gospels was mostly, if not entirely, one of oral transmission tends to support the thesis that the Jesus of the Gospels is enveloped in legendary fiction.
The Assumed Lack of a Coherent Narrative
A second form-critical assumption that has led many scholars to a negative assessment of the historical reliability of the Gospels is that oral traditions are mostly composed of small, disconnected units. To be sure, many scholars suspect that a pre-Gospel Passion narrative existed as a coherent extended unit prior to being incorporated into Mark’s Gospel. But most also argue that the bulk of the Gospel narrative of Jesus’s life and ministry was created de novo when the first Gospel (usually identified as Mark) was written.
As in many other matters pertaining to form criticism, a major voice for this perspective was the early form critic Rudolf Bultmann.5 He understood the Jesus tradition to be an example of Kleinliteratur-unsophisticated traditions created by the simple masses responding to sociological needs and operating under the same “laws” as other folklore traditions.6 Bultmann’s assessment of folk traditions led him to conclude that ancient narrators do not give lengthy, unified accounts but rather create small, independent units of tradition (the “forms” identified by form criticism). As these units of tradition are passed along, they tend to be expanded, with details being added. Moreover, in time they tend to be loosely grouped together, forming larger units.7
Only when the decision was made to put the community’s “memory” of Jesus into writing was an overall narrative of Jesus’s life required and therefore created. The individual sayings (logia), aphorisms, pronouncement stories, parables, speeches, and miracle stories that had for decades been independently remembered and/or created and passed along were at this time fit into a mostly imagined narrative framework. Obviously, if the Bultmannian understanding of the oral Jesus tradition leading up to the writing of the Gospels is correct, the legendary-Jesus thesis becomes much more plausible.
The Assumed Lack of Biographical Interest
A third form-critical assumption, and one that characterizes most versions of the legendary-Jesus thesis, is that the earliest Christians had little to no interest in the actual details of the life of Jesus. Their interest, rather, was almost purely evangelistic. “They wanted nothing else than to win as many as possible to salvation in the last hour just before the end of the world,” according to Dibelius. Thus, the “early Christians were not interested in history.”8Even the written Gospels have “no historical-biographical interest,” according to Bultmann.9 And it is for this reason that it is impossible “to separate historical stories from legends” in them.10
The question we must now address is, how plausible is each of these three methodological assumptions? In what follows we will examine them in their respective order and argue that, in light of more recent interdisciplinary studies, each must now be judged as decidedly flawed.
The Assumption of a Purely Oral Period
As we have seen, the form-critical enterprise generally has assumed that there were few if any written documents that anchored the oral Jesus tradition in its first several decades. If this assumption holds, then one can more easily imagine early Christians revisioning and/or creating their views of Jesus. Later, we will dispute the claim that oral traditions that lack a written foundation are intrinsically and necessarily unreliable. At present, however, we wish to argue that there are no solid grounds for thinking that the Jesus traditions of the early church were purely oral in the first place. One’s conclusions on this matter are related, in part, to one’s prior estimation of the literacy level among first-century Palestinian Jews, and so to this question we now turn.
Harris’s Thesis on the Low Literacy Rates of Ancient Cultures
The most persuasive case for the relative illiteracy of ancient Palestine (and of the ancient world in general) has been advanced by the historian William Harris in his book, Ancient Literacy. Thus we will use his work as a starting point for our response.
Rather than basing his estimation of literacy on epigraphic evidence-the classical approach that he deems unreliable on a number of counts-Harris employs a broader, comparativist approach. Put simply, Harris first establishes the conditions he believes are necessary for any culture to enjoy widespread literacy and then investigates whether various ancient cultures met these conditions.
Harris’s methodology yields estimates of ancient literacy that are significantly lower than most previous estimates. Among other things, Harris contends that ancient cultures did not generally have a widespread need for writing, educational systems were not adequately developed to teach masses how to read, and reading material and writing supplies were too expensive for common people to acquire even if they could have learned to read and write. Hence, Harris claims that literacy in the ancient world was usually reserved for the relatively few powerful and wealthy.11
This holds true, he argues, for the ancient Greco-Roman world. Though many previous scholars have argued for a robust literacy rate from the fourth century BCE on-the period of hellenization-Harris argues that in most areas the literacy rate for adults would have been no more than ten to fifteen percent.12 Harris recognizes that “these conclusions will be highly unpalatable to some classical scholars,” but nevertheless claims that his case is solidly rooted in comparativist data.13Though it counters the classical approach, Harris’s methodology has caught on in academic circles, producing what one scholar has called a “fashionable skepticism” in many academic quarters regarding literacy in the ancient world.14
There can be no question that Harris’s broad-based comparativist approach has brought the discussion of ancient literacy to a new level of sophistication. At the very least, his work has shown that formerly optimistic assessments about widespread literacy in the ancient world were often built upon slender and tenuous foundations. However, there are a number of considerations that call into question Harris’s conclusions and their application to any particular locale in the ancient Greco-Roman world.
Questioning Harris’s Methodology
It has been argued by some that Harris’s comparativist methodology is, in important ways, flawed. In a word, Harris assumes that comparativist deductive assessments can tell us more about ancient literacy rates than can actual epigraphic evidence. While some see this methodological breakthrough as a “virtue,”15 others see it as ignoring important details that could serve to undermine the application of Harris’s thesis to any particular cultural setting. Nicholas Horsfall, for example, argues that, “given Harris’ general approach to the evidence, the discovery of … solid bodies of [written] material, in however many provinces, is more or less irrelevant to him.”16 Similarly, Harlow Snyder has observed that this methodology exhibits a tendency “to press toward conclusions that seem to be established a priori, either on theoretical grounds or because the data may prove uncongenial.”17
To scholars such as Horsfall and Snyder, broad-based, comparativist generalizations are not altogether illegitimate, but they must be balanced by the actual epigraphical evidence at hand.18 And, as we shall see, when the epigraphical evidence is given its due weight, our estimations about the literacy of the ancient world in general, and of the Greco-Roman world in particular, can change substantially.
Literacy among the Rural and the Poor?
Some scholars have challenged Harris’s assumption (shared by others) that only the powerful and wealthy would have had access to the materials and education necessary for writing. For one thing, it is not altogether clear that the cost of materials like papyrus was as expensive as some have claimed.19 Evidence against the common assumption of the universally prohibitive costs of writing materials in the ancient world has been discovered at sites such as the ancient (ca. 100) military fort at Vindolanda in Britain. This site evidences an amazing amount of writing on thin wooden leaves with a type of ink pen (as opposed to the better-known wax tablets with a metal stylus).20 As Alan Bowman notes, “These leaf tablets must have been cheap (or free) and easy to make. They completely undermine the argument that writing materials were available only to the well-to-do.”21
Nor is it clear that education was as inaccessible to lower classes as Harris and others claim. The clear evidence for writing among military personnel and slaves in the ancient world suggests that we must be cautious in concluding that lower classes were always illiterate.22 Intriguingly, we have recovered a second-century clay tablet with a memo written in Latin by a bricklayer’s assistant in a rural area. This provides concrete evidence, contra Harris’s a priori speculations, that a poor, rural laborer could indeed possess literacy skills.23
Moreover, Alan Bowman and Alan Millard have argued that there is good evidence that ancient people assumed that certain written texts (e.g., publicly posted documents) would inform all segments of society, including rural villagers.24 This suggests, at the very least, that the “inability to read would not have been accepted as a legitimate excuse for ignorance.” It implies that “those who could not read (or write) participated in literacy in some significant way.”25 Millard also argues that the vast amount of personal letters, legal deeds, divorce certificates, writing on coins, and ossuary inscriptions that were clearly not written by scribes strongly suggests that literacy levels were relatively high and widespread.26All of this serves to confirm the conclusion of Jeffrey Hurwit on literacy in the Greco-Roman world: Given the evidence at hand, “it is difficult to imagine … an Archaic society in which a limited literacy was simply a function of class.”27
Does Literacy Depend upon Public Schools?
Harris’s comparativist approach assumes that “an ample and expanding school system” would have been necessary for literacy to flourish.28 While no one can doubt that public school systems support the growth of literacy, it does not follow from this that the absence of a public school system entails the absence of literacy skills. It is entirely possible that reading and writing were taught at home on a widespread basis, a possibility Harris himself entertains but gives little attention to.29 After all, we posses ample evidence that it was commonplace in the ancient world for fathers to teach their sons professional skills at home, and this homeschooling naturally would have included literacy skills to the extent that the vocational trade depended on it.30
Between Literacy and Illiteracy
Finally, Harris has been properly criticized for too often working with a functional dichotomy of “literate” and “illiterate,” while paying insufficient attention to the vast spectrum between these two poles. He gives short shrift to what, in fact, is a spectrum of degrees of literacy in the ancient Greco-Roman world-including the wide range of abilities that can be deemed “semiliterate.” The world of semiliteracy covers a vast array of skill levels and includes those who could read but could not functionally write, those who could sign only their name, those deemed “slow writers” who could write simple texts if given the time necessary, and those who simply had poor handwriting skills.31 Things are complexified further when one considers “phonetic literacy,” as well as “nonrational” uses of writing (e.g., symbolic, magical, monumental, etc.).32
The Qumran Question
We come closer to the context of Jesus when we consider the vast literature produced and preserved by the Qumran community. Does this not indicate that reading and writing were potentially widespread in Palestinian Judaism during the Hellenistic period? Catherine Hezser, who follows the comparativist approach of Harris, thinks not. She argues that this community “cannot be considered representative of Palestinian Judaism as a whole.”33 But other than the fact that this literate community obviously does not fit the comparativist approach she works with, she offers no evidential basis for her conclusion. Snyder hits the mark when he responds to Hezser’s claim by noting, “It is hardly sound practice to disregard evidence that does not conform to what Hezser has already judged to be ‘representative.’”34 If we do not begin by arbitrarily assuming the Qumran community was exceptional among Palestinian Jews in terms of education and literacy, it seems to count in favor of the conclusion that a fair portion of Palestinian Jews around the time of Jesus were, in fact, quite literate.
Jewish Literacy in First-Century Palestine
While there is solid evidence upon which to question the exceedingly low literacy rates in the Roman Empire proposed by Harris and others, there are even stronger grounds for concluding that literacy rates among Jews in Palestine were likely higher than the general first-century Greco-Roman population. Unlike most other people groups in the ancient Western world, the faith of Jews was firmly rooted in a collection of writings. This elevated the importance of reading to a level unparalleled among Gentiles in the ancient world. As John Meier notes,
The very identity and continued existence of the people of Israel were tied to a corpus of written and regularly read works in a way that simply was not true of other peoples in the Mediterranean world of the first century…. To be able to read and explain the Scriptures was a revered goal for religiously minded Jews. Hence literacy held a special importance for the Jewish community.35
Similarly, Birger Gerhardsson argues, “The milieu in which Jesus and the original disciples ministered, and the milieu in which remembrances of Jesus’ life and teaching were passed on, was one that revered the written word and thus valued literacy.”36
Moreover, many scholars argue that there are good grounds for concluding that synagogues were prevalent in first-century Palestine-including Galilee. This point is noteworthy inasmuch as there is evidence to suggest that synagogues could function as schools for Jewish boys.37 As discussed in chapter 2, both epigraphic evidence (e.g., Josephus, Philo, Luke-Acts) and archaeological evidence (e.g., the Theodotus inscription, the discovered remains of pre-70 synagogues at Gamla, Herodium, Masada, and Qumran) reveal the presence of synagogues in the Palestinian world of Jesus’s day.38 To be sure, in rural settings the synagogues of Jesus’s day often may have been little more than a designated room in a private home, a gathering place, as the Theodotus inscription suggests, where the Law would be read and taught. But synagogues they would have been, nonetheless.
This implies that it is more likely than not that a strongly Jewish village such as Nazareth would have had a local synagogue of some kind, with this sort of educational purpose, functioning in the days of Jesus’s youth.39 In the words of Rainer Riesner, “In my opinion one cannot overstress the importance of the synagogal teaching system as a background for the formation and transmission of the Gospel tradition. The synagogues provided even in small Galilaean villages such as Nazareth a kind of popular education system.”40
Was Jesus Literate?
This brings us to the question of whether Jesus and his disciples were literate. While in the nature of the case no absolute proof can be offered one way or the other, we submit that it is more reasonable to assume that at least some of them were, in fact, literate.
Turning first to the issue of Jesus’s literacy, the previously mentioned evidence for a significant degree of literacy among Palestinian male Jews and the evidence for functional synagogues in small towns itself renders it quite conceivable that Jesus was literate.41 But the probability is increased when we consider the Gospel tradition that consistently depicts Jesus as engaging in debates with scribes and Pharisees on scriptural interpretation. If we do not assume that this tradition was simply a creation of the early Christian community, it suggests that Jesus had the educational training needed to debate rather technical interpretive points of the Law and tradition, a training that arguably would suggest the possession of literacy skills.42 At the very least, that we have this tradition in the Gospels is enough to prove it was not implausible to the original audiences of the Gospels that a Jew from Nazareth would have this level of literacy.
Also supporting the literacy of Jesus is a passage in John that mentions, rather incidentally, that Jesus amazed crowds by his “learning” (grammata oiden)-a term that usually included reading skills (John 7:15). John Meier argues that this text “provides some indirect basis for supposing that Jesus could read and comment on the Hebrew Scriptures.”43 Similarly, Thomas Boomershine argues that, in light of the fact that there is “no obvious redactional motive” for this passage, the “most probable explanation” for its inclusion in the Gospel is that it “reflects a tradition of Jesus as literate.”44
Also worthy of consideration is the tradition contained in Luke 4:16—30 that specifically recounts Jesus’s reading from and commenting on the book of Isaiah. Many critical scholars take this narrative to be a creative elaboration of Mark’s account of Jesus’s preaching and rejection at Nazareth (Mark 6:1—4) and thus deny that it constitutes historical evidence of his literacy. But others argue that it was part of Luke’s special “L” source and arguably represents an accurate remembrance of a literate Jesus.45
When one adds to this that the Gospels present Jesus as being recognized by others as a teacher-indeed, as a person whose whole thought world was saturated with the Old Testament-the case for Jesus’s literacy becomes strong indeed. John Meier nicely sums up the case when he writes:
If we take into account that Jesus’ adult life became fiercely focused on the Jewish religion, that he is presented by almost all the Gospel traditions as engaging in learned disputes over Scripture and halaka with students of the Law, that he was accorded the respectful-but at that time vague-title of rabbi or teacher, that more than one Gospel tradition presents him as preaching or teaching in the synagogues (presumably after and on the Scripture readings), and that, even apart from formal disputes, his teaching was strongly imbued with the outlook and language of the sacred texts of Israel, it is reasonable to suppose that Jesus’ religious formation in his family was intense and profound, and included instruction in reading biblical Hebrew.
From this we can conclude with Meier that it is quite probable that,
[Jesus] was literate, and his literacy probably extended beyond the mere ability to sign one’s name or conduct basic business transactions (“tradesman’s literacy”) to the ability to read sophisticated theological and literary works and comment on them (“scribal literacy”). Jesus comes out of a peasant background, but he is not an ordinary peasant.46
Were the Disciples Literate?
Turning to the issue of the literacy of Jesus’s disciples, we must first acknowledge that there is no hint in the Gospels of the disciples recording Jesus’s words in writing. Thus it seems “unlikely … that literacy was a requirement for discipleship.”47 On top of this, Acts 4:13 contains a tradition that John and Peter were “uneducated and ordinary men,” a verse that has been taken as evidence that they were illiterate. Such a conclusion is possible but not required. The term agrammatoi need imply nothing more than that these two never received a formal education-a fact that is hardly surprising since they were fishermen.48
However, even if we grant that the literacy skills of Peter and John are uncertain, this says nothing of the other ten disciples and nothing of those among Jesus’s wider circle of followers. At the very least, Matthew the tax collector would have had to have a “trade literacy” for his occupation (Mark 2:14; Matt. 9:9; 10:3). It is significant that Papius, who arguably received his information from the apostle John, mentions that “Matthew collected the oracles (ta logia) in the Hebrew language, and each interpreted them as best he could.”49 Given Matthew’s presumed literacy and this early church tradition, Robert Gundry offers the quite plausible suggestion that Matthew “was a note-taker during the earthly ministry of Jesus” and that “his notes provided the basis for the bulk of the apostolic gospel tradition.”50
But there is no reason to assume that Matthew was the only one among Jesus’s original entourage who could write and thus who would have taken notes. Eusebius passes on a tradition that the young disciple Mark was Peter’s interpreter and wrote accurately all that Peter remembered.51 This may well refer to the practice of note-taking (hypomnemata). Moreover, Luke notes, quite incidentally, that “many” before him had attempted to write accounts of what went on among the early Christians (Luke 1:1).
On top of this, there are sayings in Paul’s letters that parallel sayings in the Gospel traditions (see chap. 5). This may suggest that sayings were written down and circulated well before the Gospels were written. Even more forceful, however, are the strong verbal similarities between Matthew and Luke when recording material not found in Mark. These similarities can be accounted for most easily by supposing that Matthew and Luke shared a common written source (Q). And, as a number of scholars have noted, there is ample evidence of early collections of Old Testament proof-texts (testimonia) in written form that were apparently used in preaching and in apologetic settings in the early church.52
In light of all this, it does not seem that the earliest disciples were altogether illiterate or that the tradition leading up to the writing of the Gospels was purely oral. As Robert Stein argues, there is “no need to think that this material [of Jesus’s teachings] was simply memorized by the disciples. Some of Jesus’ teaching could well have been written down in brief notebook-like memoranda for use during their mission.”53
This notion of note-taking is an important one. At a landmark 1978 interdisciplinary conference on the Gospels, the respected classicist George Kennedy pointed out that New Testament scholars have tended seriously to neglect-and without good reason-both the general likelihood of note-taking among Jesus’s early disciples, and the specific external evidence contained in Papias for just such note-taking.54 In response to Kennedy’s challenge, Reginald Fuller concludes:
Some of the conclusions of form criticism can and probably should be modified in significant ways…. Kennedy’s introduction of the hypomnemata [i.e., note-taking] as an intermediate stage in the process of gospel composition demands a reassessment and a revision of the more skeptical historical assumptions of form and redaction criticism.55
While the nature of historical research means we can never rise above probability estimates, it seems we are on fairly secure ground in rejecting the standard form-critical assumption that the material about Jesus circulated in a purely oral form prior to the written Gospels. For our purposes, this is significant because it makes it more difficult to envision the pre-Gospel Jesus tradition being as susceptible to rampant and unrestrained “creative” activity-fictionalization and mythmaking-as the various forms of the legendary-Jesus thesis require.
The Assumed Lack of a Coherent Narrative
Our critique of the first form-critical assumption has led us to the conclusion that, in all likelihood, writing played some regulative role in the transmission of Jesus material within the early church. Whatever the scope of this role may have been, however, we must nevertheless agree with the scholarly consensus that the primary means of passing on the Jesus tradition in the early church would have been oral. Hence a great deal continues to hang on our estimation of the nature and general reliability of the early oral Jesus tradition.
Thus we turn now to the second form-critical assumption that has tended to undermine the reliability of the early church’s oral tradition: the assumption that there was no shared, historically rooted, extended life-of-Jesus narrative within which the various pieces of the tradition fit until decades after Jesus, when a Gospel writer (usually identified with Mark) created a largely fictitious narrative framework within which to organize the disparate units of tradition. Indeed, one of the very first works of the form-critical fathers-Schmidt’s Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu—refers in its very title to the general form-critical consensus that there was no historically rooted, pre-Gospel narrative “framework” to complement and contextualize the many small individual units of tradition that circulated in the early church. How should this common form-critical assumption be evaluated?
The Discovery of Long Oral Narratives
Early form critics such as Bultmann took it for granted that folk traditions consisted almost exclusively of short vignettes. How could longer narratives, to say nothing of epics, be remembered and transmitted intact orally? While this view is still prevalent today among many in New Testament circles, a significant number of folklorists, anthropologists, and ethnographers over the last several decades have justifiably abandoned it.56The reason for this reversal is that empirical evidence has shown it to be demonstrably wrong. A large number of fieldwork studies have “brought to light numerous long oral epics in the living traditions of Central Asia, India, Africa, and Oceania, for example.” Hence, as the famed Finnish folklorist Lauri Honko recently noted: “The existence of genuine long oral epics can no longer be denied.”57 In fact, amazingly, scholars have documented oral narratives whose performance lasted up to twenty-five hours carried out over several days.58
The performances of oral narratives within orally dominant cultures tend to share fundamental characteristics.59 Oral performances are almost always composed of a longer narrative plot line together with various smaller units that compose the bulk of the story in any given performance. Because of their length, the long narrative plot line is almost never played out fully in any single performance. Moreover, the degree of detail in which the narrative is played out varies considerably from performance to performance, depending largely on the particular situation of the audience. The narrative schematic itself functions as something of a “mental text” (to use Honko’s phrase) within the mind of the performer, one that is “edited” for each particular performance. There is also a significant degree of flexibility in terms of the placement, order, and length of the smaller units of tradition that fill out the narrative in any given performance. This too largely depends on the purpose, context, and time constraints of the performance in the light of the situation of the community.
The Gospels as Performance Events in the Oral Style
These observations decisively refute the classic form-critical assumption that oral traditions, by nature, do not involve long narratives. Applying this conclusion to the Jesus tradition, there is no longer any justification for supposing the overall narrative framework of the Gospels to be a literary “fiction” imposed on previously autonomous, disconnected units of the oral Jesus tradition. But these observations also go a long way toward explaining the interesting balance between the general uniformity and specific flexibility that we find within the Gospels. They help explain the fact that, while we find the same general portrait of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels, we also find remarkable variations in what each specific portrait includes and excludes, as well as in the order and specific form of the material that constitutes each portrait. This is to say that the Gospel writers themselves worked with something of an “oral conception”—that is, an oral-like “hermeneutic,” an oral-like communicative style-when it came to the composition of their texts.60
This type of model goes a long way toward explaining the sort of variations we find within the Jesus tradition. On one hand, E. P. Sanders and Margaret Davies are (at one level) certainly correct when they claim that “on one point the form critics were surely right. They correctly observed that in the gospels one can see individual and originally independent units.”61 On the other hand, this single observation, left to stand alone, is very misleading. For Birger Gerhardsson is no less correct when he claims that “it was impossible already at the beginning to be content with only individual, episodal narratives about the activity of Jesus.”62 Viewed from outside the constraints of the modern, highly literate paradigm and guided by oral performance studies, we can embrace important elements of both of these claims. The individually identifiable units of tradition are, in fact, small, discrete units, and they can function relatively independently with respect to order (within limits) and even presence (i.e., within any given performance, oral or written). However, at the same time, they were always-already envisioned within the schematic backdrop (the “mental text”) of a lengthy narrative tradition about Jesus. For any given telling, how, where (within certain logical limits), and even whether they functioned in that particular oral-or written-performance of the wider tradition was always subject to the exigencies of the specific performance.
The knowledge we have acquired over the last several decades about the nature of oral performances within orally dominant cultures gives us a framework for understanding how this interesting unity-amid-diversity transpired. Whether spoken or not, the narrative framework of Jesus’s life always formed something of a mental narrative text within the context of which early Christian tradents (i.e., tradition bearers) and their audiences understood the relatively numerous logia, aphorisms, pronouncement stories, and so on that played a significant role in any particular oral performance. As with oral performances observed today, we may assume that the contingencies of particular early Christian communities and/or the particular performance event itself determined which “forms” were selected and which portions of the overall narrative were told. And, just as in oral performances observed today, we may assume that there was significant flexibility as to the order and length of the individual forms that were included in any given oral performance. In short, viewing the early church as an orally dominant culture along the lines of similar cultures today explains nicely the general uniformity with specific flexibility we find in the Jesus tradition, both written and (we can safely surmise) oral.
Applications to New Testament Research
Over the last few decades, a number of New Testament scholars have begun to grasp the significance of these insights. One of the first to do so was Thorleif Boman.63 Contrary to classical form-critical theory, and in line with recent folklorist studies, Boman made a compelling case that orally recounted historical narratives do not emerge out of independently circulating units of prior tradition. Rather, the narrative and the units inextricably belong together.64 As Leander Keck notes, Boman’s work suggests that,
From the outset, oral tradition about historical persons embraces both individual items and an overall picture of the hero. If Mark is the bearer of oral tradition, he did not create a picture of Jesus out of miscellaneous items but rather transmitted a picture of Jesus that was already present in the oral tradition.65
As the interdisciplinary data on the existence and nature of long oral narratives has continued to grow over the last few decades, Boman’s argument has been increasingly confirmed. As a result, a growing number of New Testament scholars are abandoning the classical form-critical bias against an early orally transmitted Jesus narrative.
Joanna Dewey, for example, argues that the “form-critical assumption that there was no story of Jesus prior to the written Gospels, only individual stories about Jesus … needs to be reconsidered in light of our growing knowledge of oral narrative.”66 Dewey has pointed out that an oral narrative the length of Mark would take at most two hours to perform, which, as we have seen, is relatively short by the oral-narrative standards.67 What is more, as oral narratives go, Mark’s narrative would be relatively easy to remember and transmit. “Good storytellers could easily learn the story of Mark from hearing it read or hearing it told,” she writes. And from this she concludes that, “given the nature of oral memory and tradition … it is likely that the original written text of Mark was dependent on a pre-existing connected oral narrative, a narrative that already was being performed in various versions by various people.”68
We now have good reason to think that the relationship between the parts (the individual pericope of the Gospels that have been the sole focus of form criticism) and the whole (the broad narrative framework of Jesus’s life, ministry, death, and resurrection) from early on would have been both much more fundamental and, at the same time, much more flexible than the modern, literate paradigm (under which classical form criticism has always labored) could ever imagine. Breakthrough theories such as Lauri Honko’s concept of “mental text,” Egbert Bakker’s idea of oral performance as “activation,” and John Miles Foley’s “metonymy” thesis applied to oral narratives have deepened our ability to understand how lengthy oral narratives can be retained and transmitted, and how they relate to the individual parts.69
Working with Paul Ricoeur’s findings on narrative and representation, Jens Schroeter has argued that the narrative framework of the Gospel tradition has no less a claim to historicity than the individual sayings of Jesus.70 This statement points toward a crucial observation, one that has emerged in recent interdisciplinary conversations around the concerns of history, epistemology, and narrative. The heart of the matter is this: human beings, by their very epistemological nature, generally structure their experience of reality in the form of narrative. We orient and live our lives by the stories we tell. As John Niles points out: “Oral narrative is and for a long time has been the chief basis of culture itself…. [S]torytelling is an ability that defines the human species as such, at least as far as our knowledge of human experience extends into the historical past and into the sometime startling realms that ethnography has brought to light.”
Thus, Niles argues, it is not an overstatement to designate the human species as “Homo narrans.”71 Part of the reason for this unavoidable narrativizing impetus is that the human experience is always-already bound up with the experience of time, and thus sequence and duration. The experience of sequence and duration, in turn, are most naturally structured and articulated in the form of what we designate as “narrative.”72
So too, Pieter Botha, one of the leading New Testament scholars in terms of applying recent interdisciplinary studies on oral tradition to the Gospels, contends that “it is absurd to think that an extended narrative about Jesus became a reality outside the initial followers of Jesus and only after a long passage of time.”73 Rather, he argues, we have every reason to believe that the extended narrative of Jesus’s life, as well as the individual sayings, aphorisms, parables, and speeches that find a place within this narrative, go back to the original community of Jesus followers.
As a final word on this matter, we should make mention of the work of Stephen Hultgren, who has recently argued that we can identify a common narrative framework not only in Mark but also in the supposedly narrative-free double tradition (the Q material).74 Hultgren’s thesis is the sort of thing we should expect to find, given what we now know about the fundamental nature of narrative within an orally dominant culture. Hultgren summarizes his conclusions as follows:
Before any of our canonical gospels were written, there existed in the gospel tradition a common, coherent, and primitive narrative-kerygmatic framework that ran from the baptism of Jesus to his passion, death and resurrection. The narrative elements in the double tradition were not only fully embedded in this narrative kerygmatic framework from the beginning of the gospel tradition, but they were in part constituent of that framework.75
All of this suggests that, for all its diversity and flexibility, the memory of Jesus passed on in the early church had “a high degree of unity and homogeneity” to it, a conclusion that squares well with the recent interdisciplinary findings on the existence and nature of oral narratives.76 We therefore have good reason to conclude that the earliest Christians were concerned about, and privy to, a broad, shared vision of the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus from the beginning. Among other things, this conclusion explains how Paul could appeal repeatedly to the life of Jesus as a model for his audience to pattern their lives after, as we saw in the previous chapter. If the oral traditions of the early church embodied a broad, community-shared “mental text” of Jesus’s life, such appeals make good sense.
When we recall our earlier point that we have every reason to suppose that at least some of the earliest disciples were literate and thus that the early church would not have had to rely exclusively on oral tradition in the first place, we begin to gain confidence that the oral traditions leading up to the Gospels were perhaps not as unreliable as many critical scholars of the past imagined. Related to this, we can safely reject the notion that the narrative framework of the Gospel was superimposed on previously disparate and unrelated Gospel material. This, in turn, renders less plausible the view that there was significant legendary accretion in the oral traditions leading up to the Gospels.
The Assumed Lack of Biographical Interest
A third form-critical assumption is that the earliest Christians were focused almost solely upon apocalyptically motivated evangelism and thus had little interest in passing on historically rooted biographical information about Jesus. How is this assumption, one not unrelated to an early twentieth-century approach to folklore and oral tradition, to be assessed today?
What Do We Mean by “Biographical”?
We must note that a good deal hangs on what we mean by “biographical.” For example, the form-critic Vincent Taylor argues that prior to the writing of the Gospels, “a Christianity had existed which was destitute of the biographical interest.” This, he argues, is why “no one thought of recording the life of Christ” for the first decades of the church.77
Now, it might initially appear that Taylor was flat out denying that early Christians were interested in accurate information about Jesus’s life. When Taylor fleshes out what he means by “biographical,” however, it becomes clear he is not denying this at all. He is simply using the term “biographical” in a rather technical, modern sense. By “biographical interest” Taylor refers to “the desire to trace the course of a man’s life, to show how one thing led to another, to depict the development of his personality.” Taylor rightly notes that early Christians had “no interest” in doing this.78
But this says little more than that early Christians were not interested in certain technical specifics that modern biographers and historians are interested in. In this modern sense of the word, we have to grant that neither the oral narratives about Jesus nor the written Gospels are “biographical.” Indeed, in this sense of the term, it is questionable whether any premodern account of a person’s life should be considered fully “biographical.” But this does not at all imply that the earliest Christians did not have a concern to accurately transmit historically rooted information about Jesus. To the contrary, a wide body of field-based research on orally dominant cultures suggests that we should expect quite the opposite.
Oral Traditions and Historical Concern
Much of the extensive work done on the transmission of oral traditions over the last half century directly challenges the assumption held by previous scholars that orally oriented cultures tend to be indifferent to the distinction between historical and fictional narratives. The view of an increasing number who work within the interdisciplinary world of orality studies is that certain oral genre-namely historically oriented genre-not only can be, but tend to be, concerned about accurately transmitting recollections of their historical past. While “folklore is present,” according to Richard Dorson, a folklorist who has been at the forefront of this discussion, “so is historical content.” “Even more importantly,” he continues, “so are historical attitudes of the traditions bearers.”79
The anthropologist Patrick Pender-Cudlip makes the point even more forcefully. He argues that “oral tradents” (those entrusted with transmitting oral traditions) demonstrate as much concern to “receive and render a precise, accurate and authentic account of the past” as do modern literate historians: “Both consist of supposedly authentic narratives of past events, both explain and express truths about the present through stories about the past, and both use the present as a model for reconstructing the past. Regarded in this light, the differences between them are mainly technical.”80
Joseph Miller, a specialist on African history and oral tradition, goes so far as to describe “tellers of tales about the past in oral cultures” as “professional historians in the sense that they are conscious of history and evidence.” Hence, he adds, “Oral historians are … no less conscious of the past than are historians in literate cultures.”81 Similarly, Annikki Kaivola-Bregenhoj observes that oral peoples exhibit a capacity to determine whether a narrative performance is “a fictitious story or a report of something that really happened, something to be taken seriously or a tall story.”82 It is not uncommon to find in orally dominant societies a clear conceptual and/or terminological differentiation between narratives considered to be factual and those considered to be fictional. Ruth Finnegan, an anthropologist and leading voice in contemporary orality studies, notes that with regard to African oral tradition, it is often the case that “more serious narrations concerned with historical events may be distinguished as a separate literary form.”83
A most significant expression of this historical awareness is that it is frequently the case in predominantly oral settings that, within the context of the performance arena, the audience shares in the responsibility of accurately preserving the essential historical remembrances. That is, if an oral performer misrepresents the tradition—sometimes in even relatively minor ways-the audience frequently corrects him in the midst of the performance.84 Hence, while the performer is entrusted with expressing and creatively adapting traditional oral material to each new setting, the collective memory of the community stands as a counterbalancing authority over each specific performance and over each individual tradent.
This means that in most oral communities there are checks and balances that ensure that the substance of historically oriented oral tradition is not distorted or lost. On the basis of this ongoing community influence, Jawaharlal Handoo has gone so far as to argue that oral histories are generally more reliable than written histories! The “strong internal controls over misrepresentation” that we find in oral communities provides a balance that is lacking in histories written from “the palace paradigm”—that is, from an individualist, elitist, and invariably ideologically driven perspective.85
In the view of a growing number today, Western folklorists and anthropologists of the past did not notice or take serious this resilient historical dimension of oral tradition largely because of their Western academic biases. Both fields tended to be dominated by the pervasive, modern, academic assumption that nonliterate people, ancient and modern alike, are uncritical of ostensively historical stories and reports, and that a concern for reliable history is a rather recent development of the West. The data collected by recent field studies demonstrate this assumption to be altogether unfounded. Indeed, to the thinking of many scholars, these findings expose this assumption to be rooted in Western chronocentric, ethnocentric bias.86
On account of this biased perspective, and in concert with the widespread use of functionalist and/or structuralist analyses of oral traditions, many folklorist and anthropological studies have failed to take seriously the possibility that the traditions they study could contain reliable historical information.87 To the contrary, many have simply equated all oral traditions-including those genres intended to transmit historically rooted remembrances-with the entertainment-oriented, often fictional oral genre typically represented by Western categories of “folklore.”88 Thanks to the data collected in more recent studies, we now know just how myopic and genre-insensitive these previous studies often were. Orally dominant societies tend to be quite capable of distinguishing historically rooted information from entertainment-oriented fiction and generally have access to a variety of culturally shared oral genres designed to signal which is which.
The Importance of “Tradition” and “Teachers” in the Early Church
There is no reason to see the early church’s oral traditions about Jesus as an exception to what we have more recently learned about historically oriented oral tradition in general.89 To the contrary, we have every reason to suppose that early Christians would have been concerned with, and thus would have, generally speaking, accurately passed on, historical remembrances important to their social self-identity.
For example, as we saw in the last chapter, Paul’s letters reflect a deep concern with passing on established traditions (e.g., 1 Cor. 11:2, 23; 15:1—3; Gal. 1:9; Phil. 4:9; Col. 2:6—7; 1 Thess. 4:1; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6). Indeed, Paul places remarkable weight on these traditions. In the words of Robert Stein,
Such traditions were to be “held” on to (1 Cor. 15:1—2; 2 Thess. 2:15); life was to be lived “in accord” with the tradition (2 Thess. 3:6; cf. Phil. 4:9), for the result of this would be salvation (1 Cor. 15:1—2), whereas its rejection meant damnation (Gal. 1:9). The reason for this view was that this tradition had God himself as its ultimate source (1 Cor. 11:23).90
In accord with this emphasis on divinely governed tradition, early Christians stressed the importance of “teachers” (e.g., Acts 13:1; Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28—29; Eph. 4:11; Heb. 5:12; James 3:1; Didache 15:1—2). Undoubtedly influenced by the example of Jesus’s own teaching ministry, teachers seem to have played a central role within the early church and appear to have been the first paid ministers (Gal. 6:6; Didache 13:2). In a predominantly oral community such as the early church, the primary function of these teachers would have been to transmit faithfully the oral traditions, as James Dunn has argued.91 The leading historian of Africa, Jan Vansina, notes how oral tradents function as a sort of “walking reference library” of oral traditions within orally dominant cultures, and we have every reason to believe that Jesus’s immediate disciples would have played a similar role as the primary oral tradents of the earliest Christian community.92
The regulative role of teachers vis-à-vis the oral Jesus tradition in the early church has been largely neglected by critical scholarship for some time. One reason for this involves the form-critical assumption-one rooted in a now-obsolete, nineteenth-century Romantic literary theory-that the Jesus tradition, both in terms of its origin and ongoing transmission, was largely indebted to the “community” as a whole, as opposed to certain individual, specialized tradents. More recently, a wide variety of studies of orally dominant cultures have demonstrated that this Romantic notion has virtually no empirical grounding. To the contrary, what John Niles has termed the “strong tradition bearer”—the gifted and communally recognized individual tradent-has emerged as the primary custodian of oral tradition.93 Niles points out that the older idea of “an ideal folk community-an undifferentiated company of rustics, each of whom contributes equally to the processes of oral tradition,” is no longer tenable. Rather,
In any region where oral narratives have been collected systematically, certain performers stand out for their large repertory and authoritative style…. Collectors often seek out and record these outstanding tradition-bearers for the same reasons that other people like to listen to them: they perform whole songs and stories, not just fragments, and they perform them with verve and authority. Having a good voice never hurts, but it is not their voice but their command of a large body of traditional lore that makes them stand out from others.94
Niles notes that among the important natural gifts required to be a strong tradition bearer is an unusually retentive memory, one that enables the individual tradent to “absorb whole narratives and internalize them when other people hear them and forget them.”95 And while many folklorists and anthropologists who focus on performance studies today emphasize the creative capacities of oral performers, Niles properly balances this point by noting that strong tradition bearers typically are “confident enough to power a tradition and yet affectionate enough, in regard to their sources, to want to steer the tradition along familiar lines.”96 This quality of faithfulness to the tradition is vastly more important when one is dealing with what the community perceives to be historically rooted narrative, as opposed to entertainment-oriented folktales-a point almost systematically overlooked in many studies of the nature and reliability of oral tradition.
Again, given what we now know about orally dominant cultures, there is no reason to suppose that only individual oral tradents-teachers, apostles, and so on-would have been concerned with the fidelity of orally transmitted material. If the early church was typical of predominantly oral cultures-and we have no reason to think it was not-then the community itself had a stake and responsibility in preserving the essential elements of the original oral history.97 Perhaps something of this truth is manifested in Paul’s several injunctions for believers to “test” prophecies and teachings (1 Cor. 14:29; 1 Thess. 5:19—22). In any event, the customary responsibility orally dominant communities generally assume regarding traditional material with historical import can only further buttress our estimation of the reliability of the transmission of the oral Jesus tradition.
Further Evidence of the Early Church’s Historical Interest
There are other indications as well that the early church had an abiding concern in preserving the historical memory of Jesus. For example, there are the prevalent themes of “bearing witness” to Jesus (e.g., John 1:7—8, 15, 19, 32, 34; 3:26, 28; 5:32; Acts 1:8, 22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:37—41; 13:31; 22:15, 18; 23:11; 26:16) and of “remembering” the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus within the early church (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:2, 24–25; 2 Thess. 2:5; 2 Tim. 2:8, 14). These reoccurring themes are difficult to reconcile with the classical form-critical assumption that the earliest Christians had no concern for accurate information about the life and teachings of Jesus.98
Both Paul and Luke (Luke-Acts) depict the “apostles” as providing links of continuity between the church and Jesus, with special emphasis being given to Peter, John, and James the brother of Jesus (e.g., Acts 1:15, 21–22; 2:14, 42; 3:1—11; 4:13, 19; 5:1—10, 15, 29; 8:14; 12:2; 1 Cor. 15:1—8; Gal. 2:9; Eph. 2:20).99 Moreover, the very fact that the Gospels were written testifies to the interest of the early church in the life and ministry of Jesus. As we shall argue in chapter 8, these documents are in many respects written along the lines of ancient biographies-with significant Greco-Roman historiographical elements (esp. Luke)-and give us every reason to believe that they intend to pass on reliable historical information (e.g., Luke 1:1—2).
Finally, as Francois Bovon has recently demonstrated, “there was a natural and distinct tendency to memorialize the first Christian generation, the generation of the apostles and witnesses, both men and women.”100 That is to say, the early Christians were interested not only in the life of Jesus, but in the lives of the original apostles/witnesses as well. While the reasons for this interest may not be those that inspire a modern historian, they nonetheless served to motivate the early Christians to seek and retain reliable traditions about the first-generation heroes of the faith. These reasons include (1) the desire for an ethical model (alongside the lives of Old Testament saints and Jesus himself(; (2) a concern to keep Jesus’s love commandments—“to love is to remember”; (3) the need to preserve faithful doctrine in the face of alternative claims; and (4) the ability to trace church authority to the original apostles.101 To these “historical reasons” Bovon adds a “theological one”:
As long as the Christians of antiquity tried to preserve the historicity of the revelation and the very real incarnation of their Lord, they could not avoid emphasizing the historical and human face of the communication of the gospel, that is to say, the actual value of the apostles themselves, including both their voices and their role as intermediaries.102
As the first-century and the living apostolic witnesses passed on, later centuries brought a variety of wildly speculative imaginings about the lives of Jesus and the apostles. But, while the historical reliability of these later texts often is dubious, they nonetheless continue to give witness to the ongoing historical interest of the early Christians.
For all these reasons we conclude that the evidence strongly suggests that, contrary to the third form-critical assumption, the early church from the beginning had a rather significant historical (even “biographical,” in the broad sense of the term) interest in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It may be that certain contemporary New Testament scholars are not interested in historical questions,103 but this same charge cannot seriously be leveled against the early tradents of the Jesus tradition.
Summary
In this chapter we have examined three form-critical assumptions that tend to support a negative estimation of the reliability of the early church’s oral tradition and thus support the legendary-Jesus thesis. In the process, we have argued that there is no reason to conclude that Jesus and all his earliest disciples were illiterate and thus no reason to suppose that the Jesus tradition was transmitted exclusively by oral means. We also have argued that, based on recent investigations of orally dominant cultures, we can now conclude that such cultures are, without question, capable of transmitting exceptionally long oral narratives. And we have argued that historically oriented oral traditions tend to reflect a concern for history and are capable of passing on recent historical information in a generally faithful manner. Each of these points ought to increase our estimation of the historical reliability of the early church’s Jesus tradition and thus decrease the plausibility of the legendary-Jesus thesis.
Our task in assessing the pre-Gospel oral traditions is not yet complete, however. There are three other assumptions that have tended to pervade form-critical studies and that argue against the reliability of this tradition. To these we now turn.
HISTORICAL REMEMBRANCE OR PROPHETIC IMAGINATION?
MEMORY, HISTORY, AND EYEWITNESS TESTIMONY IN THE EARLY ORAL JESUS TRADITION
In the last chapter we examined the first three of six form-critical assumptions that have served to foster an undue skepticism regarding the reliability of the pre-Gospel oral Jesus tradition. In this chapter we will review and evaluate the remaining three: the assumption that eyewitnesses played no role in regulating the early oral Jesus tradition; the assumption that we can discern certain “laws” of oral transmission on the basis of literary evidence; and, finally, the assumption that a significant portion of the oral Jesus material may have come from “prophetic inspiration” rather than historical recollection.
Three Final Form-Critical Assumptions
Limited Role of Eyewitnesses
Owing to the influence of Bultmann, it has become a “basic article of belief “ with most form critics that “the Gospel tradition owed the form in which it reached our evangelists almost entirely to community use and its demands, and hardly at all to direct intervention or modification on the part of eye-witnesses.”1 Appeals to eyewitnesses found in the Gospels, and especially the epistles, usually have been understood as apologetic fictions.
To be sure, some of the earlier form critics-most notably Vincent Taylor and Martin Dibelius—diverged from the Bultmannian perspective and insisted that the disciples of Jesus must have played some regulating role in the oral transmission of the Jesus tradition.2 Not surprisingly, they generally came to more optimistic conclusions about the amount of historical material in the Gospels than did the Bultmannians. Unfortunately, Bultmann’s influence has tended to far outweigh Taylor’s and Dibelius’s, and this has obviously been to the advantage of legendary-Jesus theories.
Assumed “Laws” of Oral and Written Traditions
Bultmann and many of the form critics who followed him assumed they could confidently draw conclusions about the original creation and early transmission of Jesus tradition on the basis of discovered “laws” about how folk traditions are created, orally transmitted, and creatively expanded.3 Bultmann claimed that we have three “tools” by which we can discern these laws.
First, we can study how Matthew and Luke used Mark and Q and extrapolate these findings to the earlier oral tradition. Second, we can identify the pure “form” of independent units of the Jesus tradition and thereby determine later, secondary accretions. And third, we may observe tendencies “found frequently in the history of popular tradition.” On this basis Bultmann and others believed they could confidently speculate on how various literary forms were initially created and later developed in the early Christian communities.4
Related to this, Bultmann and his followers believed they could discern the original life situation (Sitz im Leben) in which an oral and/or literary form was created and used. According to Bultmann, “Every literary category has its ‘life situation,’a typical situation or occupation in the life of a community.”5 Indeed, according to Helmut Koester, “Form criticism begins with the presupposition that the beginning and the continuation of the tradition were the early Christian community.”6 This implies that the various independent units that comprise the Gospels, and thus the Gospels as wholes, tell us much more about the life situation of early Christian communities than they do about Jesus.
“Prophetic Inspiration” and Jesus Sayings
Closely related to these two assumptions is the conviction that the early church was very creative in producing Jesus material that would speak to its own needs and concerns. While various scholars emphasize Jewish and even Greco-Roman sources as providing material for the imaginative construction of the early Christian views of Jesus, most form-critical scholars identify prophetic inspiration as a primary source early Christians drew on. Bultmann argued that “the [early] Church drew no distinction between … utterances by Christian prophets and the sayings of Jesus in the tradition.”7 Prophets would speak “words from Jesus” and perhaps even tell “inspired” accounts of Jesus that eventually came to be as accepted in the community as tradition rooted in historical remembrance. Hence Bultmann argued that it is “perfectly clear that it was not the historical interest that dominated [in the early church] but the needs of Christian faith and life.”8
The Jesus Seminar scholars reflect clear Bultmannian tendencies on this point when they write:
We know that the evangelists not infrequently ascribed Christian words to Jesus—they made him talk like a Christian, when, in fact, he was only the precursor of the movement that was to take him as its cultic hero…. In a word, they creatively invented speech for Jesus. Storytellers in every age freely invent words for characters in their stories. This is the storyteller’s license.9
In the light of this, many form critics conclude that the Gospels tell us much more about the communities that developed the material they contain than they do about Jesus. Bultmann even went so far as to conclude that “we can know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus.”10 Many legendary-Jesus theorists, of course, agree.
As in the previous chapter, we must now ask: How plausible are these three assumptions? And, once again, we will argue that, among other things, in light of more recent, field-based studies of oral traditions and orally oriented cultures, each of these assumptions is without warrant.
Eyewitnesses and the Transmission and Regulation of the Early Oral Jesus Tradition
Individuals, Communities, and Oral Transmission
The form-critical assumption that eyewitnesses played no real role in the transmission and regulation of the pre-Gospel oral Jesus tradition mirrors similar Romanticist views found in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century folkloristics and anthropology. These disciplines concluded that communities play a far more important role than individuals in the transmission of oral material. The needs of the community tended to determine the content of oral traditions rather than the claims of any individual. Hence, even if individual eyewitnesses had a role in originating an oral tradition, including the early church’s, this model stipulated that they played little role in how and why it was later transmitted.
As we noted in the previous chapter, while this community-focused understanding of oral traditions is yet found in some quarters, folklore and anthropological studies carried out since the 1930s increasingly have shown it to be misguided.11 Beginning with the fieldwork of Milman Parry and his student Albert Lord, and continuing on through the “turn to performance” of the last several decades, there has been a growing awareness of, and appreciation for, the role of the individual tradent in the oral traditioning process.12 Indeed, the new paradigm generated by these more recent studies has transferred the primacy previously granted to the communities in the classic model to the individual performer. True, the community as ongoing audience of oral performances can itself perform an active custodial role when individual tradents veer significantly from the tradition, as we noted in the last chapter. But most folklorists now agree that the primary one entrusted to carry on and shape the tradition is the individual oral tradent.
This new research sheds important light on our understanding of the oral Jesus tradition. If the oral period of the early church functioned similar to the way we now know oral communities tend to operate, we should expect that those individuals who were closest to Jesus during his ministry would have played a significant role in the transmission of oral material about Jesus. This does not in any way deny that the material was, to some extent, shaped by the needs of the early faith communities, for as we have seen oral tradents always shape their performances according to the particular situation of their audience. But it does at the very least mean that we would expect to see this material being transmitted by, among other “strong tradition bearers,” eyewitnesses from among the original followers of Jesus.13 And this makes it much more difficult to suppose that the oral Jesus tradition acquired a significant amount of fictionalized material in the process of transmission during the several decades prior to the writing of the Gospels.
This new research on the role of gifted individuals within the oral traditioning process not only renders it plausible that the Jesus material of the early church was preserved in a generally faithful manner by those who were eyewitnesses; it also answers several classical objections to the view that eyewitnesses played a regulative role in the early church. We shall consider two of these.
Eyewitnesses and Stylized Forms
One of the valid insights given to us by form criticism is that the Gospels are comprised of a number of distinct, identifiable “forms.” Unfortunately, most form critics have assumed that these stylized forms could be the product only of a community creation process. In other words, it was assumed that eyewitnesses would not pass on personal material in the more formal style we find in the Gospels. Thus, the stylized forms in which we find the Gospel material has frequently been used as an argument against the notion that eyewitnesses lay behind this material.14
Recent fieldwork studies on oral tradition, however, have demonstrated that this assumption often does not hold. For example, in working with the Jlao Kru people of southeast Liberia, Elizabeth Tonkin has found that oral performers often recount personal experiences in the same formally stylized fashion as they do traditional material.15 In this light, the formalized nature of the Gospel material is not necessarily evidence that individual eyewitnesses were not involved in the transmission of this material.16
This phenomenon is explained by the fact that stylized oral tellings is a natural result of multiple repetitive performances designed to make the material easily memorable for the audience. Robert Stein illustrates this point effectively when he notes that if Peter had publicly repeated a certain episode from Jesus’s life-one he had personally witnessed-once a month between the time of Pentecost and the writing of Mark’s Gospel (approximately thirty-five years on most reckonings), he would have told the same account roughly 420 times. Certainly Peter’s personal remembrances would have become quite “stereotyped and generalized” in this process.17
On top of this, there are good grounds for concluding that the disciples were interested in presenting material in ways their audiences could readily remember. This also would have contributed to the stylization of their material, since orally/aurally memorable forms and mnemonic devices would have been naturally employed in the performance arena. Hence, it seems Nineham and others have jumped to unwarranted conclusions in assuming that the stylized nature of the Gospel material counts against its being rooted in eyewitness testimony.
Eyewitness Testimony and the Question of Memory
Another criticism of the claim of eyewitness data within the Gospels attaches not to the Gospels themselves but rather to the nature of eyewitness testimony per se. The question of memory is crucial to that of oral tradition, for “oral traditions depend upon human memory for their preservation. If a tradition is to survive, it must be stored in one person’s memory and be passed to another person who is also capable of storing and retelling it.”18
Within the last several decades, a number of psychologists have argued that, due to the malleable nature of all human memory, eyewitness testimony itself is always suspect.19 This perspective generally derives from a common view of human memory-one stemming from the memory experiments of Sir Francis Bartlett in the early 1900s-in which memory itself is understood as “(re)constructive” in nature; that is, a memory is never simply encoded, stored, and retrieved as a discrete whole, but rather is (re)created from various components in the recall process.20 As psychologist Elizabeth Loftus describes it, the reconstructive theory of memory states that “retrieval of memory involves a process in which the initial memory content is modified as a result of interactions with other information already stored in memory.”21 Naturally, it is this presumed “modification” that leads to skepticism about the reliability of the memory functions of individual human beings. Drawing from this type of memory theory, John Dominic Crossan proclaims that “fact and fiction, memory and fantasy, recollection and fabrication are intertwined in remembering…. [N]obody, including ourselves, can be absolutely certain which is which, apart from independent and documented verification.”22 With this, Crossan seemingly can call into question the very possibility of a reliable early oral Jesus tradition.
This psychology-based skepticism about individual human memory has been complemented and intensified in recent years by sociological studies of “collective” or “social” memory.23 Sociologist Barry Schwartz, a leading thinker on social memory, describes it as “a second-cousin of public opinion,” or in simple terms, “the distribution throughout society of beliefs about the past.”24 In an important sense, social memory plays a similar role for society as that played by personal memory for the individual: “Social memory defines a group, giving it a sense of its past and defining its aspirations for the future.”25Many who work with this cultural phenomenon have come to emphasize the ways in which social memory distorts the past in order to render it ideologically serviceable for the political purposes of the present. In the words of Maria Cattell and Jacob Climo: “Social, collective, historical memory is provisional, malleable, contingent. It can be negotiated and contested; forgotten, suppressed, or recovered; revised, invented, or reinvented.”26 Thus, once the early Jesus tradition is defined in terms of social memory, it comes under a new sort of skeptical scrutiny. Werner Kelber nicely captures this conviction:
The deepest impulse driving the memorial composition of the gospels is the retrieval of the past for the benefit of the present…. This is why gospel narratives as cultural memories always reflect the condition of their production. Selection, organization, and composition of materials are informed not predominantly by responsibility vis-à-vis the past, but more by ethical, communicative, and rhetorical accountability toward the present.27
Space considerations prevent anything like a sustained response to what we shall call the “memoric skepticism” paradigm. However, we can summarize several considerations that serve to call into question this radically skeptical assessment of human memory-especially as it has been used to undermine the very possibility of a reliable early oral Jesus tradition.
In order to understand and assess accurately the new forms of memoric skepticism operative today, one must understand the intellectual influences and contexts that have given birth to them.28 The “crisis of memory” that began to be widely announced in the 1980s and 1990s can trace its seeds to the general collapse of confidence in human knowledge that followed the debacle of World War I. It is no coincidence that the same time period that gave rise to memoric skepticism in its individual (F. C. Bartlett) and collective/social (Maurice Halbwachs) forms also fostered the rise of similar skepticism in historiography (Carl Becker), sociology of knowledge (Karl Mannheim), and New Testament studies (Rudolf Bultmann). As Schwartz notes: “These men appealed so greatly to the West because their views resonated so closely with the cynicism of the post World War I worldview and ethos: ‘the world is not what it seems.’”29
This interdisciplinary spirit of skepticism included a strong suspicion-and commitment to the unmasking-of the always-already-present ideological/political motives behind claims of historical “truth.” Over the decades, this trend has been fueled by such intellectual forces as Marxist historical analysis, poststructuralist deconstruction, Foucault’s “genealogical” historiography, and a variety of other postmodern intellectual impulses and intuitions.30 With each of these forces comes a bias for the new, the contingent, the aporia, and a bias against the traditional, the connected, and the stable. In such an intellectual context-one whose ethical-aesthetic sensibilities are naturally drawn to the promise of freedom, creativity, and the liberation from oppressive “historical” traditions offered by the memoric skepticism paradigm—
memory’s notorious vagaries become its strengths, and the acknowledgment of what some historians have taken as evidence of memory’s inferiority to “real” history emerges as therapeutic if not revolutionary potential. As Marita Sturken puts it: “It is precisely the instability of memory that allows for renewal and redemption.” Memory is partial, allusive, fragmentary, transient, and for precisely these reasons it is better suited to our chaotic times.31
In such an intellectual context (and here the forces of postmodernism are fed by certain forces within the earlier currents of modernism and Romanticism), the ideas of reliable human memory and stable oral repetition are not merely concepts to be questioned-they are political/cultural threats to be resisted, rejected, and debunked.32 On one hand, powerful ruling elites throughout history have used their own versions of “remembered tradition/history” to protect their ideological/political interests. On the other hand, even in less power-hungry contexts, the ideas of reliable memory and stable, “memorized” tradition can seem restrictive, passé, boring. One can easily catch these current cultural sentiments in a statement by John Dominic Crossan: “Jesus left behind him thinkers not memorizers, disciples not reciters, people not parrots.”33 This statement, which begins by contrasting “thinking” with “memorizing,” and ends by identifying “disciples” and “people” with the former-and “reciters” and “parrots” with the latter-beautifully expresses a common and largely unquestioned bias against memory and memorization in our culture today.
The contemporary penchant for that which the memoric skepticism paradigm can deliver is, ironically, an example of ideologically driven theorizing about memory that owes as much (and perhaps more) to its own natural predilections as it does to objective, empirically derived evidence.34 This is not to say that we have not learned important lessons on the complexities and weaknesses (and strengths!) of human memory or the socially influenced dynamics of communal remembering, for we clearly have. It is to say, however, that in emphasizing its more malleable and unreliable dimensions, such studies often have tended to downplay aspects that point to the stability and accuracy of human memory-particularly as memory would have been operating in the context of an ancient, orally dominant culture. All of this is to say that the memoric skepticism paradigm is an unsurprising child of its ideological time. This, alone, does not undercut its skeptical claims. But it does serve to raise suspicions as to its own extra-theoretical function in our contemporary cultural milieu. It also raises the question of whether its purported empirical base is as solid as the psychological experiments and sociological data cited by its proponents suggests. The considerations that follow, in fact, suggest otherwise.
First, ironically, though not surprisingly, the hyperskepticism that characterizes the memoric skepticism paradigm turns back on itself in an ultimately self-destructive fashion. The skeptical arguments upon which it depends are based upon “scientific” studies-psychological studies of individual memory, sociocultural studies of collective memory, and so on. The problem, of course, is that the scientific enterprise is always-already itself radically dependent upon human memory-both in its individual and social forms. From scientists “remembering” the details and results of their studies as they type them up, to the ever-present reality of “social memory” within the intellectual community of any given scientific subdiscipline, human memory is always at the heart of the scientific endeavor. As Sue Campbell writes, “We cannot, however, in our pursuit of the sciences of memory avoid reliance on memory. Researchers who study memory are tremendously reliant on their own memories and on the memories of their experimental subjects…. When memory is the faculty devalued … faith in science and scientists is, quite obviously, no remedy.”35 If we must inevitably be skeptical of human memory and its products, then we must equally be skeptical of all scientific findings-including the findings that suggest human memory is malleable and unreliable.
Second, despite the contemporary inclination toward images of episodic memory as (re)constructive, malleable, unstable, and unreliable, there are multiple lines of evidence that suggest human memory is-as a rule-dependable, stable, reliable, and quite adequately reflective of the past that it represents. We note here a few of these.
1. While the tradition of Bartlett and his reconstructive theory of memory has assumed highest profile in our current climate, the data from a competing tradition remains to be reckoned with. The memory experiments of Hermann Ebbinghaus at the end of the nineteenth century pointed toward the general reliability of human memory.36 While the Bartlett tradition (i.e., an emphasis on the unreliability of memory) has, in general, been adopted within psychological and sociological circles as of late, other disciplines can be found moving in the wake of what we can call the Ebbinghaus tradition (i.e., an emphasis on the reliability of memory). One such discipline is that of oral history studies. In its early years, the oral history movement simply assumed the general reliability of memory and troubled itself little over methodological questions about the nature of human memory.37 In recent decades, however, the question of the reliability of memory has been explored within the field. In this context, a number of studies have demonstrated the remarkable resilience and accuracy of the human memory.38 Even more surprising is that some convinced memoric skeptics have announced a change of view based upon their own research. One notable example involves psychologist and autobiographical memory researcher William Brewer. For years, Brewer was a staunch advocate of a strong reconstructive view of memory in the Bartlett tradition. More recently, he has moved to what he terms “a partly reconstructive view of autobiographical memory”-one that “suggests that recent personal memories are reasonably accurate copies of the individual’s original phenomenal experiences.”39
2. As a number of scholars have observed, experiments whose results support a skeptical view often can be seen as prejudiced toward the “discovery” of data supporting the paradigm. For example, Brewer and others have pointed out that “too much of the evidence for the reconstructionist position is either anecdotal or concerned with matters (e.g., memory for conversations) that … are not central to the study of autobiographical memory.”40 Moreover, the manner in which autobiographical memory experiments employ “foils” (i.e., misinformation units designed to test the subjects’ recall ability) is all-important. In many cases the foils “involve only minor differences from original records, so that subjects incorrectly recognize large numbers of such foils.” This data is then used to confirm the memoric skepticism paradigm. This questionable use of data “would surreptitiously enhance the appearance that autobiographical memories are frequently inaccurate and that they are therefore also frequently reconstructed.”41
More relevant to our concerns is the observation that memory experiments in the Bartlett tradition generally are ill suited to gauge the reliability of human memory as it would operate within an ancient, orally dominant, community-centered context. Consider Bartlett’s own memory experiments with Cambridge University undergraduate students in the 1920s and 1930s. First, this set of subjects reflects a loose collection of isolated, highly literate young people within a largely individualist social context-quite unlike the subjects one would find in an orally dominant context. A second concern is raised as one considers the nature of Bartlett’s actual experiments. For example, one experiment involved having the students read a previously unknown story two times and then testing their recall. The vast differences between silently reading an unfamiliar tale twice as an isolated individual, on one hand, and hearing commonly known, identity-shaping material spoken countless times by an array of tradents within a communal performance arena, on the other, hardly need to be pointed out.42 Third, experiments in the Bartlett tradition typically miss one of the central features that provide stability to the remembered tradition within an orally dominant environment-the active, custodial role of the always-present audience. As David Rubin-the premier contemporary researcher of the role of memory in oral tradition-has noted: “An audience knowledgeable in a tradition is a strong conservative force that keeps the [tradent] within traditional bounds by voicing its approval, by offering alternative versions it thinks are preferred, or even by providing corrections.”43 This custodial, “memory-regulating” phenomenon that is an intrinsic aspect of the oral performance context is entirely missing from the radically individualistic context of contemporary memory experiments.44
Bruce Rosenberg notes, “The Cambridge students made many more alterations in transmitting these tales than would be true of the native transmission of familiar material.”45 David Rubin broadens this observation beyond Bartlett’s experiments: “The changes that occur when a passage is transmitted from person to person are much greater in psychology experiments than they are in oral tradition.”46 Given these crucial differences, we must seriously question, for example, Crossan’s use of Bartlett to support his generally skeptical view of the oral Jesus tradition.47 This brings us to a related point.
3. In order to correctly assess the probable accuracy or inaccuracy of the memories of the tradents of the early oral Jesus tradition, we must consider the value and practical importance placed upon memory and memorization in the ancient Mediterranean world. While memorization generally is devalued in our postmodern culture today, it was, to the contrary, highly valued in the pre-Gutenberg world.48 In the largely illiterate, pre-Gutenberg universe, people primarily depended upon memory for the preservation of their past. It is not surprising therefore that, within such cultures, mnemonic-based memory-aid systems were developed and taught. For example, among the Greeks,
Plato’s Hippias taught an elaborate system of mnemonics. The Roman historian Pliny tells us of [a] certain Greek named Charmades, who was able to recite “the contents of any libraries that anyone asked him to quote as if he were reading them.” He then writes of the construction of memoria technica, a method invented by the lyric poet Simonides and perfected by Metrodorus of Scepsis, enabling anything heard to be repeated in the identical words.49
Similar feats of memory are commonly reported in both the ancient and medieval worlds. From Josephus to Thomas Aquinas-both of whom are said to have possessed remarkable memorization capabilities-the quality of a retentive memory was widely recognized and praised.50 Memorization as an educational technique was ubiquitous in the ancient world. As any good oral teacher would do, Jesus himself clearly taught in ways that facilitated remembrance of his words. Consider the contrast offered by our contemporary culture’s general inattentiveness to such matters of memory. As Thomas Butler observes:
We have learned to process experience so quickly, that we are usually not even conscious of what we are doing. And we encode information according to some schema of which we are often unaware…. As for everyday life experiences, we most often have no filing system at all, leaving their later recollection to chance.51
In sum, the ancient, orally oriented world-unlike the Western, post-Gutenberg, (post)modern world within which contemporary memory experiments are conducted-offered a context within which memory was valued and memorization and its techniques were intentionally studied and practiced. We should not be surprised to find that such an environment provided a more conducive context for the possibility of accurate memory encoding, retention, and retrieval.
4. Finally, the use of contemporary social memory studies-at least those born from the a priori hyperskepticism characteristic of the postmodern social-scientific enterprise-to undercut the reliability of reports of recent events within an orally dominant, communally oriented context is faulty methodology. The circularity of this hyperskeptical enterprise, as well as its similarities to the post-Bultmannian trajectory of New Testament criticism, has been noted by Barry Schwartz:
We need to recognize [social memory scholarship’s] merits and avoid its pathologies, especially those it shares with biblical studies, lest it certify the very distortions we want to correct. These distortions result from a cynical “constructionist” project rooted in the valuable idea of memory being assembled from parts … but fixated on the circular assumption that constructed products are not what they seem precisely because they are constructed. No assumption, in my view, has done more to undermine the foundation of social memory scholarship or hindered its application to biblical studies.52
Schwartz goes on to express his concern about the effect of hyperskeptical social memory theory upon Gospel studies in no uncertain terms: “Theories that dismiss the Gospels as screens on which church leaders projected their agendas are instances of intellectual dandyism … but since they resonate with the taste of a cynical age, their burden of proof is light.”53
Beyond Schwartz’s concerns, there is the fact that, in service to its ideological leanings, postmodern social memory theory tends strongly to emphasize the distorting influences of social remembering, while virtually ignoring the truth/ fact-enhancing aspects of this communal process (though it should be noted that even skeptical theorists occasionally acknowledge that social memory can in fact be “extremely accurate”).54 This neglect is not surprising, given the common announcement from social memory theorists that the “truth/fact question” is of little interest to them.55 However, as Sue Campbell observes, what has been left largely unexplored is the way in which “relational remembering” can actually enhance our confidence in human memory. Campbell writes, “I contend that a discussion of the relational dimensions of remembering primarily in terms of the threat of memory distortion compromises our understanding of the sociability of memory.”56 In her book, Relational Remembering: Rethinking the Memory Wars, she goes on to offer a much-needed analysis of social/relational memory that seriously challenges the current hyperskeptical vision of such collective remembering.57
In light of these various considerations, we believe that human memory provides nothing like an insurmountable barrier to the reliable remembering and reporting of the recent past-particularly when we consider it within the context of an orally dominant, communally centered culture such as the world of the early oral Jesus tradition.
The Assumed Perspicuity of Eyewitnesses
Another objection to the view that eyewitnesses played a regulative role in the oral period of the early church is that the Gospels lack the sort of perspicuity that (some think) typically characterizes eyewitness recounting. Now, we shall argue in a later chapter that we do in fact find the sort of detail in the Gospels that is quite compatible with eyewitness influence. But the more fundamental question is whether the assumption of perspicuity necessarily applies to oral performances of traditions rooted in personal reminiscence. The answer that recent studies of orality suggest is that it does not.
For a variety of reasons, oral cultures frequently use techniques that serve to veil or code information within the performance arena. At times this is due to the community’s strong sense of identity and sensitivity to the distinction between “insiders” and “outsiders.”58 There is “a private side” to oral traditions, and as N. Tisani notes, it is most intense when a community’s religious traditions are being performed.59 What outsiders perceive as obscurity, if not nonsense, in an oral performance is frequently a metaphorically driven insider language employed to solidify the group’s sense of identity over against other people-groups. This use of intentional obscurity, or even “anti-language,” is most common when an orally dominant community exists as a minority group in a social context that is perceived as hostile.60
In light of this, we should not be too quick to use the lack of perspicuity in some Gospel material as evidence that eyewitnesses do not lay behind it. Early Christians certainly transmitted their oral and/or written material in an environment that was, in varying degrees, perceived by them as hostile. We know that, like many sectarian Jews before them, they sometimes coded teachings in, for example, apocalyptic imagery as a means of protecting the “insider/outsider” distinction. And the Gospel material itself tells us that Jesus intentionally taught in ways that would be unintelligible to those who did not have “ears to hear” (e.g., Matt. 11:15; 13:9—16, 43).61
Another reason for what appears to outsiders-especially modern, highly literate outsiders-as obscurity within an oral tradition involves the concepts of “activation” and metonymic reference mentioned above. In an orally dominant context, communicative economy is a central feature of the performance arena. As J. M. Foley explains, “Simply put, the composer and the audience communicate economically because they converse in a register heavily coded with traditional signification, within a performance arena that supports this specialized kind of transaction.”62 When a modern scholar, steeped in a highly literate register, approaches this type of orally oriented tradition, “the marked [oral] register is falsely construed as an unmarked variety of language.”63 What this means is that the modern reader tends to miss the metonymic signals that, in the original performance arena, naturally and unambiguously activated a wealth of communally shared ideas. The modern reader sees obscurity where, in the original oral context, there was none.
Thus, there are good reasons to suppose that the level of clarity, detail, and ostensive obscurity we find in the Gospels is about what we should expect from historical reminiscence that has become the basis for an orally dominant community’s tradition that, among other things, serves to preserve its religious and social identity within an often hostile context. At the very least, recent studies of oral performances must caution modern scholars from making assumptions about what eyewitness material looks like when transmitted in non-Western, orally dominant cultures.
The Centrality of “Witnesses” in the Jewish Scripture and Tradition
The last several decades have seen a renewed emphasis on the need to understand Jesus and early Christianity within a first-century Jewish context.64 In this light, it is significant to note that-beginning with its Scriptures-the Jewish tradition as a whole put strong emphasis on the role of eyewitnesses. Only by appealing to credible eyewitnesses could one certify a claim as factual (e.g., Jer. 32:10, 12; Ruth 4:9—11; Isa. 8:2). Correlatively, bearing false witness was considered a major crime in ancient Judaism. Indeed, this was one of the explicit prohibitions of the ten primary stipulations of the Sinai covenant (Exod. 20:16). The Jewish law of multiple witnesses reflects the life-or-death importance of this command (Deut. 17:6—7; Num. 35:30).
It seems that this emphasis on the importance of eyewitnesses was quite explicitly carried over into the early church. The Sinai principle regarding multiple witnesses was retained (Mark 14:56, 59; John 5:31—32; Heb. 10:28) and made the basis of church discipline (Matt. 18:16; 2 Cor. 13:1; 1 Tim. 5:19). More broadly, the themes of bearing witness, giving a true testimony, and making a true confession are ubiquitous in the tradition of the early church (e.g., Matt. 10:18; Mark 6:11; 13:9—13; Luke 1:1—2; 9:5; 21:12—13; 22:71; John 1:7—8, 15, 19, 32, 34; 3:26, 28; 5:32; Acts 1:8, 22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:37—41; 13:31; 22:15, 18; 23:11; 26:16; Rom. 1:9; 1 Cor. 1:6; 15:6; 2 Cor. 1:23; Phil. 1:8; 1 Thess. 2:5, 10; 1 Tim. 6:12—13; 2 Tim. 2:2; 1 Pet. 5:1; 2 Pet. 1:16; 1 John 5:6—11; Rev. 1:5; 2:13; 3:14; 6:9; 11:3; 17:6). As Robert Stein observes, the sheer pervasiveness of these themes in the early church testifies to “the high regard in which eyewitness testimony was held.”65
More specifically, certain key individuals are singled out in the New Testament for their roles as faithful witnesses, teachers, and preservers of the Jesus tradition, for example, Peter, James, and John, as well as James the brother of Jesus (e.g., Acts 1:15, 21–22; 2:14, 42; 3:1—11; 4:13, 19; 5:1—10, 15, 29; 8:14; 12:2; 1 Cor. 15:1—8; Gal. 2:9; Eph. 2:20).66 This emphasis on key individuals is not only consistent with ancient Judaism, but it is precisely what we should expect, given what we have learned from orality studies about the central role individual tradents play in orally dominant cultures.
It is difficult to explain this common appeal to eyewitness testimony in the New Testament if it is not rooted in historical fact. It seems we must accept as fact that “Jesus gathered around himself a group of committed disciples, some of whom were also prominent in the early church.”67 This conclusion would suggest that mechanisms were in place in the early church that would naturally limit the amount of legendary material that was introduced into the Jesus tradition. For, as Dibelius argued decades ago, during “the period when eyewitnesses of Jesus were still alive, it was not possible to mar the picture of Jesus in the tradition.”68
The Work of Dunn, Byrskog, and Bauckham
A number of Jesus scholars have in various ways come to similar conclusions.69 We shall briefly review the work of three of them.
One of the leading proponents of applying interdisciplinary studies of oral traditions to the Jesus tradition is James Dunn. In the light of recent folkloristic and anthropological research, Dunn argues that New Testament scholars need to move beyond Bultmannian form-critical assumptions and acknowledge the central role Jesus’s immediate disciples would have played as eyewitnesses to his life and teaching. He contends that we must not forget “the continuing role of eyewitness tradents, of those recognized from the first as apostles or otherwise authoritative bearers of the Jesus tradition.” He continues: “Such indications as there are from the pre-Pauline and early Pauline period suggest already fairly extensive outreach by such figures, both establishing and linking new churches, and a general concern to ensure that a foundation of authoritative tradition was well laid in each case.”
Applying recent insights regarding individual oral tradents, Dunn concludes: “In focusing particular attention on the communal character of the early traditioning process we should not discount the more traditional emphasis on the individual figure of authority respected for his or her own association with Jesus during the days of his mission.”70
Arguing along similar lines, Samuel Byrskog has recently provided us with one of the most exhaustive studies on the role of eyewitnesses in the early church.71 Most significant for our present purposes, Byrskog approaches his work well informed by recent interdisciplinary studies on ancient oral traditions and “oral history.”72 Byrskog first demonstrates that Greco-Roman social groups generally conform to the pattern of orally dominant cultures regarding their interest in accurately preserving the essence of past events relevant to their self-identity. He then argues that the early Christians fit this same pattern as is evidenced by their frequent appeals to eyewitness testimony.73
Of course, scholars in the Bultmannian tradition argue that these appeals to eyewitnesses are later fabrications crafted as apologetic ploys. But Byrskog effectively argues that there is no compelling reason to assume this. Eyewitnesses would have been both available and valued in the earliest communities. Appeals to them are rather sober and modest, especially when compared to other Greco-Roman authors of the period. And, while it is true that the frequency of appeals increases in later New Testament writings, it is also true that these appeals underlie the entire Jesus tradition from the start. Moreover, we naturally should expect the emphasis on eyewitnesses to increase as the distance between the audience and the event itself increases.74 Hence, the frequency and nature of the New Testament’s appeals to eyewitnesses is quite in line with what we should expect, given Old Testament precedent, the nature of ancient oral history, and the ever-increasing distance between the community and the events associated with Jesus.
Byrskog also raises the important question of why we should assume that because something serves an apologetic purpose, it therefore must have been fabricated. If the Jesus material was indeed entrusted to eyewitnesses, it would have been apologetically advantageous for early Christians to appeal to them. The claim that these appeals are fabricated for apologetic purposes has force only if one assumes at the start that these appeals are not true. Obviously, this is a classic case of circular reasoning.75 A fair-minded approach would be to take the appeals at face value, unless we have convincing reason not to.
This brings us to what may be the crux of the issue. For many scholars, it seems that we have a very convincing reason for not accepting the early Jesus tradition as rooted in eyewitness recollection-namely the ubiquitous presence of supernatural and miraculous elements.76 Long ago, Julius Wellhausen made this often hidden presupposition quite explicit when he wrote, “The miracle stories in the form in which they are presented in Mark are most resistant to being attributed to the most intimate disciples of Jesus,” and therefore “none of them may come from an eyewitness.”77 Here, we submit, a historical decision about eyewitness influence upon the Jesus tradition is being decisively influenced by a metaphysical conviction about the possibility of supernatural occurrences. In light of our earlier proposal for an “open” historical method, we do not find this approach to be acceptable.
Finally, we must consider the recent work of Richard Bauckham on eyewitness testimony in the Gospel tradition.78 Building upon some of the insights of Byrskog, Bauckham offers several additional lines of evidence for the presence and importance of eyewitness testimony in the early church. First, Bauckham mines Papias’s famous statement about his connection to testimony rooted in eyewitness recollection. After assessing the various ways of approaching this claim, Bauckham concludes:
We may therefore trust the most significant implication of what Papias says: that oral traditions of the words and deeds of Jesus were attached to specific named eyewitnesses…. Papias assumes that the value of oral traditions depends upon their derivation from still living witnesses who are still themselves repeating their testimony.79
Next, Bauckham explores the implications of the fact that, while the tendency in the Gospel tradition is to leave characters unnamed, some nevertheless are named. Bultmann would have explained this phenomenon by an appeal to the “law of increasing detail,” wherein he assumes a developmental tendency in the tradition to add details (i.e., names) to earlier, more streamlined accounts.80 Unfortunately for Bultmann’s thesis, Bauckham has shown that the tendency within the Synoptic Gospels is in precisely the opposite direction. In fact, “in no case does a character unnamed in Mark gain a name in Matthew or Luke,” while Matthew and Luke are found in several instances dropping the name of a character that is provided in Mark.81 Rather, it appears that “the names in these Gospel narratives belong to the original form of the traditions.”82 In working through this data, Bauckham concludes that in many cases-for example, Cleopas (Luke 24:18), the named women at the crucifixion and tomb (Mark 15:40), Simon of Cyrene and his sons (Mark 15:21), and four recipients of Jesus’s healings-“the named characters were eyewitnesses who not only originated the traditions to which their names are attached but also continued to tell these stories as authoritative guarantors of the traditions.”83
In conclusion, given that the first-century Jewish world of the pre-Gospel oral Jesus tradition highly valued eyewitness testimony, we find it far more plausible that the early church valued and preserved the essence of the personal remembrances of Jesus’s original disciples than that they neglected the actual eyewitnesses, only to manufacture fabricated testimonies at a later date. At the very least, we can now conclude that the standard form-critical arguments against the presence of a significant amount of eyewitness testimony within the oral Jesus tradition are deeply flawed.
The Alleged “Laws” of Oral Transmission
As noted previously, early form critics were generally confident they could understand the development of the oral Jesus tradition in terms of “laws” that presumably govern all oral transmission. On this basis they believed they could confidently theorize how various aspects of the Jesus tradition were created and modified over time. The plausibility of the legendary-Jesus thesis is significantly enhanced or diminished by the plausibility of these supposed “laws.” In what follows we will assess each of the three “tools” Bultmann used to arrive at these “laws.”
The Two-Source Theory
By examining how Matthew and Luke use Mark and Q, Bultmann believed he could discover “laws of development” that could be extrapolated back to our understanding of the development of the oral tradition prior to the writing of the Gospels. This approach raises methodological questions on at least three counts.
First, it assumes the two-source hypothesis. While the majority of New Testament scholars continue to embrace some version of this hypothesis, it has been subjected to rather trenchant criticisms.84 Obviously, to the extent that the two-source theory is vulnerable, any theory regarding the “laws of transmission” that is based on it is also vulnerable. With the majority of New Testament scholars today, we suspect that something like the two-source theory best explains the data of the Synoptic Gospels.85 However, it remains a hypothesis at best, and any theory that rests upon it must always be recognized to be no less hypothetical.
Second, as E. P. Sanders has argued, Bultmann’s approach is somewhat circular in that the two-source theory is significantly based on the assumed “laws of development,” which are, in turn, partly derived from the two-source theory.86
Third and equally problematic, Bultmann and those who have followed his approach assume that one can arrive at laws that govern oral traditions from an analysis of written texts. Bultmann and other modern, highly literate form critics naturally worked within a “literary paradigm” in which it was assumed that oral traditions operate like written texts. Indeed, according to Bultmann, “There is no definable boundary between oral and written tradition.”87 This “literary paradigm” is evidenced by the vocabulary he uses to talk about oral traditions. For example, he frequently refers to “layers” of oral tradition, “editing” within the oral tradition, “strata” and “strands” of oral traditions, and so on.88 Thus, in Bultmann’s eyes, oral transmission follows the same “laws” as written transmission.89
If the explosion of research on orally dominant cultures over the last half century has demonstrated anything, it is how fundamentally mistaken this way of thinking is. In what has been called “the turn to orality/performance,” scholars from a variety of fields have come to realize that there are significant differences between spoken and written (particularly typeset) media, as well as between oral and literate communicational “conceptions” and strategies.90 While the differences between the dominantly oral and dominantly literate worlds have often been overplayed as something of an unbridgeable “great divide,” it is true that we cannot adequately understand oral traditions by relying on analogies drawn from typeset texts and literate paradigms.91
Among other things, we now know that variations in oral tradition do not follow linear, unidirectional “laws” (as the literary paradigm assumes), but rather follow far more complex, multidirectional paths. Oral variations “depend on the performance situation itself-and every performance is, to one degree or another, different from the next.”92 The same tradent performing the same oral text may offer a longer, more elaborate version today, and a shorter, more stylized version tomorrow, depending upon the particular audience, time constraints, and countless other factors that attach to each individual performance. These are the sorts of variables not captured by “the literary paradigm” and thus never considered by the Bultmannian form-critical enterprise.
The Identification of Pure “Forms”
Bultmann’s second tool is no less suspect than his first. Bultmann and those who followed him assumed that each literary form had an original, pure type that could be identified. On this basis, he believed he could identify secondary accretions that developed as the original form was modified over time. The method is questionable on at least two counts.
First, as with the first tool, it appears Bultmann’s methodology, to a significant degree, is circular. Obviously, in order to work back from a written text to discover the “original” oral form, one has to know how the unit developed orally prior to its being written. But just as obviously, one has to know the “original” oral form before one can discern how it developed orally on its way to being written. In other words, Bultmann establishes the supposed “laws of development” by distinguishing the “original” oral from the later written form by showing how the later developed from the former. But the only “original form” he knows of in the first place is the hypothetical one posited by assuming certain “laws of development” that led from the original to the written form.
Second, this tool is as rooted in an anachronistic literary paradigm as is the first. Bultmann and many others who have followed his lead assumed that “laws” governing the progression of written documents apply to oral texts. As we have already noted, however, we now know that they tend not to.
To illustrate, one of the most fundamental “laws” of oral development espoused by Bultmann is that shorter and simpler units are more primitive than longer and more complex ones, since texts tend to acquire material, not lose it, as they are transmitted. While this may be true of written texts, it is not necessarily true of oral texts. Within two decades of the publication of Bultmann’s History of the Synoptic Tradition, Parry and Lord were already providing evidence from field studies demonstrating that no inherent connection can be made in oral traditions between the length and complexity of a form, on the one hand, and how early or late it was, on the other. In the words of Albert Lord, “Given the nature of oral traditional composition and transmission … [it] does not in any way necessarily follow that the shortest is the oldest and the longest the latest or that the crudest is the oldest and the most polished the latest. It may be, but it is not necessarily so.”93
This general observation was confirmed with regard to the Synoptic tradition by E. P. Sanders in the 1960s. Sanders writes: “Some tendencies which have been thought to have been generally operative among transmitters of the early Christian tradition have been shown not to have been so common. Thus we have seen that the material did not necessarily grow in overall length.”94
The Search for the Sitz im Leben
This last point also has serious implications for the classic form-critical attempt to locate the life situation (Sitz im Leben) of the community that supposedly gave rise to and/or shaped the original and subsequent forms of the oral Jesus material.95 If we cannot confidently distinguish more primitive forms from more developed forms within oral traditions, it is difficult to be confident about locating the life situations that supposedly gave rise to and/or shaped these forms. Moreover, there is simply no evidence that the “life situation” of a community substantially changes, let alone gives rise to, the forms of its oral traditions in the first place.96In fact, recent research on oral traditions suggests we can draw no necessary correlation between “form” and “life situation.” As Graham Stanton has argued, any “form” can be used in a variety of situations, and almost every situation can utilize a variety of forms.97
Burke Long sums up the matter when he observes that “the field data” from oral traditions forces the conclusion that “the relationship between genre and setting is not at all a simple matter of style, structure, and a little sociology.” Rather, “it depends upon a host of factors related to the act of performance” in orally dominant settings.98 In this light, “the field data stands in sharp contrast to a deeply held form critical assumption that every literary type has its definitive, essential setting, without which it ceases to be what it is.”99
If taken to heart, this means that the attempt to envision the supposed development of the early church’s life and theology on the basis of the alleged development of oral forms must be abandoned. In light of what we now know of oral traditions, no necessary correlation between forms and life situations can be confidently drawn.
The Alleged Universal Laws of Oral Transmission
Bultmann’s third “tool” was a comparative analysis of folklore traditions. He and other early form critics believed that the “laws of development” they arrived at were significantly rooted in comparative studies of “popular oral tradition in general.”100 Their stated desire to understand the early church’s oral tradition in light of oral traditions within contemporary orally dominant cultures was laudable. But there were serious limitations and misconceptions involved in this project, flaws that can now be judged as undermining the legitimacy of their conclusions.
While comparative studies may have helped the early form critics to identify formal units of the Jesus tradition, it is not without significance that they never actually carried out empirical research to arrive at their “laws of development.”101 Rather, following in the footsteps of Herman Gunkel, early New Testament form critics simply accepted the folklore theories of their day. Unfortunately, as we noted in the previous chapter, crucial aspects of these theories are now uniformly rejected by contemporary folklorists, and for good reason.
To illustrate, we need only to look at the most influential theorist of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Axel Olrik, who influenced both Gunkel and, at least indirectly, the early New Testament form critics, who patterned much of their work after Gunkel.102 In keeping with the scientific spirit of the late nineteenth century, Olrik believed that all phenomena, including those associated with human behavior, could be exhaustively understood by analyzing them according to natural laws. Olrik was among the first to apply this scientific assumption to the to the real study of folklore.103 His specific research was on Danish ballads and Danish and Icelandic sagas, but he believed he could describe laws that govern the development of all folklore by extrapolating from this limited field of research.104
Folklorists today are, to say the least, much less confident about the viability of such grand enterprises. Brynjulf Alver represents a contemporary critique of Olrik’s approach when he writes:
It would be a mistake unreservedly to accept Axel Olrik’s epic laws as invariable in narratives…. Like so many of his generation, Olrik regarded his working hypotheses as universally valid axioms even though they were based on material mainly taken from a more or less local tradition, and his isolation of phenomena was related to his subjective conception of folklore. What Olrik really observed was some compositional tendencies in different genres of epic narrative tradition common within a limited geographical area.105
We now realize that Olrik and other folklorists of this period were far too confident in their ability to discover universal “laws” of oral transmission from relatively small fields of study. Indeed, the current scholarly consensus is that such universal “laws” simply do not exist. Even apart from empirical data, our postmodern context is justifiably suspicious of universal laws about human behavior. As we have already noted, many contemporary scholars are painfully aware of how easy it has been for Western scholars to project their own Western assumptions onto other cultures in the process of trying to understand them, and to do it in the name of having discovered a “law.”
At the same time, the empirical data unequivocally lends credence to this postmodernist suspicion. Because our “sample field” is much more extensive than it was in the past, and because we can utilize recording devices that allow much more detailed analyses of oral performances than was previously possible, we now know that variations in oral performances do not conform to “laws of development” but are usually the result of contextual adaptation and/or spontaneous creativity. As Lena Marander-Eklund observes, oral variations “depend on the performance situation” itself-and every performance is, to one degree or another, different from the next.106 In the words of Annikki Kaivola-Bregenhoj, we have discovered that “variation is never mechanical”-that is, predictable according to a known “law”-and it is therefore “impossible to lay down any precise rules for its reasons and manifestations.”107
E. P. Sanders has arrived at a similar conclusion regarding the variations in the Gospel tradition. “There are no hard and fast laws of development of the Synoptic tradition,” he writes. Rather, “on all counts the tradition developed in opposite directions. It became both longer and shorter, both more and less detailed, and both more and less Semitic. For this reason,” he continues, “dogmatic statements that a certain characteristic proves a certain passage to be earlier than another is never justified.”108 Unfortunately, a great deal of the form-critical enterprise is rooted in such dogmatic assumptions.
The misguided form-critical perspective involving “laws” of oral tradition was very influential in leading form critics and others to adopt a highly skeptical view of the reliability of the pre-Gospel traditions about Jesus. Once we abandon this perspective, we have added another reason to reconsider the widespread skepticism toward the oral Jesus tradition.
Prophetic Inspiration and the “Memory” of Jesus in the Early Church
Finally, we must address the Bultmannian view that “the Church drew no distinction between … utterances by Christian prophets and the sayings of Jesus in the tradition.”109 We may call this view “the creative-prophets thesis,” for it holds that early church prophets-inspired by the Spirit of the risen Christ-freely created material that was eventually retrojected back onto the Jesus of history. If in fact the early church could freely reimagine Jesus on the basis of “inspired speech,” the plausibility of the legendary-Jesus thesis is obviously increased.110
The Issue at Hand
What can be said in response to this view? We should begin by acknowledging the possibility that a prophet in the early church could have spoken a word from “the risen Jesus” that was later construed as having originated with the earthly Jesus. In light of the fact that prophetic activity was common in the early church and given significant authority (1 Cor. 12–14; Eph. 2:20; 4:11; etc.), even some more conservative scholars find this possibility to be, at certain points, quite likely.111 For example, Earle Ellis and James Dunn have argued that Matthew 18:20 likely originated as a post-Easter prophetic word, for Jesus’s teaching seems to anachronistically presuppose Jesus’s spiritual presence with his followers.112
The issue at hand is not whether or not it was possible some material in the Jesus tradition originated in prophetic inspiration. We grant that it is. Rather, we object to the suggestion that a significant portion (let alone the majority) of the Jesus tradition originated by this means.113 We shall offer six considerations that we believe render this latter suggestion implausible.
Lack of Convincing Evidence
First, and perhaps most fundamental, there is simply no clear evidence that first-century Christian prophets spoke in the first-person voice of Jesus in the gathered communities.114 Nor is there any evidence, either in the New Testament or in ancient Judaism, of prophetic speech being transformed later into historical “memory.”115 Being asked to embrace a theory for which there is no clear evidence and no clear cultural precedent is, at the very least, questionable.
The evidence instead indicates that early Christians followed the Old Testament precedent of associating prophecies with the prophet who uttered them, even when the prophecy was accepted as coming from God. As Dunn notes, “No OT prophetic book names Yahweh as its author.”116 So too, when the New Testament explicitly reports a prophecy, it identifies the prophet by name (e.g., Acts 11:27—28; 13:1; 21:9—14). Likewise, it seems early Christians distinguished Spirit-inspired speech (e.g., Acts 13:2; 21:11; 1 Cor. 12, 14) from the words of the risen Jesus (Acts 18:9—10; 23:11), as well as from the words of the earthly Jesus.117 As we noted earlier, Paul was careful to distinguish his words from those of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 7:10—12. The distinction becomes all the more important when we note that Paul is, in this same context, arguing that he himself speaks with the authority of “the Spirit of God” (v. 40).118 If an authority of the stature of Paul took care to distinguish his words from the historical Jesus—even while insisting that he was speaking with the Spirit’s authority-how can we imagine lesser inspired prophets and other Christians being cavalier about such a distinction?119
On Revelation 2–3
It might seem that Revelation 2–3 counts against our first point, for here we do find Jesus speaking through John in the first person. Not surprisingly this passage has become foundational to the creative-prophets thesis, but our second argument against this thesis is that this is a very weak foundation. Two things may be said.
First, there is no reason to suppose that what John experienced in his vision at Patmos-and later recorded as the Revelation-was in any way typical of the experience of first-century Christian prophets. As David Hill notes,
The author of Revelation stands closer to Old Testament prophecy than to what we know of Christian prophecy from the New Testament…. [T]he prophet-author of the Revelation is unique in his community, … it simply cannot be said, without other evidence, that Christian prophets in the primitive communities spoke as he did in the name of the risen Christ, nor that their prophetic consciousness may be discerned by examining his.120
For example, the prophets Paul addressed at Corinth spoke short, inspired words to a house church gathering at a particular point in time (1 Cor. 14). Clearly, this is no analogy to what John is doing in Revelation.
Second, and of decisive importance, John does not confuse the words of the risen Jesus with words from the earthly Jesus. In fact, one could argue that Revelation 2–3 argues against the creative-prophets thesis on just these grounds. The passage shows that “words of the risen Jesus” continued to be remembered as words of the risen Jesus given through an identified human prophet. They were not retroactively applied to the earthly Jesus.121 In other words, this passage constitutes further evidence that early Christians followed the precedent of Judaism and thus retained the remembrance of the human prophet through whom the risen Jesus spoke.
An Ad Hoc Thesis
Third, it can be argued that the creative-prophets thesis is ad hoc. It becomes necessary only on the assumption that Jesus did not do and say much of what the Gospels attribute to him. If Jesus did not actually say and do what the early Jesus tradition “remembered” him saying and doing, we have to explain how the early church came to “remember” him in this way. The creative-prophets thesis helps us do this. But unless there are independent reasons for thinking Jesus could not have said and done what the early church claims to “remember” him saying and doing, and without independent arguments demonstrating that prophets functioned in this way in the early church, the thesis must be judged ad hoc in nature.
To illustrate, while we grant that it is possible to conceive of the early church reimagining (via prophetic inspiration) Jesus speaking about persecution to encourage itself in the face of impending persecution, it is also possible to conceive of the historical Jesus anticipating persecution and teaching about it, just as the Gospels report (e.g., Matt. 5:10–12; 10:16–31; 23:34–35). So too, while it is possible to conceive of the early church reimagining Jesus speaking about mission as a means of encouraging its own missionary activity, it is also possible to conceive of the earthly Jesus casting a missionary vision for his disciples in his lifetime, as the Gospels report (e.g., Matt. 28:19). The question is, why should we assume the former rather than the latter?122 In most cases-as in these two examples-no obvious reason can be given. Only on the assumption that the latter possibility is not true is the former thesis even necessary. And this suggests, again, that the latter theory essentially is ad hoc in nature.123
Testing the Prophets
Fourth, for the creative-prophets thesis to stand, we have to conceive of early Christian prophecies having an enormous amount of authority in the early Christian communities. On this thesis the words of these prophets were accepted as having the same authority as words passed on from the earthly Jesus—to the point where they were retroactively put into his mouth. Unfortunately for this thesis, it does not seem early Christians granted prophets this much authority.124
Several times Paul instructs believers to critically test prophecies (e.g., 1 Cor. 14:29—32; 1 Thess. 5:19—22), a point taken to heart by later Christian writers.125 As on many matters, here the early church was following the precedent of the Old Testament, which routinely recognized and warned against the possibility of false prophets (Deut. 13:1—5; 18:20—22; Jer. 14:13—16; 23:9—40; 28:12—17; Ezek. 13). James Dunn summarizes the situation well when he writes:
A uniform feature both in the older Jewish and in early Christian prophecy is the recognition that inspiration could give rise to false prophecy. A prophetic utterance was not simply accepted at face value as a word from God. The need to test prophecy and to have tests for prophecy was recognized more or less from the beginning of Israel’s reliance on prophecy.126
The early church thus had a healthy hermeneutic of suspicion toward prophetic utterances.127 The most fundamental criterion by which prophetic words would be tested, Dunn argues, is the received Jesus tradition. He writes, “Any prophecy claiming to be from the exalted Christ would have been tested by what was already known to be the sort of thing Jesus would have said. This … implies the existence in most churches of such a canon (the word is not inappropriate) of foundational Jesus tradition.”128
In this light, we may conclude that even if certain prophetic words were later conflated with the words of the earthly Jesus within the Jesus tradition, they would not have distorted his essential message. For if they were not basically consistent with the received tradition, they would not have been accepted as true prophetic words in the first place.129
The Resistance of Oral Communities to Novelty
Our fifth argument against the creative-prophets thesis is closely related to the last point and arises from a discovery made about historically oriented oral narrative traditions discussed in the last chapter. We saw that while individual strong tradition bearers hold the primary responsibility for preserving and transmitting traditions within orally dominant communities, audiences also play a critical role in ensuring the basic continuity between each particular oral performance and the pool of tradition from which it emerges and to which it gives voice.130 While oral performers exhibit spontaneous flexibility in how they recite and reenact an oral tradition in any particular instance, they are regularly corrected if the audience perceives them to have altered or misconstrued its essentials.
To appreciate the full significance of the audience’s role in oral performance, we have to once again step outside of our customary modern, Western literary paradigm and remember that the activation of mutually shared ideas in oral communities is not primarily about disseminating information but about keeping a tradition-and a social identity-alive and relevant within the community.131 In such a context, the community has great investment in preserving the essential elements of the historically oriented tradition that narrates their social origin and identity. In fact, Jawaharlal Handoo goes so far as to argue that this dynamic provides oral communities with “strong internal controls over misrepresentation, incorrect and unshared historical narration,” and tends to make the oral tradition “quite resistant to distortion, even when compared with written history.”132
While we have no reason to think that writing was altogether absent in the early church, it was nevertheless an orally dominant community and thus must be understood in the light of what we know about such communities. In this light, we must judge the creative-prophets thesis to be fundamentally misguided. As much as they emphasized the reality of the Spirit speaking to them in the present, given the data, we cannot easily imagine the earliest Christian communities allowing prophets to freely invent the Jesus traditions that constituted their very origin and identity.
To be sure, given what we know of orally oriented communities, we can perhaps conceive of the earliest Christians accepting prophetic applications and expansions of teachings of Jesus that already functioned as authoritative tradition within the community. This seems to be what is happening in Revelation 3:20—21 (cf. Luke 12:36; 22:29) and 16:15 (cf. Luke 12:39). But the supposition that communities received as authoritative altogether new material on the teachings or deeds of Jesus and then fused them with their orally transmitted memory of Jesus is difficult to square with certain dynamics that we find among both historical and religious traditions within orally dominant cultures.
If we had overwhelming independent evidence that prophets in the early church operated in the way form critics have imagined, we might be forced to conclude that the earliest Christian communities were simply idiosyncratic among oral communities in this regard. But as we have seen, not only is there no overwhelming evidence in support of this suggestion, but there is rather compelling evidence against it.
Absence of Early Church Issues
Finally, if it is true that early church prophets regularly spoke with the voice of the risen Jesus to address issues the church was facing, and if these sayings were eventually retroactively placed into the mouth of the earthly Jesus, then we should expect to find many-if not most-of the issues the early church faced being addressed by Jesus in the Gospels. Unfortunately for the creative-prophets thesis, this is simply not the case. To be sure, in a few instances, such as in Matthew 18:20, we can imagine this. But such cases are relatively rare.
For example, a central issue the early church had to wrestle with concerned the extent to which Gentiles needed to become “Jewish” when they became Christians. Did they need to be circumcised and obey food regulations when they aligned themselves with the Christian faith? Remarkably, we find no mention of this issue among the teachings of Jesus in the Gospels. Nor do we find any mention of how glossolalia should function within a community, how congregations should be organized and run, what role women can have within the church, what is appropriate attire for men and women in church, or whether Christians can eat meat offered up to idols. Yet we know from Paul’s letters that each of these were issues with which the early church wrestled. If prophets were speaking on behalf of Jesus to give authoritative direction to the early church on particular matters, the virtual silence of the Jesus of the Gospels on these issues is puzzling. Moreover, if creative prophets were not prophetically speaking “words of the risen Jesus” on obviously important, relevant, and controversial matters such as these, one wonders what issues they presumably did address.133
Summary
In this chapter, the remaining three classic form-critical assumptions-assumptions often used to support the legendary-Jesus thesis-have been evaluated and found wanting. Against the form-critical assumption that eyewitnesses played no regulative role in the oral period of the early church, both recent studies on oral tradition and the New Testament itself suggest that eyewitnesses played an important role in the transmission and regulation of the oral Jesus tradition. Against the supposed universal developmental “laws” of oral tradition assumed by early form critics, the evidence forces us to conclude that these “laws” were largely born of an anachronistic literary paradigm, supported with circular reasoning, and based on inadequate field research. Finally, against the supposition that the oral Jesus tradition was heavily indebted to the inspired sayings of creative prophets, we find no clear evidence prophets functioned in this way in the early church, and instead find good arguments against this proposal. The fact that orally dominant communities tend to have a vested interest in protecting their historically rooted traditions against substantial modification counts against this thesis, as does the fact that most issues we know the early church wrestled with are absent in the Jesus tradition that came to be recorded in the Gospels.
THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AS HISTORICAL SOURCES FOR JESUS
ASSESSING THE EVIDENCE
Whatever one thinks of the content and relability of oral and/or written pre-Gospel traditions, the issue of the extent to which canonical portraits of Jesus are historical or legendary obviously comes down to our estimation of the reliability of the canonical Gospels themselves. Thus, in part 4 of this work we investigate issues surrounding the historical reliability of the canonical Gospels—with a focus on the Synoptic Gospels.
The first issue surrounds what kind of text the Gospel writers intended to create. Legendary-Jesus theorists argue either that the Gospels were not intended to be read as biographies and/or histories or that, even if they were intended to be read as such, this does not increase our confidence in their historical reliability. We will explore issues surrounding the genre and nature of the Gospels in chapter 8.
Next, we must address three preliminary issues pertaining to the historical assessment of the Synoptic Gospels. Hence, in chapter 9 we explore the important issues of (1) where the burden of proof should lie as we assess the Gospels; (2) what methodology is most appropriate for evaluating the Gospels, given that they are written with an oral register; and (3) the extent to which we can be confident the documents we possess today allow us to reconstruct something very much like the originals.
Finally, in chapter 10, we will apply to the Gospels six final questions historians typically ask of an ancient document when assessing its historical reliability: (1) Does the document include self-damaging details? (2) Does the document include nonideologically motivated incidental details and/or casual information? (3) Is the document internally consistent? (4) Does the document contain inherently implausible events? (5) Do other literary works of the day corroborate the claims of the document? And, (6) does archaeological evidence corroborate the claims of the document?
To the genre question we now turn.
THE GENRE AND NATURE OF THE CANONICAL GOSPELS
DID THE GOSPEL AUTHORS INTEND TO WRITE HISTORICALLY RELIABLE ACCOUNTS?
The reliability of the canonical Gospels has been a subject of vigorous debate over the last several hundred years. The debate has largely revolved around questions pertaining to such things as sources, interrelations, genre, redaction, theology, internal consistency, and external corroboration with respect to the four Gospels. In this final section of this work, we will argue that, while some of these issues remain unresolved, we nevertheless have reason to conclude on strictly historical grounds that the Synoptic Gospels are generally reliable, thus providing us, at the very least, with a generally accurate portrait of the ministry and teaching of Jesus.
The present chapter will focus on the issue of genre and therefore on the question of whether the Gospel authors intended their works—among other things—to be read as historically reliable accounts. Clearly, if it can be shown that the authors of these works were not concerned with providing historically reliable information, our assessment of the reliability of these works will be more negative than if it can be shown that their intentions did include this goal.1
We will begin with an overview of the major proposals put forth by scholars regarding the genre of the Gospels. We will then assess each of these proposals, exploring the possibility that the Gospels are best understood as sui generis, ancient biographies, ancient histories, pieces of ancient fiction, or examples of ancient Jewish midrash. Finally, we will further explore the nature of the Gospels by reconsidering them within their original orally/aurally dominant context.
An Overview of the Major Proposals
The concept of “genre” can be defined as “the conventional and repeatable patterns of oral and written speech, which facilitate interaction among people in specific social situations.”2 New Testament scholars have proposed a number of theories regarding the genre of the Gospels, each bringing its own possible challenges to the historical reliability of the Gospel portraits of Jesus. We will begin by reviewing and assessing five proposals that have exercised significant influence in scholarly circles.
“Gospel” as a Unique Genre
Beginning with the early form critics, many New Testament scholars have argued that there is no ancient text type that closely corresponds to a Gospel. Rather, the early Christian Gospels are “sui generis”—literally, “one of a kind.”3 In essence, this view developed naturally from several convictions almost universally shared by early form critics.
First, it was believed that the Gospels are unsophisticated, popular works with no real connection to Greco-Roman literature. Second, it was held that the Gospel authors were primarily collectors of the oral Jesus tradition, not authors of literature in their own right. And, finally, it was widely assumed that the driving motivation behind the writing of the Gospels was not literary, but “kerygmatic.” That is, the Gospels were designed to proclaim the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus for the purpose of convincing people he was the Son of God.4 Given these assumptions, the form critics concluded that the Gospels were best classified as sui generis.
For many years this view was the dominant position within New Testament circles, and it continues to be held by a number of scholars, both liberal and conservative.5 In the hands of more liberal scholars—Bultmann for example—this view can be combined with a highly skeptical view toward the historical reliability of the Gospels. Thus for Bultmann, the Gospels represent a unique popular-level genre, but one whose content was characterized largely as “mythological” in nature.
“Gospel” as Biography
Many contemporary scholars argue that, while the Gospels certainly have some distinctive aspects to them, they can nevertheless be classified as ancient biographical writings. There is, however, much less agreement about the precise type of ancient biography the Gospels represent.
A number of scholars have argued that the Gospels should be classified as “aretalogy.” The late Morton Smith, a leading advocate of this thesis, has defined the ancient aretalogy as “a miracle story or a collection of miracle stories” whose primary purpose was “praise of and propaganda for the deity supposed to have done the deeds.”6 The deity in question was typically a godlike being in human form who was given the designation theios aner, or “divine man.” Examples of such miracle-working “divine men” from the ancient pagan world include Pythagoras, Empedocles, Asclepius, and, most important for our purposes, Apollonius of Tyana (discussed in chap. 3). It is argued that, at the very least, the Gospels are closer to such aretalogies than “to any other ancient non-Christian works that we know of.”7
This thesis obviously requires that we accept that the Gospel authors would have been open to being positively influenced by paganism in their search for a model by which to imagine and articulate the significance of Jesus. Thus, in the words of Morton Smith, we must accept that “it is plausible both to suppose that there was some radical difference between Christianity and the other forms of first-century Judaism” and we must “look for the source of this difference in the Graeco-Roman culture and the continuing Semitic paganism of first-century Palestine.”8
A second form of ancient biography that some have argued is close to the genre of the Gospels is that of ancient writings “that call themselves ‘lives’(Greek, bioi; Latin, vitae),” more commonly known today as “popular biographies.”9 According to Charles Talbert, the single, essential generic marker of the bios genre is that it “presents a highly selective, often anecdotal account of an individual’s life with everything chosen to illuminate his essential being. An ancient biography consists of information about a significant person, selected so as to reveal what sort of person he really is.”10
There is significant disagreement as to what this classification entails in terms of the historical reliability of the Gospels. Those on the more skeptical end of the continuum emphasize that the ancient Greco-Roman genre of bios was influenced by idealistic impressions of what a great man should be, was generally used for rhetorical and propaganda purposes, and was clearly biased in its one-sided praise of the particular subject. It has been argued that such factors “inevitably led to the inclusion of an indeterminate amount of fictional elements.”11 Thus, the categorization of the Gospels as ancient popular biographies does not rule out the legendary-Jesus perspective. Indeed, some would argue it supports it.
“Gospel” as History
A third genre some scholars have identified as reflective of the Gospels is ancient historiography.12 By all accounts, the strongest parallels between the Gospels and ancient histories are found in the two-volume work, Luke-Acts.13 Among other things, the form and nature of the two prefaces are arguably similar to what we find in ancient histories, as is Luke’s interest in historical chronology and his manner of speech construction.14
While many in this camp understand this identification as enhancing the historical reliability of Luke-Acts, others argue that such a conclusion is unwarranted. Rather, they maintain that ancient historiography was itself highly unreliable. They are quick to note that there was widespread mistrust of historians in the ancient world. While Lucian (How to Write History, 39, 51) states that truth alone is what the historian aspires to, Seneca reveals that, at least in the minds of some ancients, “it was axiomatic that historians are liars.”15
Some have argued that a critical investigation of ancient histories suggests that Seneca’s skeptical stance is justified. Bernard Lewis, for example, has argued that the content of these histories was “invented” at least as often as it was “remembered.”16 So too, T. P. Wiseman has argued that ancient historians exaggerated or minimized facts and included fictional tales in their narratives as suited their own purposes. In other words, he argues, ancient “history” is actually just another category of ancient “literature.”17 If this generally negative assessment of ancient histories is accepted, then classifying Luke or any other Gospel as ancient history does nothing, in and of itself, to enhance our estimation of its general reliability.
“Gospel” as Fiction
Fourth, and more recently, a number of scholars have argued that the Gospels are best understood in terms of ancient “fiction.”18 For example, in his book Gospel Fictions, the literary critic Randel Helms argues that the Gospels “are largely fictional accounts concerning a historical figure, Jesus of Nazareth, intended to create a life-enhancing understanding of his nature.” In fact, he argues, they are “the supreme fictions of our culture.”19 Though some continue to use the term “fiction” loosely to stand for any literature they judge to be making false historical claims, a number of scholars who classify the Gospels as “fiction” generally hold that the Gospel authors were intentionally writing fiction and assumed their work would be read as such.
There is no consensus among scholars within this camp as to what exact kind of fiction the Gospels are intended to be. Candidates include “folktale,”20 “storytelling,”21 “myth,”22 “legend,”23 “historical novel,”24 “fantasy,”25 “comedy,”26 and even “joke.”27 But several recent proposals seem to have gained more attention and thus warrant comment.
A proposal that has won the approval of some scholars is that the Gospels (and Acts) are related to the ancient “ideal romance” novels.28 Richard Pervo, for example, has argued that “Matthew, Mark, Luke and John … can be understood as fictional biographies roughly analogous to the Alexander-Romance, the Life of Aesop, or Philostratus’ account about Apollonius of Tyana.”29 In the eyes of some, the connection between the ancient Greek romance novels and the Gospels is made more plausible in light of one theory of the origin of the ancient novel that traces its genesis back to sacred religious texts—perhaps even to the mystery religions themselves.30
Another recent proposal that falls within the “fiction” camp and has generated some discussion comes from Dennis MacDonald, a member of the Jesus Seminar. He argues that Mark intentionally modeled his Gospel upon, and in the process directly borrowed from, Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad. “Mark,” he writes, “wrote a prose epic modeled largely after the Odyssey and the ending of the Iliad…. The earliest evangelist was not writing a historical biography, as many interpreters suppose, but a novel, a prose anti-epic of sorts.”31
MacDonald concludes his study by suggesting that, in light of Mark’s creation of “theological fiction,” the “‘Gospel truth’is not a deposit of historically reliable data concerning Jesus but a process of generating more humane, ethical, beautiful, and inspiring myths.”32 Of course, as MacDonald notes, the Homeric thesis forces the conclusion that “the primary cultural context of the Gospel of Mark [is located] in Greek religious tradition, not in Judaism.”33
By contrast, Michael Vines has recently argued that it is the ancient Jewish novel that best sheds light on the genre of Mark.34 But whether Greco-Roman or Jewish, once the Gospels are cast as fictional novels of any type, their portrait of Jesus is poised to be judged as largely, if not totally, lacking a basis in history.
“Gospel” as Midrash/Pesher
A fifth genre proposal is closely related to the Gospels-as-fiction proposal, yet distinct enough to be considered in its own right. Some have argued that the Gospels are best understood as examples of Jewish midrash. In brief, midrash is an ancient Jewish form of scriptural commentary that enabled ancient Scriptures to speak to contemporary situations.
Scholars have identified two broad types of midrashic exegesis: overt/explicit and covert/implicit. Overt/explicit midrash begins with an explicit citation of the Old Testament text to be interpreted (the lemma) followed by the commentary on that passage (the midrash). Covert/implicit midrash is much more subtle. Often, it reframes a portion of the Old Testament in a contemporary setting. As Craig Evans notes, “The very manner in which the biblical narrative is retold in these writings brings to light new insights and new teachings. Its purpose is, in effect, to update Scripture.”35
Virtually all New Testament scholars recognize that the authors of the Gospels made use of covert/implicit midrashic techniques to varying degrees and in various ways. But defenders of the Gospels-as-midrash thesis go far beyond this and claim that the Gospels themselves are to be understood wholesale as examples of covert/implicit midrash.36 From this perspective, most, if not all, aspects of the Gospel portrait of Jesus are actually ways of bringing to life Old Testament stories and teachings.
Obviously, this thesis seriously undermines any claim that the Gospels provide historically reliable information about Jesus. Earl Doherty, for example, argues that Mark’s portrait of Jesus is—in its entirety—a fictional construction out of the Jewish Scriptures.37 In his view, we cannot even conclude that a first-century Jesus ever existed.
Another exponent of the Gospels-as-midrash thesis is the Australian scholar Barbara Thiering. According to Thiering, the Gospel writers made use of a method of encoded biblical interpretation known from the Dead Sea Scrolls as “pesher” (literally the Hebrew term for “interpetation”). As a method of interpreting the Old Testament, pesher is quite similar to midrash (hence our classifying it under the Gospel-as-midrash category).38 Thiering argues that the Gospels are actually pesharim from Qumran. As such, they primarily seek to disclose to the skilled reader the history of the Qumran community.39 When Thiering unravels this code for the reader, some interesting things emerge concerning Jesus.40
Among other things, Thiering claims the properly decoded pesher-Gospels reveal that Jesus was not crucified in Jerusalem, but at Qumran. He did not die on the cross but was drugged and later regained consciousness with the help of Judas Iscariot’s medical knowledge. He was later married to Mary Magdalene, fathered three children, divorced her, and married another woman. Thus, according to Thiering’s reading, the Gospels represent at one and the same time a fictionalization of Jesus (the surface meaning) and a supposedly historically accurate record of Jesus in pesher code.
Is the Concept of Genre Still Applicable?
Before turning to an analysis of these proposals, a preliminary word is in order. In our twenty-first-century, postmodern context, it is no longer taken for granted that the concept of “genre” can even function in a meaningful sense. A number of literary scholars today, most notably literary deconstructionists, have argued that the very attempt to fit literature into genre-types is misguided. It is, they argue, artificial construct imposed on literature that always says more about the person or group doing the classifying than it does the literature being classified.41
While a full-fledged defense of the category of genre lies outside the scope of this present work, we should at least register our agreement with the vast majority of New Testament scholars in holding that the concept of genre is still necessary and valuable to literary studies.42 At the same time, the very fact that so many specialists disagree on the genre of the Gospels is enough to indicate a significant element of truth in the postmodern suspicion of this category. At the very least, this lack of scholarly consensus should serve as a reminder that the genre categories within which we try to understand the Gospels reflect our attempts to understand and recover ancient literary sensibilities. Hence, humility dictates that we allow for a good bit of complexity and subtlety as we attempt to categorize the Gospels and other ancient texts.43
In keeping with this, we will argue that while important aspects of the Gospels appear to be sui generis in nature, other aspects fit quite well with the ancient biographical genre, other aspects (especially in Luke-Acts) with ancient historiography, and still others with ancient midrash. The one proposal that finds no support, we argue, is viewing the Gospels as examples of intentionally crafted ancient fiction. We shall argue that the manner in which the Gospels incorporate elements from these four distinct genres is more easily understood once we fully appreciate the oral register of the Gospels. Most importantly for our purposes, we shall argue that the sui generis, biographical, historical, and even midrashic aspects of the Gospels tend to support rather than undermine the historical intentionality of the Gospel authors, especially when their works are viewed as oral recitations, and against the background of what we have already learned about oral traditions in orally dominant cultures. Having said this, we turn now to critically assess the merits of each proposal.
Are the Gospels Sui Generis?
There are two points we wish to make in response to the view that the Gospels are sui generis in nature. First, if David Hellholm is correct that genre involves aspects of content, form, and function—and we believe that he is—then it seems undeniable that there is a sui generis dimension to the Gospel genre. At the very least, it is hard to deny that the specific content of the Gospels is, in an important sense, unique. In the words of David Aune, “The unique character of the Gospels lies primarily in the uniqueness of their content, determined by their subject: Jesus of Nazareth…. No Greco-Roman biography depicts a life even remotely comparable to that of Jesus.”44 While there are significant literary parallels to the Gospels in terms of their form and function (see below), there is no clear parallel to this unique content, for (as we have argued in chap. 3) there is no real parallel to this historical person.
Not only this, but the very fact that the authors identify their work as “gospel” sets them apart. The term is tied to the Old Testament’s Isaianic promise of “good news” (Isa. 40:9; 52:7; 61:1), which Mark associates with Jesus Christ at the beginning of his work (Mark 1:1—3). This means that the Gospels are fundamentally rooted in a Jewish worldview and are self-consciously working within a promise/fulfillment schema that serves to explicate God’s salvation-historical dealings with humanity through his Messiah, Jesus Christ.45 There is no known parallel to this in the ancient world, and inasmuch as the analysis of the Gospels as sui generis highlights this fact, it is, we believe, to be embraced.
But accepting that the Gospels are to this extent sui generis does not in any way suggest that they are not historically trustworthy, and this is our second point.46 As noted earlier, those who assume that the sui generis analysis entails a skeptical view of the Gospels do so only because of assumptions they hold about the oral tradition behind the Gospels. With Bultmann and most early form critics, they assume that the oral Jesus tradition lacked any historical or biographical interest, was incapable of passing on extended narratives, and lacked any eyewitness influence. But in our prior consideration of this oral tradition, we have shown these assumptions to be without foundation (chaps. 6–7).
Once these assumptions are abandoned, there is no reason to conclude that the unique content of the Gospels undermines their historical reliability. To the contrary, on the basis of our analysis of the oral Jesus tradition, we would argue that we have good reasons to conclude that their unique content is solidly rooted in history. We will further explore this claim later in this chapter when we reconsider the Gospels in their original orally oriented context.
The Gospels and Ancient Biography
We turn now to consider whether the Gospels are ancient biographies. We will consider first the view that they are aretalogies and then the view that they are examples of Greco-Roman bios.
The Gospels as Aretalogies
While the proposal to view the Gospels as aretalogies enjoyed significant popularity in the 1960s, it finds very few defenders today, and for good reason. Foremost among its problems is that even defenders of the proposal concede there is very little evidence that the category of “aretalogy” ever formed a distinct genre of literature in the first century.47 In fact, Morton Smith, one of the proposal’s most ardent defenders, compares the evidence out of which he constructs the genre of aretalogy to “the practice of reconstructing a lion from a single claw.”48
While there were certainly miracle workers in the ancient world and texts written about them, it has been argued that the claim of a specific “aretalogical” genre is little more than a modern scholarly construction by which to interpret the Jesus of the Gospels against the background of the supposed pagan, miracle-working “divine man.”49 In any case, it must at the very least be conceded that if we cannot be confident of a distinct aretalogical genre, we can hardly be confident about the proposal that the Gospels were modeled after it.
But even if for the sake of argument we grant that there is a discernible aretalogical genre the Gospels can be compared to, the proposal is still encumbered with serious difficulties. For one thing, the proposed examples of aretalogies simply do not provide any clear parallels to the Gospel genre. True, both genres involve a person performing supernatural feats, but after this the differences speak far more loudly than the similarities.
For example, unlike the proposed aretalogies, the Gospels display an explicit concern for “historical developments.”50 Additionally, aretalogical tales associate the miracles of a hero with his virtue (arête in Greek means “virtue”/“strength”), while the miracles of Jesus never serve this function. Rather, they are inextricably bound up with a Jewish apocalyptic eschatology, demonstrating the in-breaking of the kingdom of God to a world previously dominated by Satan.51Therefore, there is no reason to look beyond the confines of the first-century Jewish world as a context within which to make sense of Jesus’s miracles as presented in the Gospels.52
Along with this, there is no reason to think that the first-century Palestinian world was influenced in a positive direction by Greco-Roman “divine man” concepts, as we have argued in chapter 2. The historical constraints of first-century Jewish monotheism simply cannot be underestimated here.53If anything, the presence of supposed “divine men” in the pagan world would have tended to foster more, not less, commitment to creational monotheism among first-century Jews. On top of all this, no aretalogical tale depicts the hero as being martyred.54 For good reason, therefore, this proposal has been abandoned by the vast majority of contemporary scholars.
The Gospels and the Greco-Roman Bios
In contrast to the Gospels-as-aretalogy thesis, the literary parallels between the Gospels and Greco-Roman bios are quite impressive, as the work of Talbert, Shuler, Burridge, Aune, Frickenschmidt, and others has shown. The question is: are these parallels sufficient to warrant classifying the Gospels as examples of this genre, pure and simple, or do they suggest something beyond this?
The problem with the proposal is that, for all the ways in which the Gospels parallel Greco-Roman bios, everyone concedes they have elements that are not typical of this genre. Hence, those scholars who argue that the Gospels should fall into this generic classification have to stretch the definition of the genre to the point that, it could be argued, its distinctiveness as a genre is threatened.55 Others argue that the Gospels should be understood as a unique subtype of Greco-Roman bios, while still others contend that the Gospels should be understood as a sort of “mixed” genre, one that contains significant influence from and/or parallels to Greco-Roman bios but cannot be properly located exclusively within this genre.56
Our own sense is that the most fruitful approach is this latter one. While the Gospels clearly share some of the formal and functional features of Greco-Roman bios, and thus can be profitably compared with that genre at certain points, they also contain aspects of ancient historiography, as well as some unique features that derive from their apocalyptic Jewish-Christian matrix and the nature of the oral tradition that gave birth to them.
In our estimation, the classicist Albrecht Dihle captures the situation quite accurately. In his widely regarded study of the Gospels and Greek biography, he concludes, “There is nothing against reading, and hence against describing, the Gospels as biographies, provided one misunderstanding is excluded: by doing so one has not said anything about their peculiar genre in the strict sense of the word.”57 Supporting this conclusion, Dihle reminds us that the Greco-Roman world contained non-bios texts that nonetheless possessed “biographical” content.58 He also reminds us that the examples of Greco-Roman bios that we possess tend to presuppose an inherent anthropological-ethical theory, one in which human nature is not affected by the surrounding forces of history.59 This assumption, however, is “worlds apart from the premises of the gospel literature.”60 Additionally, Dihle argues that the Gospel genre—whatever else it is—is intimately involved with historiographical interests (especially as evidenced in Luke).61
For all these reasons, we agree with Dihle that the Gospels are best understood as literature that includes biographical features but cannot be reduced, pure and simple, to the genre of Greco-Roman bios. Charles Fornara makes a related point: “The influence of biography (i.e., the genre) is best kept separate from the frequent expression of ‘biographical interest’in historiography generally. Natural interest of this type, transcending genre, is found in a wide variety of historical works of the Greco-Roman world.”62
For our purposes, the central issue is how this assessment positively and/or negatively affects our understanding of the historical intentionality of the Gospel authors. As we have seen, skeptical scholars want to argue that the tendentious, propagandistic, even fictional nature of bios renders its content historically suspect. If this is true, the recognition of a significant parallel between the Gospels and Greco-Roman bios does not help—if anything, it undermines—our confidence in the veracity of the Gospels’ portrait of Jesus. Three things can be said in response to this.
Greco-Roman Bios and Ancient Historiography
No doubt Thomas Carlyle overstated the case when he said that “biography is the only true history.”63 But it is also possible to contrast these two genres in a way that leads to a false disjunct. It can be argued that, in their search for a definable genre for the Gospels, some scholars have contrasted the ancient genres of bios and history to an unfortunate degree.64 Instead, the ancient sources themselves suggest that the distinction between these two genres was often quite vague, at least with regard to form and function.65 The one area where the distinction seems to have been clear concerns their respective content.
As Plutarch notes, biography, unlike history, is typically less concerned with great public deeds and more concerned with the subject’s character, a character that is often best elucidated in the more trivial events of life.66 Even here, however, the distinction is far from absolute. For as Lucian reveals, ancient historians were turning out works that would be difficult to distinguish from Plutarch’s definition of biography.67 And, as Tom Thatcher notes, the distinction between great and trivial events was often relative to the eye of the beholder.68
In this light, it seems that while we can generally distinguish between history and bios, we are not warranted in contrasting these two genres too sharply in terms of their historical intentionality. As David Aune notes, Greco-Roman biography was “intrinsically concerned with history.”69 However effective or ineffective any historical or biographical author may have been in achieving it, it seems that authors in both genres were to a significant degree concerned to report the past as it actually took place. And it seems that their audience read these works with this expectation.
Why a Bios like Genre?
Second, we need to explore why early Christians might have appropriated a genre with bios-like aspects. In our estimation, Talbert offers some helpful insights on this question. He argues that “biographical narration was employed because it provided a controlling context not only for individual traditions but also for various types of traditions. In doing so, it served to protect both against the subversion of the gospel and against reductionism.”70
By “subversion” Talbert means “an interpretation of the Jesus tradition that altered what mainstream Christians regarded as their true meaning,” and by “reductionism” Talbert refers to “an interpretation of the Jesus tradition that absolutizes a part of the gospel and treats it as though it were the whole.”71 In other words, a bios-like genre was chosen to prevent distortions of the Gospel that had been orally passed down for decades. Among other things, this means that it was chosen to preserve the accuracy of the tradition.
Talbert’s thesis takes on more plausibility and significance when we understand it in the light of our previous reflections on the oral Jesus tradition. Contra scholars such as Kelber and Funk, neither Mark nor the other three Gospel authors were creating a new “domesticating” genre. Rather, they were embarking on the written textualization or “literaturization” of a narrative oral gospel tradition that was already in place.72Their concern to prevent the “subversion” and “reduction” of this narrative reflects a desire to conserve the essence of the traditional context in which the oral text had always been transmitted, whether implicitly or explicitly. It is difficult to see how they could have done this without producing a bios-like type of literature.
Bios, Bias, and Historical Intent
Third, it cannot be denied that ancient biographies often contain bias, propaganda, exaggeration, error, and outright fabrication. Hence, it cannot be denied that acknowledging the historical intentionality of the bios genre and the bios-like quality of the Gospels does not in and of itself argue for the historical reliability of the Gospels. At the same time, no one would want to argue that modern biographers are altogether free from bias, propaganda, exaggeration, error, and sometimes even outright fabrication. As Stephen Oates notes with regard to contemporary biographies, “The process of selection, of deciding which details and quotations should be used and which should be discarded, depends upon the biographer’s interpretation of character and career, his sense of significance, and his intentions and insights.”73
It is undeniable that biographical writing, like historiography, always involves an irreducibly subjective element. Yet, we know of no one who is suggesting we throw out all contemporary biography as a historical source on generic grounds alone. And if we are not willing to do so with contemporary biographical writings, it seems unwarranted to do so with ancient biographical writings.
The fact that ancient Greco-Roman biographical works sometimes contain exaggerations, biases, and even fabrications does not mean that the authors did not intend to communicate factual history, or that readers of ancient biographies did not understand them to communicate factual history. Authors at times may have carried out this commitment poorly, but the fact that their choice of genre committed them to this goal already places important constraints on how freely they could comfortably treat their material. For these reasons, we believe David Aune is correct in concluding that the Gospels’ connections with the bios genre suggests that the Gospels’ authors “wrote with historical intentions.”74 The extent to which they were effective at achieving this goal must be decided on other grounds, but the fact that they had these intentions is important in and of itself, for it means, at the very least, that we must take their historical claims seriously.
The Gospels and Greco-Roman Historiography
As we noted above, a number of scholars have argued that the Gospels (especially Luke-Acts) are best understood as examples of Greco-Roman history.75 As with the bios genre, we shall argue that, while there are strong parallels between the Gospels—especially Luke—and Greco-Roman history, this ancient genre does not fully capture the Gospel genre.
The Case for Classifying the Gospels as Greco-Roman Histories
Again, the case for classifying the Gospels as some form of Greco-Roman history is made primarily on the basis of Luke-Acts. There are two main lines of argumentation used to support this contention.
First, the form and nature of Luke’s two prefaces, his interest in historical chronology, and his speech construction fit well within the Greco-Roman his-toriographical genre.76 Second, some argue that “Luke and Acts must be treated as affiliated with one genre.”77 Since Acts is clearly an example of Greco-Roman history, it is argued, the Gospel of Luke must be considered the same. David Aune speaks for a number of scholars when he concludes: “Luke does not belong to a type of ancient biography for it belongs with Acts, and Acts cannot be forced into a biographical mold.”78
Not everyone is persuaded by these arguments. For example, while the Gospel of Luke certainly reveals that the author is deeply interested in historical matters (i.e., no other Gospel writer goes to the lengths Luke does to explicitly correlate events in the Gospel tradition with persons and events in the wider Greco-Roman world), some argue that this in and of itself does not demonstrate that Luke is consciously writing in a purely “historiographical” vein.79 A text—ancient or modern—can be broadly historical in orientation and interest without being an intentional instance of the genre “history” per se.80
Others find fault with additional arguments used to support an understanding of Luke as ancient history. For example, the often-made claim that the prefaces of Luke and Acts reveal it to be a work of ancient historiography has been called into question by the extensive work of Loveday Alexander. Alexander argues that a comparison of the Lukan prefaces with Greco-Roman literature turns up a match, not with historiographical texts, but rather with what she terms the “scientific tradition” or “technical prose.” She identifies this tradition with “the working handbooks and teaching manuals of a variety of technical subjects” from the working world of the “crafts.”81 Thus, Luke seems to have more in common with “engineers and medical writers who represent these ‘craft’ traditions” than he does ancient historians.82
With regard to the claim that Luke’s genre is determined by Acts, some have pointed out that the claim holds only if one is convinced not only that Luke and Acts derive from the same author but also that this author intended both works to represent a single genre. Both claims have been disputed, however.83 Instead, it has been argued that Acts was intended as a “sequel” to Luke rather than a “second volume.”84 Hence, even if Acts is regarded as a work of historiography, it does not follow that Luke is to be regarded as such.
Whatever we make of these disputes, it cannot be denied that in both the Gospel of Luke and in Acts the author does exhibit a profound historical interest. Indeed, this broader historical interest is, if to a less explicit extent, exhibited in the other three Gospels as well. To the thinking of some, the dominance of this historical interest should move us to see the Gospels more along the lines of ancient historiographical writings than along the lines of biographies.85 That is to say, they have more in common with Thucydides than with Philostratus.
Our own sense is that, while the Gospels evince a clear concern with passing on reliable historical information, it is difficult to classify them—even in the case of Luke—as ancient historiography pure and simple. There is a parallel sensibility here with our previous conclusion regarding the Gospels and biography. With John Dominic Crossan, we would argue that with respect to genre, the “Gospels are not history, though they contain history. They are not biography, though they contain biography. They are gospel—that is, good news.”86
For our purposes, however, the important point is not merely the resolution of the genre question. Rather we must go on to ask: What implications does the fact that the Gospel authors demonstrate a clear historical intent have for our assessment of their historical reliability?
Is Ancient Historiography Largely Unreliable?
Some scholars argue that ancient historiographers, on the whole, are largely unreliable and not to be trusted. To the degree that the Gospels reflect historical concerns and techniques, this broader criticism of ancient Greco-Roman historical writings can be used to undermine confidence in them prior to giving them a fair hearing. In response to this common critique of ancient historical texts, we offer the following reflections.
First, there is in many academic quarters a certain prejudice against ancient historiography because it was “premodern.” The assumption is that, in contrast to the present time, ancient authors were not critical of their sources, relied on hearsay, and often accepted myth as fact (e.g., incorporated reports of the supernatural into their accounts). While such things undoubtedly can be detected at times within ancient historical writings—as they can within relatively recent historical accounts—this is not the end of the story. As Glenn Chestnut has documented, “There was also a good deal of skepticism within the Graeco-Roman historiographical tradition.”87
From Herodotus to Polybius to Pliny the Elder, miracle claims, for example, were open to serious questioning. With Thucydides, we find virtually the entire idea of the miraculous rejected. “Drawing on the rich intellectual resources of the humanistic and scientific rationalism of fifth-century Athens,” Thucydides developed a historiographical method characterized by “freedom from mythopoetic ways of thinking, critical realism, an ‘eager generality,’ and an inclination to penetrate rationally to the underlying order of things.”88
With regard to the first century in particular, Gerald Downing’s survey of attitudes toward magic and miracles serves to unmask the false dichotomy between the premodern and modern worlds vis-à-vis their credulity toward the miraculous. Downing demonstrates that “the level of belief—or suspension of disbelief—seems to have been not much different from what we find today for belief in alternative medicines, belief in ley-lines, belief in visitors from outer space, or belief in the free market economy.”89
In other words, like most people today, most ancient historiographers accepted the possibility of miracles. But there is no reason to conclude from this that either ancient historiographers or modern people are necessarily credulous or unreliable. It simply means that the worldview of ancient historiographers, as well as most modern Western people, is not as narrow as those skeptics who assume a priori that miracles never occur and who judge anyone who says otherwise to be credulous, “premodern,” and uncritical.90 In either case—when assessing the historical claims of an ancient historian or their dismissal by a naturalistic skeptic—something like the open historical-critical method discussed in chapter 1 offers a methodological paradigm for navigating such waters.
Second, some adopt a highly skeptical stance toward ancient historiography because of its associations with rhetoric.91 Ancient Greeks and Romans generally assumed that history writing “ought to be truthful, useful, and entertaining.”92 To the thinking of some today, usefulness and entertainment often, if not usually, trumped the concern for truthfulness. While this was undoubtedly the case at times, we must be careful not to overgeneralize this point. As J. L. Moles observes, “Some [ancients] write historiography according to rhetorical prescriptions, some do not.”93 Hence, on the question of how much accuracy (if any) was sacrificed for rhetorical purposes, each historian’s work must be assessed independently.
At the same time, M. J. Wheeldon makes the valuable point that even those historians who closely follow the literary and rhetorical conventions of their day should not be held suspect for this reason alone.94 In the ancient Greco-Roman view, exercising one’s rhetorical skills to entertain and motivate readers was not viewed as competing with a concern for accuracy. As A. W. Mosley demonstrated decades ago, many ancient historians were at least as serious about the historical accuracy as they were with the rhetorical excellence of their writing.95 The notion that faithful historical reconstruction is intrinsically at odds with a concern for rhetoric and vice versa is a peculiar modern/postmodern assumption the ancients simply did not share.96
Third, some argue for a skeptical stance toward ancient historians on the ground that, as a matter of empirical fact, we simply know they generally were not accurate. T. P. Wiseman presents the cumulative case for this view when he identifies seven ways in which ancient historians were accused—even in their own day—of “lying.”97 It seems to us that, at least at points in his essay, his case backfires. Space allows us to mention only two examples.
First, Wiseman grants that most of his critique of ancient historians could be applied to modern historians as well. He quotes the great historian of Rome, R. Syme, who said, “To become intelligible, history has to aspire to the coherence of fiction, while eschewing most of its methods. There is no choice, no escape.” In this sense, modern historians are just as much “fabricators and creators of illusion” as ancient historians.98 The point Syme is making, of course, is that all historians, ancient or modern, must of necessity be highly selective in what they record and at least somewhat creative in how they record it. They have to weave together a seamless narrative from a state of affairs that was much more complex and far less seamless. Invariably, much, if not most, of the complexity of how things actually unfolded has to be ignored while the remainder the historian attends to has to be, to some degree, “spun” with “the coherence of fiction.” Selectivity, shaping, rhetoric—all of it is there in modern as well as ancient history.
Wiseman forcefully makes this case but then in the next breath tries to undermine it by stating ways in which ancient historians could “lie” that are no longer acceptable for modern historians. He is correct in noting that certain literary conventions were allowed in the ancient world that are no longer used today—for example, the use of a travel narrative against which to paint historical events. It is not clear, however, that this fact alone should negatively affect our estimation of their general reliability. Once the particular literary conventions of an ancient culture are understood and taken into account—just as we must do with contemporary historiographical conventions—we find that ancient historians are, generally speaking, no more prone to “lying” than are their contemporary counterparts. But, in any case, the other “types of mendacity” Wiseman accuses ancient historians of are hardly lacking among modern historians. The use of rhetoric, tendentiousness, and underelaboration, for example, are hardly endangered species among modern historians. In sum, therefore, it seems we have little reason to be significantly more suspicious of ancient historians than we are of modern historians. Of course, we should be critical of both. But accepting a critical stance is very different from accepting a skeptical-dismissive stance.
Second, the fact that Wiseman cites ancient sources against ancient historians to make his case presupposes that at least some ancients knew and cared about doing what we would call “good” history. This alone is enough to establish that we cannot make sweeping generalizations about the unreliability of “ancient history.” Rather, we must consider each historian and each work on its own merits. In what can be considered the most serious theoretical discussion of historiography that survives from the ancient world—Lucian’s How to Write History—the author emphasizes that the historian must “sacrifice to Truth alone.”99 So apparently at least some ancient historians knew and cared about such things.100
The Gospel Genre and Historical Intention
Along with most other New Testament scholars, we cannot endorse the view that Luke’s Gospel can be classified as an example of ancient historiography, pure and simple, but we believe it does have strong ties to the genre of ancient historiography (as each of the Gospels do with the Greco-Roman bios genre). In our view, this enhances our estimation of Luke’s historical intent more than it undermines it. (Something similar may be said for the other Gospels insofar as they too parallel the genre of ancient historiography.) As we have shown, ancient historians clearly intended to write history, and there is hardly more reason to be skeptical about their intent and/or ability to do so competently than there is about modern historians, once their literary conventions and culturally accepted measures of preciseness are taken into account. To this general assessment we add two more specific observations.
The first is related to Willem van Unnik’s insightful study of how ancient historians understood their work, based on Lucian’s How to Write History and Dionysius of Halicarnassus’s Letter to Pompei. From these two works van Unnik formulates “ten rules” of ancient historiography. Ancient historians were expected to (1) choose a noble subject; (2) choose a subject that would be useful to the intended audience; (3) be impartial and independent in researching and composing their history; (4) construct a good narrative with an especially good beginning and ending; (5) engage in adequate preparatory research; (6) use good judgment in the selection of material, exemplifying appropriate variety; (7) accurately and appropriately order one’s material; (8) make the narrative lively and interesting; (9) exercise moderation in topographical details; and (10) compose speeches appropriate to the orator and the rhetorical situation.101
Recently, Daniel Marguerat has analyzed Luke’s history writing in the light of Unnik’s “ten rules” and has arrived at the following conclusion:
Comparison of Luke-Acts with the list of historiographical norms confirms that the Lucan writing corresponds to standard Graeco-Roman historiography. We … find that Luke follows eight of the ten rules: his transgression of the other two (the first and third) points us toward the specificity of Luke’s project. The instructions observed by Luke are also followed by the majority of historians of Hellenistic Judaism, especially Flavius Josephus.102
Luke’s apparent violation of rule number one is instructive. Rather than a culturally appropriate noble subject, Luke and his fellow Gospel writers chose as their central focus the life of a Galilean carpenter who was eventually crucified as a false messiah and blasphemer—hardly a “noble subject.” In fact, as G. W. Bowersock notes, the Gospel writers present Jesus as something of a pathetic antihero—at least as the accounts would have been read through the eyes of those holding to Greco-Roman virtues—a point capitalized on by Celsus in his critique of Christianity a century later.103 The point to glean from this is that, however much personal convictions and evangelistic aspirations drive their writings, the Gospel authors seem unwilling to rewrite Jesus’s own history in order to put him in a light favorable to the very culture they are trying to persuade.
The significance of this cannot be overstated. If the general historical quality of the Gospels suggests their historical claims must be taken seriously, this all-important sui generis component of the Gospels argues for it all the more. For it raises, once again, the question of how we are to explain the surprising, countercultural, even embarrassing, portrait of Jesus we find in all four Gospels. Given that it flaunts and even offends both Greco-Roman and specifically Jewish sensibilities, the most plausible explanation is one that traces the historical inspiration for this most unlikely of messiah figures to the life of Jesus himself.
Second, in a recent study of Luke-Acts in light of ancient historiography and its rhetoric, Clare Rothschild has concluded that many of the elements within Luke-Acts that have previously been considered corrupting “theological” intrusions into his historiography
are actually, first and foremost, historiographical techniques functioning in this capacity as the author’s “available means of persuasion”—Aristotle’s famous definition of rhetoric (Rh. 1.2.1). As rhetorical “means of persuasion,” these techniques function as proofs in an argument for the work’s authentication to potential converts from more critical intellectual milieus.104
Rothschild’s wider study of Greco-Roman historiography shows that with the rise of a class of pseudohistorians—mediocre writers with an eye for the sensational and with less concern for accuracy—it became necessary for serious historians to find a way to communicate to their readers that they did not belong to this class. In this context, a “rhetoric of historiography” arose that was designed to ensure and persuade the reader that the author was a serious historian. Among these common rhetorical techniques were the inclusion of historical prologues, the use of stylistic imitation and recurrence patterns, and an emphasis on eyewitnesses. Rothschild demonstrates that Luke made good use of these techniques.
Rothschild’s study effectively serves to challenge those who pit serious historiography against rhetoric. To the contrary, she shows that historiographical rhetoric was the means by which sound ancient historians assured the reader that the account could be trusted. With regard to Luke, she concludes: “With such care devoted to credibility, the survival of such a secure and rational account would have been all but guaranteed.”105
While it remains for us to examine more particular arguments for and against the historical veracity of the Gospels, our analysis of the parallels and connections between the Gospels and the genre of ancient historiography has served to suggest that we should approach the historical claims of these documents with an open mind rather than an overly skeptical disposition.
The Gospels and Ancient Fiction
We turn now to examine the view that the Gospels intentionally were written as fiction. We will first consider the Gospel-as-romance-novel proposal, centering our discussion around the work of Richard Pervo. Then we will consider the Gospel-as-epic-novel proposal of Dennis MacDonald.106
The Gospels as Romance Novels
Pervo builds his case for viewing the Gospels as ancient romance novels largely on his analysis of the book of Acts and its connection with the Gospel of Luke. His argument that Acts should be read as an ancient romance novel rests on two lines of argumentation.
First, Pervo argues that there are so many flagrant historical inaccuracies and improbabilities in Acts that no ancient author of Luke’s literary abilities could have done such a poor job if he was actually trying to write factual history. Second, Pervo argues that, as with other ancient novels, Acts is filled with the sort of entertaining literary features that would have served to keep the attention of ancient readers of fiction. There are six arguments that we believe suffice to undermine Pervo’s case and/or seriously call into question the Gospel-as-romance-novel thesis as a whole.
First, Pervo has simply not made his case that Acts is filled with historical inaccuracies—and certainly not to the point that we should conclude that Luke did not intend to write actual history. As one reviewer has noted, Pervo works “more by assertion than argument.”107 While space does not permit an assessment of the general historical reliability of Acts, we will simply note that, on our reading, there are few alleged inaccuracies in Acts that cannot be accounted for, while there are numerous points where claims can be substantiated—often down to minute detail.108 But even among those scholars who are generally skeptical of the reliability of Acts, very few see the alleged difficulties as so numerous and flagrant that they warrant the conclusion that Luke was intending to write fiction.
Second, the argument that Luke’s literary techniques count against his historical interest is rooted in the assumption that rhetorical and historical concerns cannot successfully coexist in the same author and same work. But, as we have already argued, ancients certainly did not work with this assumption. As David Aune has argued, ancient historians were committed to being truthful and entertaining.109 Unfortunately, Pervo virtually neglects this feature of ancient historiography. As Marion Soards observes, “Many—perhaps most or all—[of ] the common characteristics Pervo identifies between Acts and the ancient novel may be located in [the] ancient historians whom Pervo basically ignores.”110
One example must suffice here. One of the literary motifs that some have used to connect Acts with the ancient novel is that of the “travel” or “voyage” theme. From Homer’s Odyssey to the romance novels of Chariton and Xenophon, the travel motif plays an important role in fictional accounts. So too, in both Luke’s Gospel (Jesus’s final journey to Jerusalem) and Acts (e.g., the journey of Paul to Rome), the various episodes of the text are woven around a travel theme. Does this mean that Luke’s writings are fictional? Not at all. As Loveday Alexander reminds us, “Romance does not have a monopoly on voyage narratives.”111 After all, some people actually did travel in the ancient world! More to the point, Paul’s letters reveal that he traveled a great deal—and in a way that corresponds quite well with the general sense of Luke’s account of his travels in Acts. Hence, there is no good reason to think Luke’s travel motif is nothing more than a fictional narrative framework.
Third, it is significant that many of the things that are typically found in ancient romance novels are absent in both Acts and the Gospels. For one thing, these works are altogether devoid of any romance! Nor are there any sexual dalliances, exotic encounters with bandits, or explicit and lavish details of persecutions and executions. While Pervo argues that someone with Luke’s obvious literary ability could not have intended to write actual history while making so many mistakes, we would argue that someone of Luke’s obvious literary ability could not have possibly missed so many literary opportunities if he was trying to write a novel.
Fourth, the genre signal sent by the prefaces of both Luke and Acts counts strongly against viewing these works as fictional. These are examples of “technical prose,” as Loveday Alexander has argued.112 They indicate, at the very least, that Luke is intending to recount history, not write fiction.
Fifth, if Acts was indeed intended to be fictional, it is somewhat surprising that no one in the early Christian community ever read the work as such. James Dawsey rightly asks, “If the Acts of the Apostles were the creative [i.e., fictional] work of an author, why would it not have suffered the same fate as the Acts of Paul?”113
Sixth, and finally, it is not insignificant to note that, while there were certainly antecedents, the distinct genre of romance novel did not appear until the reign of Nero and became widespread only after this point.114 Hence, if there is a line of influence to be posited between the Jesus stories in their oral and written form and romance novels, it seems more likely it would run from the Jesus stories to the romance novels and not the other way around-a point G. W. Bowersock has effectively argued.115
Mark as Epic Novel
A second proposal that portrays the Gospelsas fiction sees Mark as intentionally modeled after Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad. In the words of Dennis MacDonald, the primary exponent of this perspective, Mark was “not writing a historical biography … but a novel, a prose anti-epic of sorts.”116 His work, like the work of Homer, is intended to be an inspiring myth.117 Robert Price, a defender of a radical form of the legendary-Jesus thesis, concludes that MacDonald’s work has convincingly shown that Homer was a “major source” for the Gospel authors, particularly Mark and Luke.118 We contend there are at least ten considerations that call his thesis into question. The first seven concern MacDonald’s methodology, while the last three concern the content of his thesis.
METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS
Perhaps the most fundamental methodological problem with MacDonald’s approach is that he has set things up so that not only do supposedly positive parallels and allusions support his theory, but so also do contrasts between Homer and Mark. These contrasts are counted as evidence of Mark’s conscious “transvaluation” of Homer.119 Thus both similarities and differences are taken as evidence of Mark’s use of Homer, which means, of course, that his thesis is rendered virtually unfalsifiable.120
Second, many of MacDonald’s suggested parallels seem quite forced. For example, he argues that Mark’s account of the transfiguration of Jesus is “an episode modeled after Odysseus’s demonstration of his identity to Telemachus.” The evidence for this connection is that both scenes involve the revelation of an identity and bright, clean clothing. The parallel is tenuous, to say the least.
Third, MacDonald tends to minimize, and often ignores altogether, the far clearer parallels and possible literary lines of influence on Mark from Old Testament texts. For example, Mark’s transfiguration account has much more in common with the Mount Sinai narrative in Exodus than it does Homer’s account of Odysseus’s self-revelation. So too, while MacDonald argues that Mark’s stilling of the storm account is a play off of Homer’s tale of Aeolus’s bag of wind, he relegates to a footnote the significant verbal and thematic parallels between this account and the Old Testament narrative of Jonah as given in the Septuagint.121 Yet, as Margaret Mitchell notes, the parallels between Mark’s account and the Old Testament’s account of Jonah “go far beyond any of the parallels with Homeric texts” listed in MacDonald’s book.122 This penchant to find parallels in Homer rather than in the Old Testament is surprising, given that Mark was writing from within a first-century, monotheistic Jewish context. One would think it rather obvious that if we are looking for possible sources of literary inspiration for Mark, we should first look to the Old Testament before turning to Homer or any other Greco-Roman source.
A fourth methodological problem with MacDonald’s approach concerns his criterion of “analogy.” In his view, the more often a particular episode in Homer was used by others in the ancient world in general, the more likely it would be consciously taken from Homer by Mark to be used in his anti-epic.123 But why should we assume this? Could not one just as easily argue the opposite—namely, the more an episode was used by others in the ancient world in general, the more likely it is that the motif had become a cultural commonplace and thus the less likely it is that Mark—or anyone else writing in the first-century Mediterranean world—is directly and consciously dependent on Homer per se when putting it to use?124
Fifth, even when it can plausibly be argued that there are similarities between any two literary texts, this does not necessitate the conclusion that one author borrowed from the other. To borrow Samuel Sandmel’s famous phrase, it seems that MacDonald is indulging himself in “parallelomania.”125
Sixth, even if, for the sake of argument, we grant that Mark imitated Homer at points, this fact in and of itself does not necessarily lead to the conclusion that Mark was thereby writing fiction. One could plausibly argue that Mark saw in certain aspects of Jesus’s life incidents and episodes that paralleled or echoed Homeric themes and allowed the parallels to shape the telling of the Jesus story. While we personally do not see any evidence of this, someone who does perceive such parallels (e.g., MacDonald) should at least countenance this possibility and wrestle with the potential implications.126
Seventh, although MacDonald admits that there may be historical elements in Mark—a point that would at least serve to complexify, if not undermine, his theory-he provides no serious identification and consideration of these elements. Nor does he suggest how one might detect these elements as opposed to the elements of Homeric fiction.127
PROBLEMS WITH THE CONTENT OF MACDONALD’S THESIS
Beyond these methodological problems, MacDonald’s thesis runs into difficulties in terms of its specific content.
First, MacDonald has not adequately explained why Mark would want to create a theological fiction patterned after Homer. As Margaret Mitchell observes, “It remains unintelligible (or, at least, unelucidated here) why a Hellenistic (Jewish?) author would link his hero Jesus with wily, ironic Odysseus, a figure of much-debated character flaws.”128 Not only this, but if MacDonald’s thesis is correct, we must seriously wonder why any Jewish-Christian audience would find a hero modeled after Odysseus attractive, let alone compelling enough to live and die for. Indeed, if the whole work were intended to be read as theological fiction, it is not altogether clear what embracing Mark’s Homeric mythic vision would look like. What exactly did the early Christians preach and put their lives on the line for—if they were aware that the Gospel they proclaimed and “believed” was largely, if not totally, rooted in a Homeric myth?129
This leads to a second and very significant problem with the content of MacDonald’s thesis. As a matter of historical fact, neither the early Christians nor anyone up to very recent times ever thought of interpreting Mark or any other Gospel as intentional fiction, let alone as fiction patterned after Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad. MacDonald himself writes, “Readers for two thousand years apparently have been blind” to the fact that Mark was writing a fictional “prose anti-epic of sorts.”130 One wonders how everyone got it wrong for so long.
This problem is particularly acute since, to make his larger case, MacDonald argues that “ancient authors could expect the readers to draw connections to Homer that are invisible to us.”131 However, by his own admission, no one did. As Karl Sandnes has pointed out, MacDonald’s thesis about Mark is missing at least one essential element: in the ancient world when one text was imitating another—even in an exercise in transvaluation—the subtle moments of emulation were accompanied by very clear moments of “advertised intertextuality,” moments in which the emulation exercise was “broadcast in ways that alerted the reader.”132 These clear moments of advertised emulation are missing from Mark’s Gospel. It seems Mark’s alleged allusions to Homer were as “invisible” to his original audience, and even his fellow Gospel authors, as they are to all modern scholars—except MacDonald. This obviously begs the question of whether it is all other readers throughout history, on the one hand, or MacDonald himself, on the other, who missed Mark’s real intention. In our view—particularly given the significant problems noted above-it is far more plausible to suppose the latter rather than the former.
Finally, MacDonald’s theory requires that we accept that Mark was a rather savvy, sophisticated literary critic who lived in the world of irony and textual finesse. But this hardly comports with what we know of the first-century Christian community, which, as we have argued, was orally dominant in its communicative style. MacDonald’s “Mark” seems much more at home in a postmodern, literary-critical milieu—MacDonald’s own context—than he does in the first-century Christian community.133 Maurice Casey’s observation, drawn from another context, most likely applies to MacDonald’s thesis as well: “The portrayal of [Mark] as flimsy post-70 fiction is the unsatisfactory consequence of reading it in light of literary theory which has emerged from the study of modern fiction.”134 In light of all these concerns, we conclude that MacDonald’s thesis, while highly provocative, is ultimately unsuccessful.
The Gospels and Jewish Midrash/Pesher
The final proposal we will consider is that the Gospels should be understood as a form of Jewish midrash. While almost all New Testament scholars grant that there are midrashic aspects within the Gospels, few accept the thesis that substantial portions of the Gospels, if not the Gospels as a whole, should be understood as examples of midrash genre per se. There are good reasons for this. We offer five arguments that we believe undermine the Gospels-as-midrash thesis, and two that address the more specific Gospels-as-pesher-code thesis of Barbara Thiering.
Assessing the Gospels-as-Midrash Thesis
First, it is worth noting that, as “creative” as some ancient Jewish approaches to Scripture could be, there was also a strong tradition of Jewish exegesis that insisted that Old Testament texts should be interpreted according to their original literary context. Through his exhaustive research into this area, David Brewer has concluded that two approaches to biblical exegesis were represented in the pre-70 CE Jewish world.135
The “nomological” approach, championed by the pre-70 CE scribal tradition, viewed Old Testament texts as law and generally held that proper exegesis must interpret these texts within their literary contexts while avoiding secondary allegorical meanings beyond the plain surface meanings of the texts. On the other hand, the “inspirational” approach, adopted by a variety of exegetical contemporaries of the scribes—including the Qumran exegetes and Philo—viewed the Old Testament predominantly as living prophecy. While not entirely ignoring the original literary context of particular texts, they were willing to discover secondary meanings independent of the plain meaning of the texts when they believed the Holy Spirit inspired them to do so.
The conclusion Brewer’s research leads to is that pre-70 CE Jewish exegesis was not as imaginative as it is sometimes made out to be. Especially in the “nomological approach, there were identifiable and effective forces at work that served to check and balance countervailing tendencies toward de-contextualized, allegorical interpretation.”136 To whatever degree the Gospels were influenced by the first-century Jewish scribal tradition—which they clearly seem to be—this “nomological” hermeneutic could, to one degree or another, be expected to tame any competing tendency toward a full-blown allegorical “midrash” approach.
Second, even the more imaginative, midrashic, “inspirational” exegesis does not serve as an adequate foundation for the Gospel-as-midrash thesis. Jewish exegetes in this school were driven by what can be called a “fulfillment hermeneutic.” That is, they tended to use midrashic techniques to correlate current historical events, or anticipated future events, with Old Testament texts as a means of bringing out the perceived biblical significance of those events. Sometimes Old Testament texts would be “creatively” reframed to accommodate this correlation, but rarely were contemporary events fabricated to accommodate this correlation. Thus, as Shani Berrin notes, “An essential feature of pesher is the application of the base text to historical reality.”137 Yet, according to the Gospels-as-midrash thesis, many of the accounts of Jesus in the Gospels were simply invented to correlate with various Old Testament passages. For this there is no clear precedent in first-century Jewish exegetical practice, a point that cannot help but call this thesis into question.138
We may with justification appreciate certain aspects of the midrashic-like creativity by which the Gospel authors attached biblical significance to various aspects of Jesus’s life—for example, the slaughter of the innocents (Matt. 2:17—18; cf. Jer. 31:15), Jesus’s betrayal (John 13:18; cf. Ps. 41:9), and his being given sour wine to quench his thirst (John 19:28—29; cf. Ps. 69:21). But this is very different from saying that these events were fabricated in order to “fulfill” these biblical passages.139 To the contrary, the fact that the Gospel authors found any messianic significance in otherwise obscure Old Testament texts such as these—texts that, as far as we know, prior to the Gospels were never read as messianic or predictive in their original contexts—is best explained on the assumption that these events did actually occur. If the Gospel authors were going to invent a Jesus along midrashic lines in order to bring to light certain Old Testament texts, they wouldn’t have had to stretch as far as they seem to have stretched, in these instances, to do so. In other words, had the Gospel authors invented a Jesus along midrashic lines, he could have been made to “fulfill” Old Testament texts much more obviously and much less awkwardly than what we often find in the Gospels.
To give just one example, John depicts the episode of a guard giving Jesus sour wine as a fulfillment of Scripture (John 19:28—29). It seems clear that John is referring to Psalm 69, where David says of his enemies, “They gave me poison for food, and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink” (v. 21). Now, since there is nothing remotely predictive about this passage, it seems very unlikely anyone would have felt the need to fabricate a current event to “fulfill” it. But even if someone had felt such a need, why would that person have Jesus drink sour wine instead of vinegar, as the Old Testament text says? Even more puzzling, why would the writer have Jesus “fulfill” the second half of the verse but not the first? Why is there no account of Jesus being given poison for food, if indeed the ostensively historical account is being created out of this passage?
But if we assume Jesus had, as a matter of historical remembrance, been given sour wine to quench his thirst, we can begin to understand why a disciple might have found significance in the fact that David had experienced similar treatment at the hands of his enemies a millennium earlier. Jesus “fulfilled” the verse, not by experiencing something that was previously predicted, but in the sense that his experience brings out in a superlative way the significance of what David previously experienced. Jesus is the supreme example of the kind of mistreatment God’s servants, like David, sometimes receive. In any case, we find it far more likely that the midrashic techniques we find in the Gospels are used to interpret events that had taken place in history than that they represent fabricated events to awkwardly and partially “fulfill” Old Testament passages.
Third, something similar may be said about the Qumran pesharim in particular. While some scholars have argued that authors of the Qumran texts invented events and people to illuminate a certain understanding of biblical texts, more are now arguing that the Dead Sea Scrolls actually suggest “the Qumranites were concerned with real people and events.”140 That is, as with the Gospel authors, the Qumran community tended to use pesher to interpret historical events/persons as fulfilling Scripture, not to fabricate events/persons to fulfill Scripture. As James Charlesworth notes, Qumran pesharim “are biblical commentaries in the sense of fulfillment hermeneutics. They reveal primarily the way Qumranites viewed their recent past by finding meaning for their own lives [in the Scriptures].” They looked for ways in which the Scriptures “had been fulfilled in the life and history of their own special Community.”141 Hence, even if we were to grant that the Gospels used—or even are examples of—pesher, this would not necessarily warrant denying the essential facticity of the Jesus who undergirds them.142
At the same time, however, there is no compelling reason to think that the Gospelsare examples of the midrash or pesher genre—this is our fourth argument.143 As Timothy Lim observes, pesher, while “neither generic nor unique,” is distinctive both in terms of “structure and content,” and this distinctiveness “should not be homogenized into an undifferentiated Jewish-Christian biblical interpretation by its application to exegesis of the New Testament that may have some superficial similarities.”144 Those who too easily equate the Gospels with midrashic exegesis of the Old Testament tend to ignore the fundamental difference between ancient Jewish approaches to the biblical texts as opposed to how they approached their own recent history. Borrowing categories from contemporary oral tradition studies, one could compare this to the confusion of oral tradition and oral history.145 In the end, contrary to the Gospels-as-midrash thesis, the Gospels show a demonstrated concern for the reporting and interpreting of actual recent history.
Additionally, as David Brewer has demonstrated, while New Testament authors at times reflect the influence of a more creative, “inspirational” manner of interpreting Old Testament texts (e.g., ways in which Jesus “fulfilled” Old Testament passages), they can also, in keeping with the first-century “nomological” orientation, reflect more of a concern for the context and plain meaning of Old Testament texts than the Gospels-as-midrash thesis would lead us to expect.146 What is more, the Gospels do not reflect the formulaic pesher style employed at Qumran. As N. T. Wright argues in connection with Thiering’s thesis, “There is nothing in the writing of actual ‘pesher’-style works which corresponds in any way to what we find in the gospels.”147 And finally, the Gospels incorporate a number of features—not least of which are their biographical and historical interests—that cannot easily be reconciled with the view that they are examples of substantially fictionalized midrash.
Fifth, in light of these weaknesses of the Gospels-as-midrash thesis, the question must be raised as to why certain scholars have made this claim. Mark Allan Powell has recently—and, we would add, correctly—provided a response to this question. In his analysis of John Shelby Spong’s version of this claim, Powell points out that virtually all of the Gospel narratives identified by Spong as fabricated midrash have one thing in common:
a portrayal of events that would have no adequate scientific explanation; they all involve instances of what is sometimes called “the supernatural” or “the miraculous”…. Basically, Spong’s position seems to be this: Events that cannot happen, did not happen. But the evangelists were not liars (or fools). They never intended for us to read these stories as literal history. They intended us to read them as midrashic folklore. This seems like Bultmann redivivus.148
One of the main problems with this thesis, of course, is that-unlike the post-Enlightenment Spong-most first-century Jewish readers would have had no problem believing in the reality of literal miracles. Powell concludes that the
literary-critical analysis of the Gospels as literature reveals that the implied readers of these narratives are expected to receive them as narrative reports of events that actually transpired in history…. In short, the historical evidence does not support Spong’s claim that the Gospel’s original readers would have understood accounts of spectacular events as metaphorical midrash as opposed to literal historical reporting.149
Responding to Thiering’s Gospels-as-Pesher Thesis
Finally, a brief word must be said in response to Barbara Thiering’s particular thesis that the Gospels should be understood as Qumranic pesher. Two arguments suffice, we believe, to lay the theory to rest.
First, Thiering’s whole project presupposes an inaccurate understanding of pesher. As we have noted, in general, pesher functioned as a form of biblical commentary that served to make Old Testament texts relevant to the contemporary situation, a situation that was believed to be on the brink of the eschaton. Thiering’s thesis, however, treats pesher as if it were a complex method for writing current history in code. The pesher texts we have from Qumran were designed, in a sense, to decode Old Testament texts in order to make them understandable to the contemporary audience. By contrast, Thiering’s approach assumes that the authors of pesher were coding their messages so that the surface meaning actually hides the true interpretation. The code would take centuries-and Barbara Thiering—before it would be unlocked. This is a very idiosyncratic view of pesher, to say the least, and one that the actual pesher texts of Qumran do not exhibit.150
Second, Thiering claims that the Dead Sea Scrolls’ “Teacher of Righteousness” was John the Baptist, and the “Wicked Priest” was Jesus. Unfortunately for her thesis, archaeological and paleographical evidence, together with radiocarbon dating have led virtually all scholars to conclude that the bulk of the Qumran texts were composed approximately two hundred years before the ministries of John or Jesus.151 As Joseph Fitzmyer states, views such as Thiering’s “ride roughshod over the archaeological, palaeographical, and radio carbon dating of the evidence that clearly pinpoints most of the QS [Qumran scrolls] to the pre-Christian centuries.”152 Though Thiering’s remarkable thesis still seems to enjoy a certain appeal among more popular audiences, especially people with a proclivity to conspiracy theories, it has for good reason gained no allegiance in the scholarly community.153
In light of all this, we conclude that, while the Gospels do, at times, exhibit midrashic and perhaps even persher-like literary techniques, they cannot be said in any substantive ways to be composed as midrash or pesher in terms of their genre classification. Moreover, even the midrashic or pesher features the Gospels exhibit do not necessarily undermine the historicity of the events they depict with these features. To the contrary, they tend to argue for it, given that if they were inventing a story to fulfill Scripture, we would expect that the “fulfillments” would in many cases be much more natural than what we actually find. We can explain why the authors were so creative in utilizing Old Testament texts given that what they say happened actually did happen. But we cannot easily envision them fabricating what they say happened solely on the basis of the Old Testament texts they utilize.154
The Gospels as Oral Recitations
To summarize our conclusions on the Gospel genre to this point, there is no evidence that the Gospels were written as literary fiction, whether romance novel, Homeric transvaluation, or fictionalized Jewish midrash. Describing the actual nature of the genre is a bit more complex. While the Gospels may not be fully captured by the genre of ancient biography, they nonetheless are biographical in nature. Similarly, while the Gospels—even Luke—may not be reduced to historiography, pure and simple, still they are clearly historical in their intent. The Gospels appear to be unique—sui generis—in certain senses, particularly with respect to their content. Most important, the messianic fulfillment of the Isaianic promise of “good news,” fleshed out with categories derived from the world of Jewish apocalyptic soteriology, sets these narratives apart from all others in the ancient world.
However, before drawing the discussion of the Gospel genre to a close, we must consider a final facet of the Gospels that has all too often been neglected in modern scholarship. Regardless of where one comes down on the question of the specific literary genre of the Gospels, these texts will be fundamentally misconstrued unless it is recognized that they emerge from, and are intended for, a predominately oral/aural environment. The Gospels will be properly understood by the post-Gutenberg, highly literate world of contemporary scholarship only when it is remembered that they were consciously composed primarily for the purpose of oral recitation and aural reception.155
On the Nature of Orally/Aurally Oriented Written Texts
As contemporary orality-literacy studies have demonstrated, orality and literacy are able to interact in ways much more complex and fascinating than many scholars in the past have imagined.156 Homeric scholar Egbert Bakker has provided an insightful framework by which to understand some of the potentialities of this interaction. Bakker begins by making a helpful distinction between the medium of communication, on the one hand, and what he refers to as the conceptional nature of that communication, on the other.157 In terms of its medium, a communicative act is either oral (spoken) or literate (written) in form. However, in terms of conception—the linguistic/hermeneutical strategy and style of a communicative act—the oral-literate distinction is not a simple binary relationship, but rather forms a continuum. In other words, in terms of its conception, a communicative act can be more or less “oral” or “literate.”
One important implication of this distinction is that medium and conception are separable. Thus, a communicative act may be written in medium but can remain largely “oral” in its conception.158 Bakker notes the implications:
An important consequence of the conceptional understanding of “oral” is not only that the orality of a discourse is perfectly compatible with writing; equally important, especially for the study of how oral traditions are recorded, is that the very notion of writing is sensitive to the new understanding of “oral.” Often we talk about writing as if it is a monolithic concept, but in reality writing runs the gamut of the whole oral-literate continuum.159
What Bakker refers to as the “conceptional” dimension of a communicative act is closely linked with the idea of linguistic “register.”160 Wulf Oesterreicher has proposed that the most characteristic difference between oral and literate conceptions/registers is best captured using the metaphor of spatial proximity. He suggests that informality and “immediacy” characterize the oral conception/ register, while more elaborate styles of communication characterized by formality and “distance” typify the literate conception/register.161
There is a growing consensus that the widespread flourishing of a highly literate register did not begin with the move from an oral to a scribal culture. Rather, this significant moment in communicative history comes with the move from a scribal world of handwritten texts to a post-Gutenberg world of fixed printed type.162 Within any given culture, it appears that it is with the advent and proliferation of the fixed print medium that the reading strategies of written texts fundamentally change. In the ancient scribal world, reading remained largely a public, communal act of oral recitation and aural reception. When one knew that his or her text would be read aloud and thus heard by the audience, the communicative strategies and linguistic register of one’s written text remained fundamentally “oral” in nature. With the advent of the printing press, however, silent individual reading eventually became the norm, and texts acquired an increasingly “literate” register.
Elizabeth Einstein succinctly captures the essence of this transition when she notes that “learning to read is different from reading to learn.”163 That is to say, one can be quite versatile with the written medium and thus “literate” in the traditional sense (with respect to medium), and yet still think and communicate within the stylistic world of an informal, “immediate,” oral conception/register. It is with the advent and availability of fixed print and the enthronement of silent, individualistic, “reading to learn” strategies in the modern world that a momentous shift in communicative conception/register takes place. As Joanna Dewey reminds us: “Modern readers can stop and reflect on the text at any point; ancient hearers could not. We can reread and check back; they could not. We read silently and alone; they heard it spoken in community.” As Dewey goes on to note, “New Testament scholars are just beginning to explore the issues of how oral/aural/textual media of antiquity influenced composition and reception of particular ancient texts.”164
The Gospels as Orally/Aurally Oriented Texts
It is important to remember that for the earliest Christians, the term “gospel” was used to refer to the “oral proclamation of the significance of the [life,] death and resurrection of Jesus, not to a written account of the story of Jesus.”165 While the term “gospel” was eventually also applied to written texts that contained the story of Jesus, the term never ceased being used to refer to the oral proclamation. It has retained this dual-purpose semantic range to this day. But we must always remember that in the beginning was the “gospel” as Good News proclaimed orally.166
In our estimation, many of the conundrums New Testament scholarship has created for itself arise from the fact that this fundamental point often has been given insufficient attention. From textual (“lower”) criticism to literary-historical (“higher”) criticism, modern, post-Gutenberg biblical scholarship has tended to approach the written Gospels from within a decidedly “literary paradigm”—the natural paradigm of the modern, Western, academic “print culture.” This perspectival bias, rooted in a print mentality, has had unfortunate effects upon much New Testament scholarship as it concerns the nature of the written Gospels.167 This has happened in (at least) two different but closely related ways.
On the one hand, fueled by the early form-critical approach, scholars in the first half of the twentieth century tended to compare the Gospels’ compositional method and style to modern literature and found them to be rather crude and unsophisticated. On the other hand, by the end of the twentieth century and under the influence of new literary approaches to the Scriptures, the pendulum had swung to viewing the Gospels as sophisticated literary works (e.g., MacDonald’s “Mark-as-Homeric-epic” thesis discussed above). In both cases, however, the predominant media context from which the tools of literary analysis were drawn was the modern scholar’s own print-based literary world. In both cases, the actual media world within which the New Testament authors lived and moved and wrote their texts was—however unintentionally—ignored.
Even for the few voices crying for a fundamental reevaluation, the attempted escape from the vortex of the modern, print-based literary paradigm was, at times, unsuccessful.168 Vernon Robbins perceptively writes:
The problem is that a discussion of “print culture” appropriate for our time has been imposed onto the first centuries of the common era in such a manner that the relations between oral and written culture during early Christian times is badly misconstrued…. The confusion arises through a failure to recognize the pervasiveness of rhetorical culture throughout Mediterranean society during the Hellenistic period.169
Robbins highlights the significance of this observation when he goes on to demonstrate that in “rhetorical cultures”—cultures not devoid of writing but yet dominated by orality-the recording of words in a written text is commonly the result of what can be called “recitation composition,” as opposed to the word-for-word “copying” of a more technical verbatim “scribal” mind-set.170 Broadly construed, recitation composition can be understood as a method of transmitting a text (whether oral or written) that allows for a significant degree of creative, rhetorical flexibility in wording even while it strives to faithfully preserve the essential (i.e., illocutionary) meaning of the original text.171
As Robbins uses the terms, it is this flexibility to record the text either verbatim or in different words that distinguishes recitation composition from a more rigid, verbatim “scribal” strategy of composition. In other words, recitation composition—while a communicative approach that makes use of a written medium—nonetheless remains rooted in, and indebted to, an essentially oral conception/hermeneutic.
This oral conception/hermeneutic was easily maintained, despite the written medium, for at least three reasons. First, that which was being recorded was typically rooted in prior oral composition/tradition.172 Second, the very act of composing a written text usually involved oral dictation.173 And third, the final written product was generally used as the basis for future oral performances and aural receptions. In other words, the written composition itself was both born out of, and in turn gave birth to, oral performance. And, like oral performance—and thus quite unlike what typically transpires within a rigidly “scribal” or, even more so, a modern “print” culture—the recitation composition “contained as much or as little verbatim reproduction as was congenial to the writer.”174 Robbins summarizes this essential characteristic when he writes, “There is no embarrassment with extensive verbatim reproduction, yet there is no commitment to verbatim copying. This, I submit, reveals the presence of ‘recitation composition’ as a guiding principle.”175
When a recitation composition deviates from verbatim reproduction, the change can be other than merely ad hoc. On the one hand, as Jocelyn Small reminds us, “Classical authors generally do not check [quotations] for accuracy for [several reasons] …: the logistical problems of using ancient texts, the widespread belief in the excellence of their memories, and a lack of any real concern for verbatim accuracy.”176
On the other hand, verbal variations can also represent conscious rhetorical strategies. Three of the most common techniques of verbal variation are abbreviation, expansion, and commentary. Thus, deviation from verbatim recitation often—though not always—serves a strategic purpose.177 This is the media world of rhetorical culture and recitation composition. And this appears to be the media world of the Gospels.178 The commonalities among and differences between the four written Gospels can be considered from a new perspective once we understand them functioning along the lines of ancient recitation compositions.
Thus, once again, the Gospels can be easily misconstrued by modern readers if they forget that the Gospels were primarily intended to be performed orally and heard aurally in a communal setting, not read privately and silently by isolated individuals. Indeed, it appears that within the ancient Mediterranean world, the private, silent reading of texts was relatively rare.179 Generally speaking, our contemporary mode of reading the biblical texts was unknown to most in the ancient world. To assume that the original authors and audience would have engaged a written text as we do is dangerously anachronistic, or, as Boomershine says, it is an example of “media eisegesis.”180 In propagating this media confusion, we miss important possibilities and constraints that attach to ancient texts that were designed to be read—that is, performed—aloud.
The Gospels as Oral Recitation
Mark, which most argue was the earliest of the four canonical Gospels and a partial template for Matthew and Luke, shows clear signs of being designed for oral recitation and aural/auditory consumption.181 For example, Joanna Dewey has noted that the book of Mark is notorious for its resistance to being “outlined” in a linear fashion by scholars. Dewey suggests this can be accounted for by understanding it as structured as a sort of nonlinear tapestry created for oral/ aural performance.182 Her analysis of Mark reveals a structuring method that “corresponds very closely” to Eric Havelock’s description of “oral methods of narrative development.”183 “The basic principle,” Havelock writes, “can be stated abstractly as variation within the same.”184 Havelock points out that oral composition
operates on the acoustic principle of the echo…. The same compositional principle [the echo principle] extends itself to the construction of the tale as a whole; it will avoid sheer surprise and novel inventions…. The basic method for assisting the memory to retain a series of distinct meanings is to frame the first of them in a way which will suggest or forecast a later meaning which will recall the first without being identical with it.185
In light of these observations, Dewey makes a convincing textually based case—focusing upon Mark’s parallel and concentric/chiastic structures—for understanding this Gospel as designed for oral recitation and aural reception.
Similarly, Christopher Bryan effectively demonstrates that both in terms of its narrative structure and its compositional style Mark shows all the evidences of being written for oral recitation.186 Bryan concludes his study by asking, “Was Mark written to be read aloud?” He answers this question with a resounding yes. “Mark,” he adds, “was designed for oral transmission—and for transmission as a continuous whole—rather than for private study or silent reading.”187
When we examine Mark’s structural arrangements, again and again we find ourselves dealing with broad thematic effects that would emerge naturally in the course of a performance of the whole, but that can hardly emerge otherwise. Subsequent examination of the details of Markan style, and even his use of Scripture, all reinforce this impression.188 Based on these observations, a growing number of scholars are convinced that Mark’s Gospel was intentionally designed to be read aloud as a single, continuous performance-event.189 We may with confidence conclude that the other canonical Gospels also would have had as their primary audience a gathering of the Christian community wherein the Gospel would be read aloud. They each show internal signs of being designed for oral recitation. Both the narrative structure and stylistic features characteristic of texts intended for oral recitation are evident in each of the Gospels.190
This conclusion, based upon literary signals within the Gospels themselves, is further confirmed by the fact that the culture in which Christianity was birthed was an orally dominant one. The vast majority of people in the first-century Greco-Roman world would access the Gospels only through the oral/aural medium. We must therefore understand that, from the beginning, the “gospel” primarily was intended to be heard by those who had “ears to hear.”
Summary
We conclude that the Gospels are best understood as recitation compositions rooted in the oral Gospel tradition, texts that, while informed by historical and biographical interests, are nonetheless distinctive enough to warrant their classification as a unique genre—“Gospel.” As orally oriented texts, they were always intended to undergo various “re-oralizations” within the context of the early Christian communities.191 They arose from, and were designed to constantly return to, an oral milieu. Though written, they were intended to preserve the fundamentally oral orientation that characterized “the gospel” proclaimed from the beginning, while preventing it from being subverted or distorted (Talbert). To whatever degree the Gospel authors made use of certain available literary genres in the writing of their texts (biography, historiography, midrash, etc.), these generic features did not displace the orally oriented conception/hermeneutic that gave birth to them.
As examples of the impulse behind the ancient recitation composition, they are designed to preserve and express the oral Jesus tradition.192
Acknowledging the oral/aural context of the canonical Gospels helps explain their peculiar fusion of written genres. And when this insight is combined with the findings on the historical intentionality of community-defining oral traditions discussed previously (chaps. 6–7), this insight has important implications for our assessment of the Gospels. Given their place in the wider oral tradition, given their oral registers, given their Jewish-rooted sui generis elements along with their biographical and historiographical elements, we have every reason to conclude that, among other things, the authors of these works intended to recall and communicate reliable information about Jesus. How well they delivered on this intention is the subject of the two remaining chapters of this book.
EVALUATING THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AS HISTORICAL SOURCES
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES AND PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS
Thus far we have argued that the Gospel genre signals, among other things, a clear intention to transmit reliable history about Jesus. This brings us to a final question: How well did the Gospel authors fulfill this intention? This is the question we will seek to answer in the last two chapters of this book.
In this chapter we will address three foundational/methodological issues and explore three preliminary questions pertaining to the assessment of the historical veracity of any ancient work. The first methodological issue concerns whether the burden of proof should be placed upon those scholars who claim an ancient document is trustworthy or upon scholars who allege that an ancient document is untrustworthy. Specifically, we will reconsider the widespread historical-critical assumption that the data within the Synoptic Gospels are to be considered historically unreliable until proven otherwise.
The second foundational issue related to evaluating the Synoptic Gospels concerns the question of methodology per se. The question is this: What methodology is appropriate for assessing the overall reliability of ancient historical works and, more specifically, testing large-scale hypotheses about the Jesus of history? This is an especially important question since, we suggest, many of the seeds of contemporary skepticism concerning the Synoptics are rooted in certain a priori methodological assumptions.
The final foundational issue we will briefly address concerns the textual attestation of the Synoptics. Obviously it makes no sense to explore seriously the question of the historical reliability of an ancient work unless we are confident that, from the texts in hand, we can reconstruct a reasonably close approximation of what was originally written.
After addressing these three foundational issues, we will turn to three preliminary historiographical questions that must be faced when assessing ancient documents, and thus the Synoptic Gospels. First, did the author write with historical intent? Second, was the author in a position to report reliable history? And finally, to what extent did the author’s bias affect the reliability of the report? The first question has already been addressed in chapter 8, so our response here will be by way of summary. The second and third questions, however, will explore new ground and therefore be discussed at greater length. All of this will set the stage for the final chapter in which we will consider and apply six historiographical criteria—criteria involving both internal and external evidence—that will have a direct bearing upon our assessment of the historical reliability of the Synoptic Gospels’ portrait(s) of Jesus.
The “Burden of Proof” Issue
The first issue that must be addressed—for it will affect one’s estimation of all other particular issues surrounding the reliability of the Synoptic Gospels—is where the burden of proof should lie as we assess the historicity of these works. Should the burden of proof lie on those who claim that any given aspect of the Synoptic tradition is historically unreliable? Or should it lie on those who argue that any given aspect of this tradition is in fact reliable?
The Skeptical Position
As we have seen throughout this study, with respect to the Gospels, the default setting for many critical New Testament scholars today—and certainly all legendary-Jesus theorists—is one of skepticism. In the view of these scholars, the sheer fact that the Synoptics contain miracle reports is enough to shift the burden of proof to anyone who would claim these documents are reliable. In this view, a historical-critical scholar cannot, as a matter of principle, accept as historical reports of supernatural occurrences.
Beyond the miraculous, however, there are other aspects of the Synoptic Gospels that are believed to justify taking an overall skeptical posture toward them. Jesus Seminar participant Robert Miller, for example, specifies four features that incline many critical scholars to place the burden of proof on anyone who wants to argue that any particular aspect of the Gospels is historically reliable.1
First, each of the canonical Gospels leaves out important details of Jesus’s life, focusing almost exclusively on the last few years. Second, the Gospels often contradict one another. Third, redaction criticism has demonstrated that the Gospel authors creatively shape and augment the traditional material they use in very significant ways according to their own theological biases and community needs. And fourth, the Jesus tradition incorporated into the four Gospels makes no distinction between the words and deeds of the earthly Jesus and those of the risen Christ, often retrojecting the latter onto the former. In other words, much of the material in the Gospels that looks historical is actually the product of the imagination of early Christians, especially of early church prophets.
In this and the final chapter of this work, each of Miller’s concerns will be considered. In the end we will conclude that none of them, in fact, undermines the essential historical reliability of the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus. However, these very considerations have led others to conclude that “the nature of the synoptic tradition is such that the burden of proof will be upon the claim to authenticity.”2 As Robert Price puts it, “A heavy burden of proof rests on anyone who would vindicate the [canonical Gospels’] material as genuine.”3
The Jesus Seminar has codified this conviction as the seventh of their “Seven Pillars of Scholarly Wisdom.” The introduction to The Five Gospels states:
The seventh and final pillar that supports the edifice of contemporary gospel scholarship is the reversal that has taken place regarding who bears the burden of proof. It was once assumed that scholars had to prove that details in the synoptic gospels were not historical…. The current assumption is more nearly the opposite and indicates how far scholarship has come since Strauss: the gospels are now assumed to be narratives in which the memory of Jesus is embellished by mythic elements that express the church’s faith in him, and by plausible fictions that enhance the telling of the gospel story for first-century listeners who know about divine men and miracle workers firsthand. Supposedly historical elements in these narratives must therefore be demonstrated to be so.4
Another way of expressing this skeptical perspective is to say that, with regard to reconstructing the historical Jesus, a scholar cannot claim to “know it if you cannot show it” and “cannot use it if you do not prove it.”5 In this view, nothing should be accepted as historical unless it is substantiated with “evidence and convincing arguments.” In other words, as Robert Miller puts it, “No scholar whose method is truly historical can use any gospel material for a portrait of the historical Jesus unless he has demonstrated its historical reliability.”6 Miller even goes so far as to argue that something should be accepted as historical “only if there is no other reasonable way to account for its presence in the gospels.” Miller admits that “this principle produces minimalist results” but nevertheless contends that “such is the burden of proof that must be shouldered if we are to move beyond wishful thinking and arrive at anything approaching ‘assured’ conclusions.”7
Is this skeptical stance toward the Gospels justified? In what follows we shall argue that (1) there is no warrant for the left-most wing of New Testament scholarship to claim that their approach is the truly scholarly or critical approach; (2) the concerns to keep historical scholarship “objective” can be better addressed by not adopting an a priori default setting of skepticism toward the Gospels; (3) the a priori skeptical stance toward the Gospels is not adequately aware of how it is driven by its own set of (anti-)religious and philosophical presuppositions; and (4) recent findings in orality-literacy studies must be centrally factored into any discussion of where the burden of proof lies in historical-critical research into the Gospels.
The Lack of Scholarly Consensus
Despite the frequent claim of legendary-Jesus theorists that the skeptical position on the burden-of-proof question is a necessary element of truly “critical” scholarship—a settled component of “scholarly wisdom”—there are, as a matter of fact, many solid, critical, New Testament scholars who do not adopt it. Indeed, a wide range of scholars have argued precisely the opposite—that the burden of proof should remain on those who claim that any given portion of the Gospels is not reliable.8
For example, Joachim Jeremias has argued that “in the synoptic tradition it is the inauthenticity, and not the authenticity, of the sayings of Jesus that must be demonstrated.”9 And no less an authority than W. G. Kümmel argues that, with respect to the sayings of Jesus, it is a “false methodological principle” to place the burden of proof on those who argue for their authenticity rather than the other way around.10 Others, such as E. P. Sanders, have argued for a sort of mediating position, which holds that the burden of proof “falls on the one who argues a case,” whether it be for or against the authenticity of any given segment of the gospels.11 Others add that the burden of proof should be considered flexible, shifting in the course of scholarly debate.12 This diversity of perspectives on the burden-of-proof question among reputable New Testament scholars serves to reveal that—contrary to the claim of the Jesus Seminar—there is, in fact, no settled scholarly consensus on the issue.
It is worth noting that this lack of consensus regarding burden of proof is by no means restricted to New Testament scholarship. It is also found in contemporary historical scholarship in other fields.13 To illustrate, at one extreme we find Louis Gottschalk maintaining that “even the most genuine of documents should be regarded as guilty of deceit until proven innocent.”14 Representing a very different perspective, however, is the respected Josephus scholar T. Rajak, who operates on the principle that “as long as what Josephus tells us is possible, we have no right to correct it.”15 Between these two extremes we find scholars such as David Fischer who, similar to E. P. Sanders, argues that the burden of proof lies on anyone making a historical claim, whether for or against the authenticity of any particular segment of a historical work. Fischer calls this “the rule of responsibility.”16
In our estimation, there are valid concerns that lie behind each of these perspectives. Those who place the burden of proof on all who argue for the reliability of a document, or any passage within a document, are legitimately concerned with distancing critical scholarship from the historical naïveté of the past that led many to uncritically accept reports as factual, especially when they had a vested religious and/or political interest for doing so. They rightly want to keep historical research as rigorously critical, “objective,” and disciplined as possible.
Those who argue that all ancient documents deserve an a priori vote of confidence are legitimately concerned to avoid descending into an abyss of hyper-skepticism, one fueled by a chronocentric hubris that believes the only people interested in, and capable of, transmitting reliable history have been Western scholars of the last several hundred years.17 Realistically assessing how difficult (if not impossible) it is in most cases to prove historical reliability, some of these scholars are concerned to avoid having the discipline of historiography collapse in on itself. For, as N. J. McEleney has argued, unless one presumes that documents that claim to report history generally do so in a reasonably reliable way (after all due consideration is given to the reporter’s limitations, biases, etc.), it is difficult to see how any “historiography, ancient or modern, would win acceptance.” Hence, he argues, a historian should accept “the word of the reporter unless he has reason not to do so.”18
Finally, those advocating a middle-ground position appear to be attempting to balance these legitimate, though tensive, methodological concerns. We suggest that a more satisfactory approach to the burden-of-proof issue is possible as one seeks to embrace each of these concerns without setting them up as either/ or propositions.
The A Priori and A Posteriori Burdens of Proof
Our second, yet closely related, response to the a priori skeptical posture toward the Gospels is that the legitimate concern to avoid historical naïveté can more adequately be addressed by means other than an a priori shifting of the burden of proof to the texts themselves. With respect to the burden-of-proof debate in contemporary New Testament studies, we suggest that all too often proponents of the various positions are simply talking past one another, using the phrase “burden of proof” in an equivocal fashion. This problem is related to the fact that the field of history has borrowed the term “burden of proof” (“onus probandi“) from the semantic world of the law court.19 In this legal context, the judge determines which claims are to be accepted by the court as true and which require proving. As James Cargile has noted, when the notion of the “burden of proof” is detached from its original legal setting and is relocated to other fields, certain problems arise-not least of which is “unclarity.”20 While this is not the place to offer a full-scale analysis of the problem, we propose that two distinct methodological concerns be recognized regarding the burden of proof as it relates to the historical assessment of a document. We can best do this by distinguishing between two logically distinct critical moments.
The first moment is what we will refer to as the “a priori burden of proof.” With this term we want to signal the claim—one we advocate—that the initial burden of proof lies with any historian making any claim, positive or negative, about the reliability of a document or a passage within a document. In the words of Cargile, the principle operative in this first logical moment is that “when someone positively asserts p, he acquires the obligation to defend his claim.”21 As a guiding historical-critical principle, this moment fosters an a priori default setting wherein competing, legitimate methodological concerns are held in balance, while ensuring that each historian is responsible to make his or her case without committing the fallacy of the presumptive proof.22 We suggest that it is in terms of what we are calling the a priori burden that the methodological intuitions of E. P. Sanders, David Fischer, and others are most appropriately located and understood.
As scholarly research and debate takes place in a given field, however, a general sense of where the burden of proof lies with respect to a particular document (or parts thereof) may settle out in one direction or the other. Here the individual historian, and perhaps the entire scholarly guild, reaches a conclusion regarding the reliability, or unreliability, of a document or passage. To the extent that the historian becomes convinced one way or the other, the burden of proof naturally shifts in the historian’s mind to anyone who would argue against his or her position. The general sense of a document’s historical reliability that derives from the actual in-depth study of the text in question leads to what can be called the a posteriori burden of proof. This constitutes what we can refer to as the second logical historiographical “moment” vis-à-vis the burden question.
It is conceivable, of course, that the historian may conclude that even the a posteriori burden remains finely balanced. But in such a case, the reasons that drive this conclusion are not a priori and methodological, as with the a priori burden, but rather are tied to the fact that the data itself underdetermines the location of the a posteriori burden. Thus, whereas the assignment of the a priori burden of proof is a methodological given, assigning the a posteriori burden always requires careful, judicious assessment. And given that conclusions regarding the a posteriori burden are generally tied to probabilistic assessments of complex data, it is not surprising that various scholars will disagree on where the a posteriori burden of proof lies in any given case.
This two-part analysis of the burden of proof allows us both to affirm and yet to appropriately qualify the claim of Stewart Goetz and Craig Blomberg that “there is no mediating position” on the question of where the burden of proof lies with respect to a historical document.23 In our view, Goetz and Blomberg are correct as it concerns the a posteriori assessment of the burden of proof (except for those seemingly “finely balanced” cases). Over time, scholars do tend to arrive at either a generally positive or negative assessment of a document’s historical reliability. But with regard to what we are calling the a priori burden of proof—the first logical moment—a methodological “mediating position” of sorts is precisely what is called for, and what a truly critical historical method would seem to require.
Getting Honest about Presuppositions
This brings us to our third response to the a priori skeptical stance toward the Gospels adopted by many contemporary New Testament scholars. Though it is rarely explicitly addressed among academic historians, it is undeniable that the religious and philosophical presuppositions historians bring to their discipline significantly affect their a priori stance toward the documents they study, and thus the location of the a priori burden of proof vis-à-vis those documents.24 As historians like R. J. Shafer have noted, even seemingly mundane historical issues can quickly become entangled with one’s personal worldview and values:
The historian’s own sense of values, we must emphasize again, affects his own search for evidence and his understanding of that evidence…. To be sure, as we have said before, certain facts can be treated almost without reference to values; e.g., the date of John Adams’ death, or the weight of a nuclear weapon, or the time required for a given journey to the moon. Such matters can, however, by linkage with other events, objects, and ideas enter into considerations involving value judgments; they may even be turned into aspects of a metaphysical question.25
Clearly, the discipline of history cannot be divorced from the reality that those engaging in the discipline infuse their research and evaluations with their personal religious and philosophical presuppositions—their worldviews. This observation is especially relevant when we are talking about the study of ancient history, for here the evidence one has to work with is generally more meager. In such instances, one’s presuppositions about what is and is not possible/plausible tend to play an even more decisive role.26 This will naturally be the case when the text under consideration is informed by a worldview that is in conflict with that held by a contemporary scholar—for example, the worldview of the Synoptics in which miracles were deemed to be possible.
As Henk De Jonge and others have argued, the contemporary “quest for the historical Jesus”—the search for the man behind the presumably “mythic” portrayal of the Gospels—primarily was launched in the seventeenth century, not because newly discovered evidence called for it, but because the appropriation of a new, “naturalistic” worldview required it.27 Formerly, the premodern Western worldview found nothing intrinsically implausible about reports of miracles, and thus placed the burden of proof on anyone who would argue against the reliability of the canonical Gospels. Conversely, the modern naturalistic world-view that arose out of the scientific revolution and the ensuing Enlightenment found these reports intrinsically implausible, if not outright impossible, and thus set about to reconstruct a more plausible historical reconstruction of Jesus—a Jesus more consistent with modern, naturalistic presuppositions and plausibility structures. This remains the predominant worldview that drives the legendary-Jesus project. With N. T. Wright, we would suggest that much of what goes on today within historical Jesus studies is “largely the projection of an undiscussed metaphysic.”28
The covert influence of an unarticulated metaphysic is not found merely among more conservative scholars. It is just as clearly seen in the writings of many legendary-Jesus theorists. For example, despite the fact that the first page of the Jesus Seminar’s publication, The Acts of Jesus, claims that a “critical scholar” is one whose conclusions are “not determined by theological considerations,” we must remember that this Seminar was founded by Robert Funk, who, at its inaugural meeting, explicitly called for these same critical scholars collaboratively to create a “new gospel.”29 Indeed, “theological considerations” can be found in a variety of guises and quarters.
Similarly, when Funk announces that “the God of the metaphysical age is dead” and that “there is not a personal god out there external to human beings and the material world,” one can hardly help but suspect that this article of faith might influence his scholarly assessment of the Gospels along the way.30 So too, when Crossan admits, with admirable forthrightness, that his “theological presupposition” is that “God does not operate [by miraculous intervention],” or when Roy Hoover announces that “the ancient world’s concept of God is as impossible to maintain in the modern world as is its concept of the cosmos,” one cannot help but conclude that these faith-presuppositions will influence, if not significantly determine, what these scholars find plausible or implausible in the Gospels, at least as it concerns their reports of the supernatural.31
Lloyd Geering, himself a member of the Jesus Seminar, frankly observes:
At [the Jesus Seminar’s] core is a group of scholars who are well aware that the real world is the global secular world…. [I]t is not the Jesus who was elevated into a mythical heaven who is of relevance to us; it is Jesus the fully human person…. While traditional Christians have deplored the removal of the mythical Christ as a great loss, it is actually turning out to be a great gain.32
Geering clearly is not describing what is true about the “real world” rather, he is prescribing what he and most in the Jesus Seminar believe is true about “the real world”—namely, that it is a “global secular world.” As we argued in chapter 1, most people around the world, and even most modern Westerners, do not embrace a secular, naturalistic worldview. Nor do many of us find the “Jesus who was elevated into … heaven” irrelevant or find that the “removal of the mythical Christ” is a “great gain.” Whether he is aware of it or not, Geering is speaking on behalf of a particular faith-based community—yet presenting it as though it alone was the community of enlightened scholars who, in contrast to the rest, see reality as it really is. In any case, in light of expressions of faith commitments such as these, the claim that these “critical” scholars do not allow “theological considerations” to drive their scholarly work-while the rest of us do—seems, at best, naive.
For our part, we have revealed from the outset the presuppositions we bring to our work. Because of our own experiences, as well as for other reasons, the authors of this work-similar to a vast number of people throughout history—are convinced a personal God exists who is always active in the world, sometimes in a supernatural way. In this light, it is not surprising that we are open to finding the portrait(s) of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels to be quite plausible.33 Indeed, it is our conviction that, given our a priori openness to the realm of the supernatural, there are very good reasons for accepting the Gospels’ portrayals of Jesus as rooted in history.
In any event, it should be obvious that we are not asking that anyone pretend to abandon personal religious and philosophical presuppositions when debating issues surrounding the Gospels. To the contrary, we are asking that scholars not pretend to have abandoned them. We are asking that these presuppositions, rather than being concealed, be made explicit and brought to the table as part of the scholarly debate. What has, to this point, been largely a matter of undiscussed metaphysics must be made part of the discussion within the guild if we are to move beyond the impasse of the current “liberal-conservative” divide in Gospel scholarship. Our historiography of the New Testament world cannot be advanced responsibly apart from a guildwide wrestling with the issues of a critical philosophy of history and the attendant religio-philosophical presuppositions that always-already guide our approach to these questions.
To put these deep-seated concerns on the table for discussion will allow us to consider and assess not only the particular arguments used to support an interpretation of the historical data, but also the religious and philosophical presuppositions that invariably play a decisive role in how each scholar interprets the data. While assessing religious and philosophical presuppositions is difficult, it is not impossible. And, at the very least, it allows others to call to accountability those who would be inclined simply to assume that their particular religio-philosophical presuppositions are correct and/or that only those who embrace their presuppositions are capable of a truly “critical” historiography. In this sense, we wholeheartedly agree with Jesus Seminar member Stephen Patterson, who has recently called Jesus scholars to “be honest with one another about biases and presuppositions (as has often not been the case).”34
The Oral versus Literate “Registers” of Written Texts
Our fourth and final response to the a priori skeptical stance toward the Gospels is that it has tended to operate from the perspective of a literary dominant paradigm rather than an orally dominant paradigm. Not only is its a priori burden of proof stance saturated with a worldview that cannot help but dismiss from the start the supernatural reports contained in the Gospels, but its a posteriori burden of proof stance is heavily indebted to “assured results” that are largely dependent on a misunderstanding of the nature of these first-century documents.
We must recall that in orally dominant cultures, orality and literacy interact in ways that are much more complex than most scholars in the past have imagined. Again, in light of Egbert Bakker’s distinction between the medium of communication and the conceptional nature of communication, we can see that many New Testament scholars have missed this important differentiation, and have therefore assumed that the written texts of the Gospels will, on a conceptional level, function roughly similar to post-Gutenberg literary works.35 Bakker and others have shown that this is simply not the case.
In our estimation, these observations have monumental ramifications for our assessment of the reliability of the Gospels. When we fail to fully appreciate the significant difference between our post-Gutenberg world and the rhetorical culture of the first-century Mediterranean world-a world in which the literate medium was, for the most part, conjoined with an oral register-we inevitably impose our own literate register and commensurate criteria upon these texts. As Bakker notes, we tend to anachronistically approach ancient texts “without questioning or rethinking any of our common literate assumptions” about their conceptional dynamics.36
Our contention is that some of the reasons scholars give for adopting a skeptical stance toward the Gospels vis-à-vis the burden of proof can be traced to the fact that they have read and assessed these texts through the lens of a literary paradigm. Criteria that may well be appropriate to texts written with a literate register are illegitimately imposed on texts written with an oral register/conceptionality—and so, not surprisingly, these texts come up short. As John Harvey has noted, “Many of the so-called ‘assured results’of modern OT and NT scholarship are based on presuppositions more appropriate to the silent print culture of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than to the rhetorical culture in which the documents were produced.”37 However, when the Gospels are read as inscribed oral performances primarily designed for re-oralization, as texts that presuppose an ongoing context of authoritative oral tradition, good reasons arise to suggest the need for a reassessment of their historical intention and reliability. Just such a reassessment is the subject of the remainder of this chapter and the chapter to follow.
On Methodology
The second foundational issue we need to address is closely related to the first. It concerns the methodology of analysis that is appropriate to the Gospels. Over the last half century, and largely under the influence of Bultmann’s form-critical enterprise, much New Testament scholarship—including, especially, that wing of scholarship that embraces the legendary-Jesus thesis—has employed amethodology that largely consists of the microanalysis of small, independent units of tradition. This approach is epitomized in the method of the Jesus Seminar, which commenced with an eight-year project of voting on the authenticity of individual sayings of Jesus. The problems with this approach to the Gospels are numerous. We shall note two.
The Problem of Circularity
One of the chief problems with this analytic methodology is that, while it is offered as a way to move from small-scale, inductive studies to a general conclusion about the reliability of a Gospel’s portrait(s) of Jesus, in actual practice the numerous decisions about the authenticity of individual units are always-already being influenced by each scholar’s intuitions about who Jesus actually was. Theissen and Winter have correctly assessed this hidden circularity:
Methodologically, judgments about the authenticity of individual traditions by no means stand at the beginning of the effort to reconstruct a picture of the historical Jesus, as though we could then inductively piece together a comprehensive picture. It is rather the case that judgments about individual traditions are dependent on a comprehensive picture of Jesus, however vague and open this picture may be. To a great extent, historical Jesus research consists of the testing and refining of such preliminary comprehensive images.38
We would add to this only that each scholar’s guiding, intuited, comprehensive image of Jesus is inextricably connected to that scholar’s intuitions about the general historical reliability of the Gospels. One’s guiding image of Jesus and sense of the historicity of the Gospels is typically more influential upon—rather than influenced by—one’s “inductive” study of individual units of tradition. In fact, in terms of method, the tendency to focus on authenticating isolated, detached sayings of Jesus is a natural reaction within a scholarly environment where a generally skeptical stance toward the Gospels themselves already reigns.39 Thus, most skeptical Jesus studies that focus on assessing the authenticity of individual sayings do not end by demonstrating the general unreliability of the Gospels. Rather, they begin by assuming it.
Authenticity Criteria and Their Problems
Second, virtually every one of the “authenticity criteria” that have been used to guide decisions on the individual, isolated units of the Jesus tradition have come under serious criticism. For example, the criterion that perhaps has been most influential in undermining the reliability of the Synoptic Jesus tradition is the notorious “double dissimilarity” criterion.40This criterion in essence states that our confidence in the authenticity of any particular saying of Jesus must decrease to the extent that the saying in question is similar to teachings of traditional Judaism, on one hand, and similar to what we would expect the earliest Christians to have believed, on the other. In other words, only those sayings that look like things a traditional Jew or an early Christian would not say can confidently be ascribed to Jesus. In all other cases, all other things being equal, we should conclude for safety’s sake that the teaching was borrowed by early Christians from traditional Judaism or imaginatively created by the early church and retroactively placed in the mouth of Jesus. Not surprisingly, very few Synoptic sayings attributed to Jesus pass the test.41
The criterion has been heavily criticized, and for good reason. To cite just one objection, since Jesus was Jewish, and since he was, at the very least, the primary influence in what earliest Christians believed, it seems a bit unreasonable to approach with suspicion all sayings attributed to him that sound Jewish and/or like something early Christians would have believed. Intentionally or not, the criterion presupposes, and then reinforces, an image of the original Jesus that is both non-Jewish and non-Christian.
Other commonly employed authenticity criteria have their own problems. For example, for any single isolated unit, the criteria of “Aramaic traces” or “Palestinian environment” always underdetermine the question since it can always be argued that the Aramaism or the Palestinian flavor could as easily have been a creation of the early, Aramaic-speaking, Palestinian church as it could an original saying of Jesus. Even such a stalwart criterion as “multiple independent attestation”—the criterion that has been called “the most objective of the proposed criteria”—has its problems.42 On the one hand, the question of “independence” is not easily settled and depends upon always-hypothetical reconstructions of literary relations. On the other hand, scholars as diverse as C. F. D. Moule and Werner Kelber have raised serious questions about any historical method that would a priori dismiss singly attested materials in the Jesus tradition.43
Finally, even apart from the inherent problems of the criteria themselves, there is the disturbing fact that scholars applying the same criteria to the same individual units of tradition reach wildly different conclusions with respect to the authenticity question. This once again suggests that it is not so much the criteria themselves as it is the intuited, comprehensive image of Jesus—in tandem with each scholar’s a priori estimation of the overall reliability of the Gospels—that largely determine the authenticity of individual units of tradition.44 This suggests that there is something seriously amiss in the (supposedly) purely inductive methodology of analyzing individual units of tradition as a means of arriving at “assured” and “objective” results. Indeed, it suggests that the notion that scholars are working from small, inductive studies to arrive at a comprehensive reconstruction of the historical Jesus is largely an illusion. Again, in point of fact, the influence seems primarily to work in the opposite direction.
Moving forward Methodologically
We do not believe that this critique necessarily implies that we must accept that Jesus scholarship is a hopelessly subjective enterprise. Naturally, scholars bring to their work their own intuitions about who the historical Jesus was. But this only leads to a dangerously subjective fideism if we pretend that our intuited images of Jesus are the result of our research rather than its starting point.
The way to avoid this danger—so far as we can see, the only way to keep any semblance of objectivity in our scholarship—is to make our intuitions about the historical Jesus as explicit as possible at the start of our research and consider them initial hypotheses to be tested rather than pretending we have no comprehensive image of the historical Jesus until we “discover” one through our “critical,” small-scale investigations. Proceeding in this way also requires that we begin discussing historical criteria that are appropriate for accessing and verifying large-scale hypotheses about Jesus, while at the same time interacting with the concrete data of the tradition. Toward this end, the recent criteriological proposals of Wright, Theissen and Winter, and Stanton are, in our estimation, on the right track (i.e., simplicity, inclusion, double dissimilarity-similarity, historical plausibility, embarrassment, aftermath, etc.).45
In light of all this, we could summarize the methodological approach we believe to be most appropriate to the Gospels with respect to the historicity of their various portraits of Jesus by making the following four points.
1. It is the responsibility of all scholars who approach the Gospels to accept the a priori burden of proof with respect to any claim made, whether positive or negative. Practically speaking, this does not mean that they must begin their study as if no prior consideration and historical assessment had occurred on their topic of focus. It does, however, call for scholars to clearly delineate and defend the prior historical work/conclusions upon which they are building.
2. It is the responsibility of scholars to make explicit, and open for critical debate, the religio-philosophical presuppositions that inform their historical method, as well as the comprehensive image of Jesus they want to test.
3. The study of Jesus is best served as scholars employ criteria that are designed for investigating large-scale hypotheses about Jesus, since it is no longer credible to claim that one is merely “discovering” an image of Jesus by focusing on individual, isolated units of the tradition.
4. In the end, scholars should explicate via historical argumentation where their own study has led them vis-à-vis their assessment of the a posteriori burden of proof with respect to a certain Gospel and/or a certain portion of a Gospel.
For our part, we have already argued for an “open” historical-critical methodology, one for which reports about supernatural events are not necessarily ruled out of court (chap. 1). Thus we do not find the portraits of Jesus in the Gospels to be inherently implausible. When we combine this with the evidence and arguments regarding the Torah-true, monotheistic Jewishness of first-century Palestine (chap. 2), the distinctness of certain aspects of the early Christian movement (chap. 3), the evidence from non-Christian Greco-Roman sources and from Paul (chaps. 4–5), the findings on the nature of the oral Jesus tradition (chaps. 6–7), and the genre and nature of the Gospels (chap. 8), we believe we are well on the way to establishing a broad cumulative case for general reliability of the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus. Hence, it seems to us—from where we stand—that the a posteriori burden of proof lies with the one who wishes to argue against the general reliability of the images of Jesus offered in the Synoptic Gospels.
Testing the Synoptics’ Portait(s) of Jesus
In what follows we will continue to test our view of the reliability of the Gospels, particularly the Synoptics. The criteria we will use for our assessment largely arise from the wider field of historiography. Our goal is to subject the Gospels to the same criteria other ancient works are customarily evaluated by with respect to their historical reliability. However, before embarking on this final venture, there is one further foundational matter to consider. Given that the texts in question are products of the pre-Gutenberg world of scribal manuscripts, we must first raise the question of whether, from the texts we possess, we are able to reconstruct a reasonably faithful representation of the original writings. We must, therefore, briefly discuss the textual attestation of the Gospels.
Textual Criticism
The Inevitability of Textual Corruption
Textual criticism is “foundational to all study of the New Testament,” since “one cannot hope to produce fruitful work without a reliable text.”46 The issue is important since, prior to the invention of the printing press, manuscripts had to be copied by hand, thus allowing significant opportunity for copying errors and intentional alterations to take place. The fact that the Gospels, like many other ancient texts, were originally written without word breaks and with little-to-no punctuation made it easy for scribes to lose their place and either duplicate or delete words within the text. Beyond these factors, as New Testament textual critic Michael Holmes notes, “Fatigue, poor eyesight or hearing, or simple stupidity could also contribute to errors in copying.”47
On top of unintentional errors of copying, we know that scribes sometimes consciously altered—or in their minds “corrected”—manuscripts for a variety of reasons. These include attempts to correct spelling and grammar problems, attempts to correct perceived historical, geographical, or doctrinal errors, and attempts to harmonize perceived inconsistencies (either within a Gospel or between Gospels).48 In any event, the one thing that virtually could be counted upon when a lengthy ancient text was copied by hand was that the human scribe would not reproduce an identical replica of the original text.
These considerations leave room for the charge that the New Testament documents have been significantly corrupted. Thus, some maintain that the extant copies of the Gospels (and/or the entire New Testament) are, in significant respects, different from the originals.49 Charges of even more severe textual corruption have been a staple of Islamic apologetics, conspiratorial theorists, and various New Age advocates for some time. The claim that the New Testament has been significantly corrupted has recently been given a tremendous boost in popular culture by playing a central role in Dan Brown’s bestselling novel, The Da Vinci Code.50
In what follows we argue that, while the field of New Testament textual criticism may not be the “safe” discipline it was once thought to be—a haven for biblical scholars from challenges to personal theological and faith commitments—there are good reasons for thinking we can confidently reconstruct the essence of the original texts of the Gospels.51
The Quantity of Extant Ancient Manuscripts
There are at least four lines of evidence that come into play in the textual reconstruction of ancient manuscripts.52 The first concerns the quantity of ancient manuscripts attesting a document’s textual transmission. Obviously, the greater the quantity of copies of an ancient manuscript we possess, the greater the potential database for our textual comparisons and reconstructions. Hence, the more confident our conclusions tend to be.
As has often been noted, in this respect the text of the New Testament is far and away the best attested work from the ancient Greco-Roman world. In the words of E. J. Epp, the sheer quantity of extant manuscripts is literally “a genuine embarrassment of riches.”53 We possess roughly 5,500 ancient Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, either in fragments or in whole.54 In addition, we possess thousands of ancient translations (Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Georgian, Arabic, etc.) of the New Testament, as well as countless citations by early Christian writers.55 In fact, even if we possessed no ancient manuscripts of the New Testament, most of it could be reconstructed from the numerous citations by Christian writers of the first several centuries.56 As Epp has noted, given the sheer quantity of extant New Testament manuscripts, it is virtually certain that “the original reading in every case is somewhere present in our vast storehouse of material.”57
By comparison, among the next best attested ancient works is Homer’s Iliad, for which we have about seven hundred published papyri manuscripts.58 Among the Greek tragedies, the most abundant in extant manuscripts are those of Euripides, which number about four hundred. With respect to ancient historical works, we possess nine Greek manuscripts of Josephus’s Jewish War, about twenty manuscripts of Livy’s Roman history, ten good manuscripts of Caesar’s Gallic War, and one ninth-century manuscript of Tacitus’s Annals (books 1–6).59 Obviously, the New Testament is in a class by itself in terms of the wealth of our textual database.
At the same time, it must be said that the sheer number of extant copies of a manuscript does not in and of itself ensure that it can confidently be reconstructed. As Holmes notes, “Ten thousand copies of a mistake do not make it any less a mistake.”60 Thus, we need to turn to three other relevant lines of evidence.
The Dating of Extant Manuscripts
All other things being equal, it is reasonable to assume that the greater the time span between the original autograph and a given copy of the text, the greater the likelihood that textual corruptions have crept into the transmission process. If a variant reading is consistently supported by earlier manuscripts, there is good reason—all other things being equal—to consider it authentic. Conversely, if a variant is not found in earlier manuscripts, one must doubt its authenticity—again, all other things being equal.61
Once again, compared to other ancient texts, the relatively brief chronological distance between the writing of the New Testament documents and our earliest available manuscripts is very impressive. Epp reminds us that the “riches in NT manuscripts, however, are not only in their quantity but also in their quality“—that is, the abundance of relatively early texts.62 Our earliest fragment of a Gospel text—the famous John Rylands papyrus fragment (52)—is generally dated to the first half of the second century (ca. 125).63 Of the more than eighty New Testament papyri, over twenty containing portions of one or more of the Gospels can be dated to the third and fourth centuries. Five virtually complete texts of the New Testament date from the fourth and fifth centuries. By contrast, the earliest copy of Homer’s Iliad we possess dates approximately nine hundred years after the original. Most of our extant texts of Euripides were produced in the Byzantine era. The single manuscript of Tacitus’s Annals, books 1–6, dates to the ninth century, while the sole manuscript of books 11–16 was copied in the eleventh century.64
The Geographical Distribution of Manuscripts
A third important text-critical consideration involves the geographical distribution of a text. In general, the wider the distribution of an ancient manuscript, the greater the likelihood of discovering independent lines of witness.65 This is significant since, as textual critics establish the genealogical relationships between textual families, independent families can act as controls upon one another’s variant readings. Unlike many ancient texts, the relatively early proliferation of New Testament texts throughout the Mediterranean world, both in their original Greek form and in a variety of translations, affords a remarkable geographical distribution and diversity with which to work. Here too the New Testament has far and away better attestation than any other ancient work.
Transcriptional and Intrinsic Considerations
Fourth, and finally, textual critics assess the relative quality of a manuscript by evaluating it in the light of ancient scribal tendencies and practices (transcriptional considerations) as well as the scribal idiosyncrasies and issues of content that are specific to the text itself (intrinsic considerations).66 In contrast to the first three text-critical considerations, there is an increasing amount of scholarly discussion regarding the implications of this last criterion, and especially over how it affects New Testament textual criticism. In light of our growing understanding of scribal tendencies and practices in the ancient world and in orally oriented cultures in general, some have begun to raise the question of whether it even makes sense to continue to talk about “original autographs.”
Given the complex and fluid way ancient orally oriented texts interact both with the established oral tradition that gives rise to them (and into which they feed) and with other written texts, some have suggested that it is anachronistic and “post-Gutenbergian” to continue to speak of an “original text” that all copies are to be measured against.67 Rather, it is argued that orally oriented written texts are living things, functioning much more like dynamic oral traditions than fixed-type documents. Thus, as Rosalind Thomas notes, “Even when a text is available and adherence to it required, its transmission is not necessarily through the written word itself, but it can be oral with the text as a distant mnemonic aid.”68 According to some, this suggests that the very idea that there is something particularly pristine about the “first time” a tradition is written down (assuming we can even delineate “the first time”) is a post-Gutenberg retrojection that causes scholars who live in a modern, highly literate world to ask all the wrong questions—such as, how close are our copies to “the original”?
On top of this, some have argued that even if one insists on pursuing the issue of the proximity of copies to “the original,” the “degree of variation” found in the textual traditions of the Gospels in particular renders this project problematic.69 Bart Ehrman argues along these lines when he notes the frequent “orthodox corruption of scripture,” wherein
proto-orthodox scribes of the second and third centuries occasionally modified their texts of Scripture in order to make them coincide more closely with the christological views embraced by the party that would seal its victory at Nicea and Chalcedon.”70
Of course, textual critics have noticed these features of the manuscript tradition for years.71 What Ehrman and others are suggesting, however, is that most scholars to date have not taken seriously enough the implications of these features as it concerns the recovery of the hypothetical “original text.” In response, we offer three considerations.
ADAPTATION OF LIVING, TEXTUALIZED, ORALLY ORIENTED TRADITIONS
First, as we have already argued, it cannot be denied that our growing awareness of the nature of ancient scribal traditions and practices in rhetorical cultures has forced on us the realization that Western scholars have, on the whole, tended to view ancient textual traditions and practices through the lenses of their own modern, highly literate, academic world. The model of fixed, stable, textual reproduction is the aspiration and achieved result of the post-Gutenberg world, but it is not necessarily an aspiration shared by scribes within orally dominant cultures. Indeed, the study of scribal habits in rhetorical cultures, where the written medium and the oral conception interact in complex, living ways, has brought to light the remarkably different aesthetics at play in ancient textual reproduction.72
We suggest that this dynamic explains in large measure the phenomenon we find in the textual tradition of the Gospels. In the orally dominant milieu of the early church, it would have been quite sufficient that any particular written copy of a Gospel reflected the essence of the countless, communally controlled, orally performed variants of that Gospel—that is, “what was said and heard” of this Gospel on a regular basis.73 Whether or not a document was a meticulously copied, exact reproduction of another written text would have, in general, been less important in this orally/aurally oriented milieu than it is in our post-Gutenberg world. In fact, as foreign as it may be to those of us who habitually approach texts with a literary conception, in the context of rhetorical cultures such as the early church, ordinary protocol would include allowing scribes to amend texts in order to render them more faithful to the wider tradition out of which they emerged.
This is not to say that we find no conservative ancient copyists of the New Testament who strove to produce exact replicas of their texts. For example, 75 demonstrates that ancient scribes could copy a text with a high degree of accuracy. In addition, as Eldon Epp reminds us, there is evidence that “standardized procedures were in existence already in the late first or early second century for the transmission of Christian texts” (the codex form, nomina sacra techniques, evidence for the existence of scriptoria, etc.).74 Nonetheless, the scribal mind-set and practices within a rhetorical culture generally conceived of texts differently than the modern approach with its invariant fixed-type texts. The ancient scribal approach makes sense if the written text was originally intended primarily to serve as an inscribed preservative and mnemonic aid for future oral/aural performances within the custodial community.
Such a concept is obviously alien to the modern, highly literate academic world of textual criticism. As Rosalind Thomas notes, “For the silent reader and scholar, the written text is all-important, because there is nothing else.”75 However, in an orally oriented world wherein written texts are naturally born of, and surrounded by, a communally shared, authoritative oral tradition, for any single written instantiation of that tradition, “small variations in unimportant words did not matter.”76 Thus, while we can certainly regard many of the variations that crept into the textual tradition in the first centuries of the church as nothing more than ordinary human errors, we need not view the manner in which scribes consciously modified texts as intentional distortions. To be sure, the changes were sometimes intentional. But in the orally dominant context within which the scribes worked, these modifications were adaptations of a living, relatively stable (vis-à-vis ancient standards of precision) tradition, not “distortions” of an “original autograph.”77
THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE INTENTIONAL MODIFICATIONS
This brings us to our second response to the claim that the “degree of variation” in early Gospel manuscripts prevents us from arriving at an adequate approximation of the “original text.” The fact is that, consistent with the way oral performers tend to modify traditions that, communally speaking, are both sacred and identity-forming in nature, the vast majority of scribal modifications of the written Gospels are relatively minor. Thus, rarely do we find copyists substantively altering the core message of any Gospel passage. Rather, it seems that the “fixedyet-flexible” nature of religious oral traditions was to some extent carried over into the way early scribes copied the Gospel manuscripts.
New Testament textual critic Frederik Wisse nicely captures the balance presented by the actual evidence. On the one hand, he notes, there is clear evidence of occasional scribal modification of texts, including omissions, word changes, and, at times, interpolations. On the other hand, the omissions are best characterized as “minor,” while the interpolations are almost always limited in scope.78 For example, in the Gospels themselves, there are only two instances of what could be considered major interpolations—namely, the well-known cases of Mark 16:9—20 and John 7:53—8:11. Wisse concludes his study with a significant observation:
Though the evidence before Irenaeus is very difficult to evaluate, there is no indication that the Gospels circulated in a form different from that attested in the later textual tradition…. [T]he claims of extensive ideological redaction of the Gospels and other early Christian literature runs counter to all of the textual evidence.79
While acknowledging the sorts of variations one would expect of ancient scribal tradition, others such as Leon Wright, Peter Head, and Andrew Gregory have come to conclusions similar to that of Wisse. In the words of Head, the typical “improvements” made by early Christian scribes “have not affected the general reliability of the transmission of the texts [of the Synoptic Gospels] in any significant manner.”80
It is interesting to note the qualified language used even by those scholars who push the textual instability thesis most strongly. For example, in stating his general thesis, the most that Ehrman is willing to claim is that such theologically inspired modification “occasionally” happened in the scribal tradition of the Gospels.81 It thus seems that the charge that textual variants preclude working back to a reasonable approximation of the “original autographs” is an overly pessimistic interpretation of the actual textual data.
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE “ORIGINAL TEXT”
Third, while we certainly concur that scribes in rhetorical cultures would not have necessarily aspired to the degree of textual fixity characteristic of the post-Gutenberg world, we do not see that this implies that the notion of an “original text”—an autograph—is dispensable. True, neither the author(s) of the original work nor those who transmitted it likely would have viewed the “original” as the one, pure, unalterable version of the tradition(s) that the written work itself inscribes and expresses. Rather, it likely would have been viewed as a written version of the wider oral performative tradition of that Gospel, and thus as subject to appropriate modification in subsequent (oral or written) performances. Yet, this does not mean contemporary scholars are misguided in continuing to speak about the original autograph of a text.
In fact, we can discuss the extent to which scribes in the early church did or did not modify texts only by assuming that there was, in each case, an original written text to copy and, within limits, modify. There is an unfortunate tendency in our postmodern context to ignore the fact that, at the headwaters of an ancient textual tradition, lies an autograph, an “original text” that was first penned at a certain time on a certain day at a specific location. Within an orally dominant context, the very reason for inscribing such a text would have been to preserve in a fixed form the sacred oral Gospel tradition. While later oral or written recitations of this text may have been characterized by a degree of flexibility alien to our modern literate world, they nonetheless were designed faithfully to retain the propositioned essence of the inscribed tradition, if not always the exact words.
In light of all this, we conclude that an understanding of the textual transmission of written texts in rhetorical cultures explains the nature and scope of the ways in which early Christian scribes modified texts, while demonstrating that such textual modifications generally did not alter the substance either of the “original text,” or, for that matter, the sacred oral Jesus tradition from which it arose.82
Did the Gospel Authors Intend to Transmit Reliable History?
Thus far we have seen that if ever we are warranted in accepting a contemporary version of an ancient work as reasonably close to its original, we are so with the canonical Gospels, and indeed with the entire New Testament. We now turn to evaluate the Synoptics by subjecting them to the same nine historical-critical questions historians customarily put to any ancient document as they seek to ascertain its historical reliability. The first three of these questions are preliminary in nature and shall be addressed presently. The last six shall be addressed in the next chapter.
The first of these preliminary questions has been dealt with earlier (see chap. 8) and thus may be assessed briefly, by way of review. It concerns the historical intentionality of the Gospel authors. Did they intend to transmit reliable history in their works? As we have seen, many contemporary New Testament scholars answer no. As Robert Funk declares, “The evangelists do not qualify as historians in the modern sense of the term.”83
There is a sense in which this is true. In one sense the claim that the Gospel authors were not historians “in the modern sense of the term” is a truism. The Gospel authors obviously do not write with the methods and motives that characterize modern critical historians. But this is true of any ancient writer. If we are going to dismiss the Synoptic Gospels on this count alone, we must conclude that we can learn next to nothing about history from any ancient historical document.
Though the Synoptics are clearly not examples of “historiography” in the modern sense of the term, the authors nevertheless consistently demonstrate a concern for transmitting actual history. As textualized oral recitations intended to express and reinforce the oral Jesus tradition, the Synoptics creatively combine elements from a number of genres—including ancient histories and biographies. Given the presence of these generic signals, we can conclude that, among other things, the Synoptic authors reveal a clear interest in reliably passing on information about Jesus’s life and teachings. In this sense we must answer the question, “Did the Synoptic authors intend to record reliable history?” with a resounding yes.
Objections to this conclusion have not been particularly strong. Most are rooted in a lack of appreciation for the oral register of the Gospels—or, in other words, in a tendency to anachronistically impose a post-Gutenberg literary register and its criteria on these ancient texts. For example, Funk argues that whenever a narrative portrays the narrator as omniscient and/or as possessing unlimited knowledge of the past, present, and future, we must assume we are dealing with an essentially fictive narration.84 According to Funk, since the Gospel authors frequently make use of this literary technique, their works must be judged to be largely fictional in nature.
The argument simply does not stand up to scrutiny, however. In orally orientated cultures, oral traditions—and the inscribed recitations of those traditions—frequently assume the type of creative voice and style that modern, highly literate scholars instinctively associate with a fictive literary genre. Yet, orality studies have confirmed over and over again that these traditions can, in fact, be examples of intentionally transmitted historical material. Indeed, as we have already shown, such studies frequently have confirmed that these traditions are capable of reliably transmitting historical material as well as (some would claim even better than) modern literate historians. In any event, we see, once again, how approaching ancient, orally conceived written texts from a post-Gutenberg, highly literary mentality can easily lead scholars to erroneous conclusions. The judgment that the Gospel authors did not intend to communicate reliable history is one of them.
Were the Gospel Authors in a Position to Record Reliable History?
The Traditional Authorship of the Gospels
A second preliminary issue historians typically explore when assessing the historical veracity of ancient documents concerns the extent to which the authors were in a position to access and thus transmit reliable history. Were they themselves eyewitnesses of the events they record, or did they at least have access to sources that go back to eyewitnesses?
While the canonical Gospels themselves are anonymous texts, according to early Christian tradition each was written either by an eyewitness of Jesus’s ministry (Matthew and John) or a close associate of a first-generation apostle (John Mark and Luke). While space does not permit a detailed consideration of the authorship of the Synoptic Gospels, it must be said that cogent cases have been made for the traditional authorship claims. This is especially true with respect to the Gospel of Mark, which—in light of the traditional claim of John Mark’s historical connections with Peter’s preaching and granting the two-source theory—also would put both Matthew and Luke in touch with an authoritative apostolic stream of tradition.85
There is also good evidence that the traditional attributions were attached to the four Gospels relatively early on. The practical needs of the church—for example, reading during community gatherings, church libraries and book cupboards, and early scribal activity—necessitated that the early church have an agreed terminology by which to distinguish the four Gospels.86 It is also noteworthy that by the end of the second century, the traditional names were solidly established. This suggests that the traditional author-Gospel connections most likely were in existence by the early second century.87 Also, in contrast to other writings that circulated in the second and third centuries, the authorship of the canonical Gospels was never disputed. This fact is difficult to explain if the documents originally circulated anonymously.88
The earliest source on the authorship of the canonical Gospels is Papias, a second-century bishop of Hierapolis in Asia Minor. His work, titled “The Interpretation of the Oracles of the Lord” and written sometime in the first half of the second century, is lost to us, but excerpts have survived within Eusebius’s fourth-century Ecclesiastical History. As Robert Gundry has argued, there is good reason to date Papias’s original text to the first decade of the second century (ca. 101–108).89
Papias reports that an “elder” named John-a figure that is best identified as the apostle John-passed on to him information about the authorship of the Second Gospel:
Mark became Peter’s interpreter and wrote accurately all that he remembered, not, indeed, in order, of the things said or done by the Lord. For he had not heard the Lord, nor followed him, but later on, as I said, followed Peter, who used to give teachings as necessity demanded but not making, as it were, an arrangement of the Lord’s oracles, so that Mark did nothing wrong in thus writing down single points as he remembered them. For to one thing he gave attention, to leave out nothing of what he had heard and to make no false statements in them.90
In our estimation, the widespread rejection of this report of Papias within critical New Testament circles is largely unwarranted.91 Several decades ago, in a landmark interdisciplinary symposium on the Gospels, noted classics scholar George Kennedy challenged New Testament scholars to take the report of Papias much more seriously.92 In his written response, Reginald Fuller initially expressed his “greatest surprise” over the weight Kennedy placed on external evidence regarding the authorship of the Gospels. However, in light of Kennedy’s case, Fuller goes on to concede:
New Testament scholars generally have not taken the external evidence (especially that of Papias) seriously enough…. As a result of Kennedy’s essay and the subsequent discussion, New Testament scholars have been challenged to take more seriously the external evidence regarding the origin of the gospels than they have been wont to do in the past…. [T]hey must henceforth exercise great caution when they spin off theories about the internal evidence that flatly contradict the external evidence…. This should be one item for the agenda of future studies of the relationships among the gospels.93
While few have heeded Fuller’s call, there is little reason not to. Once Papias’s remark is taken seriously, we submit that it provides rather compelling grounds for accepting John Mark as in fact the author of the Gospel attributed to him, which, in turn, links his Gospel with the witness of Peter.
Also, it is difficult to explain how the Second Gospel, if it originally circulated anonymously, would have acquired the authorial attribution it did, since (John) Mark hardly would have been a figure of choice had someone been fabricating an authoritative author from scratch. Even Werner Kümmel-who in the end rejects the traditional ascription (largely due to what we consider to be a misunderstanding of the nature of the oral Jesus tradition behind Mark)-grants the force of this argument.94 But there is more. Not only is John Mark an obscure non-apostle who, in himself, provided no eyewitness support—even worse, he was known in the tradition as a deserter of Paul (Acts 13:13; 15:36—39). Moreover, according to the second-century Anti-Marcionite Prologue, Mark was described as “stumpfinger”—because his fingers appeared to be too short for his body. And yet, though one in that culture might think that Mark would be less than physically suited to the task of Gospel authorship, the tradition never balks at this fact.
Given the very good reasons that the early church would have had for not identifying a Gospel with someone like John Mark, one is left wondering just what would have led them to do so had the ascription not been there from the beginning. John Mark is no “Matthew,” no “John,” not even a “Luke”—that is, a respectable, if largely unknown, associate of Paul’s. Rather, like Luke, he is a largely unknown, but unlike Luke, much of what is known is not respectable. In fact, one can argue that the most plausible explanation for the attribution of this Gospel to Mark is that something like the Peter-John Mark-Second Gospel connection was both rooted in history and known as a fact in the early church.95 In the end, the case for John Mark as author of the Second Gospel may not merely be one “plausible” account among many. Instead, it may be the only truly plausible account by which to explain the rather curious data of the tradition itself.
Were They in a Position to Transmit Reliable History?
However, even if the case for the traditional Markan authorship is not granted, we still have good reason for concluding that the author of Mark—and thus the other Synoptics-was very much in touch with early Jesus tradition, and thus was in a position to record reliable history. Even on the most liberal dating of the Gospels, they were written within forty to seventy years after the events they record, with Mark (on the two-source theory) being the earliest and eventually providing source material for Matthew and Luke. From what we know about the reliability patterns of orally transmitted traditions, this actually is a rather insignificant span of time—one that, technically speaking, puts us in touch with “oral history” rather than “oral tradition” per se.96 A broad range of studies—from ancient Greece to nineteenth-century Serbo-Croatia to contemporary Africa—have all confirmed that orally oriented historical traditions (both oral and written in medium) of relatively recent events-within roughly 80 to 150 years of the event recorded—tend to be quite reliable.97
Thus, simply by virtue of the fact that the authors of the Synoptics served as tradents within the ancient oral Jesus tradition, we have reason to believe they would have been in a position to write reliable history had they intended to—and all indications are they did intend just that. Regardless of the authorship debate, the current consensus on the first-century dating of the Synoptics, combined with the internal and external evidences to be discussed in the next chapter, suggest that the Synoptic authors were, in fact, in touch with reliable tradition, and thus were in a good position to record reliable history about Jesus.
How Much Did the Theological Commitments of the Gospel Authors Affect Their Portrayal of Jesus?
The final preliminary question commonly investigated by critical historians exploring the historical reliability of ancient documents concerns authorial biases. How much did the bias of an author affect the author’s perspective of what happened? Did an author have a motive for intentionally distorting the past? Is the author’s work more a piece of ideologically driven propaganda than an accurate recounting of the past? To address these questions in relation to the Synoptic Gospels is to enter into the realm of redaction criticism.
The Challenge of Redactional Criticism
The individual perspectives and biases of the Gospel authors have been studied over the last sixty years under the guise of “redaction criticism.”98 In the words of Norman Perrin, redaction criticism “is concerned with studying the theological motivation of an author as this is revealed in the collection, arrangement, editing, and modification of traditional material, and in the composition of new material or the creation of new forms within the traditions of early Christianity.”99
For the most part, redaction criticism has operated on the assumption of the two-source solution to the Synoptic problem, allowing scholars to discern Matthew’s and Luke’s distinctive theological biases on the basis of how they uniquely redact the Markan and Q material. In contrast to the earlier form critics, redaction critics have insisted that the Gospel authors should be viewed not merely as passive editors of a tradition but as creative authors in their own right. Consequently, and also largely in contrast to earlier form critics, redaction critics have emphasized the need to engage and explain the “final form” of the Gospels rather than simply analyzing the discrete units that comprise them.
In our estimation, this break from certain tendencies within classical form criticism has been a healthy corrective in New Testament studies. The critique of form criticism’s tendency to atomize the study of the Gospels was much needed. The recognition that the Gospel writers were authors in their own right and not merely passive editors of a tradition was long overdue. And, on the other side of things, the emphasis on the distinctive theological perspectives of each Gospel author was a healthy corrective to the traditional tendency to read these texts in the light of one another, emphasizing the unifying features of the Gospels at the expense of their significant distinctives.
At the same time, the methodology of redaction criticism has often intensified the skeptical stance of some toward the Gospels. The emphasis on the creativity of the Gospel authors, combined with the emphasis on the theologically motivated nature of their writings, has led many to conclude that the writers were willing to distort and even fabricate supposedly historical events on the basis of their own literary and theological designs and/or the needs of their respective communities. Perrin, for example, writes, “In our view Mark is a significant and creative literary figure …, and after several generations of being read mistakenly, as an historian, he has earned the right to be read as a theologian.”100 Clearly for Perrin and others, taking Mark or other Gospel authors seriously as creative authors and/or theologians (note the identification) means rejecting the traditional idea that they were also interested in, and committed to, preserving the essential historical data of the Jesus tradition with which they worked. So it is that Robert Funk argues that the Gospels are largely fictive on the grounds that “the writers are emotionally involved: they believe fervently in the story they are telling, which means they are not impartial observers.”101 Similarly, the Acts Seminar concluded that “in the Gospel of Luke, the author’s use of Mark often involved creating new stories to fit his theological program.”102 At least six considerations serve to call into question the manner in which redaction-critical studies have been used to undermine the historicity of the Gospels.
Authorial Bias and Historical Accuracy
First, if Funk’s “bias” argument against the Gospels were carried through consistently, all historical reporting by people who fervently believed and were emotionally invested in what they report would have to be dismissed. Historical information often is initially reported by those who fervently believe what they report. Since the hypothetical ideal of the historian as a detached, objective observer is a rather modern concept (some would argue, a modern myth), it is hard to imagine ancient reporters passing on material they did not in some sense passionately care about.
Moreover, it is virtually impossible to imagine certain events being reported by anyone, ancient or modern, in an emotionally detached manner. Consider, for example, Holocaust survivors reporting what transpired in Nazi concentration camps. While historians always must take their limitations and biases into consideration, can anyone imagine dismissing the basic reliability of the survivors’ various reports on the grounds that they were, “emotionally involved” and believed “fervently in the story they [were] telling”?103 If what they are reporting is remotely close to what actually happened, would it not be positively bizarre if they were not “emotionally involved” and believed “fervently in the story they [were] telling”?
So it is, we contend, with the Gospel authors. If the Jesus they knew was remotely like the Jesus they report, we cannot imagine them being anything other than “emotionally involved” and invested in “the story they [were] telling.” Indeed, it is difficult to understand why they wrote what they wrote unless they were passionately committed to the story they were telling. For given the religious—political environment they were ministering in, these authors would have known that proclaiming this message would likely instigate hostility from both Jews and Romans-which, of course, it did.
The Impossibility of Pure Objectivity
Second, if the postmodern turn has taught us anything, it is that there is no such thing as an unbiased, objective author/reader. To write or research anything is to do so from a distinct perspective, complete with already-established assumptions that frame everything that is experienced, remembered, spoken, and heard. And this is as true of Robert Funk as it is of any conservative scholar or ancient author.104 Yet, this does not keep always-already biased skeptical scholars from believing that their readers should take their reconstructions and conclusions as more or less reliable reflections of the past. If the particular biases of these contemporary scholars do not prevent them from doing (what they want others to accept as) reliable history, why should we think that the bias of the Gospel authors prevents them from communicating generally reliable history? In our postmodern context, it seems that hermeneutical humility should lead us to grant to ancient authors the same possibilities-amid-fallibilities we grant to ourselves. Certainly they, like us, are biased. Yet they, like us, are capable of communicating more or less reliable history when they want to.
Bias, which is inevitable, does not necessarily undermine accuracy, whether we are talking about the bias of modern historians, Holocaust survivors, or ancient writers. As H. E. W. Turner has pointed out, “There is nothing anti-historical in writing history from a standpoint.”105 Indeed, if part of the bias of the Gospel authors includes an interest in preserving actual history, as we have argued is the case (e.g., Luke 1:1—4), the emotional investment of the authors may actually enhance their reliability. As with Holocaust survivors, their fervent belief in the story they tell and emotional investment in reporting it like it happened may well have motivated them to do the work necessary to get the story right.
The Highly Speculative Nature of Redaction Criticism
Third, to date the practice of redaction criticism has not had enough in the way of methodological constraints to keep it from indulging in unverifiable hypotheses and uncontrolled speculation. As R. P. C. Hanson has pointed out, “There is no statement attributed to Jesus in the whole gospel whose origin it is not easy to explain by a theological motive in the mind of the evangelist or his predecessors if the critic is determined to find one.”106 Given this, it is easy to see how the unrestrained creation of speculative hypotheses has grown to the point it has. Once any given piece of data in the Gospels can be a priori rejected as historical and explained as a theological fabrication, there is very little certain and stable historical data left by which to constrain the speculation. Virtually anything becomes historically possible, since the data presented can always be reduced to fabrication and legend whenever necessary.
Redaction criticism also tends to foster unbridled speculation about the redactional histories of various texts. The triple-layered Q hypothesis with its multistratified Q community put forward by Burton Mack and others is a case in point.107 C. C. Black emphasizes the problem here when he observes that redaction critics are “compelled to engage in often highly speculative conjectures about the history of traditions behind the Evangelist, assumptions unamenable to empirical analysis yet invariably determinative of that researcher’s exegetical or methodological results.”108
Worth noting in this regard is a well-known comment by C. S. Lewis. In his famous essay, “Fern-seed and Elephants, “Lewis reflects upon the times when his own literary works had been subjected to redaction-critical assessments by his contemporary reviewers, that is, times when reviewers attempted speculatively to reconstruct the genesis and development of his works. Lewis responds,
My impression is that in the whole of my experience not one of these guesses has on any one point been right; that the method shows a record of one hundred per cent failure. You would expect that by mere chance they would hit as often as they miss. But it is my impression that they do no such thing. I can’t remember a single hit…. What I can say with certainty is that they are usually wrong. And yet they would often sound-if you didn’t know the truth-extremely convincing.109
This is enough to render the enterprise of speculating on the redactional motives and moves of the Gospel authors and the redactional histories of their writings suspect. But Lewis goes on to note that his reviewers had advantages that contemporary New Testament scholars do not have with regard to the biblical texts. For example, Lewis’s reviewers shared the same culture and language as Lewis, something that is not true of critics of the New Testament. This strongly suggests that speculations about the redactional histories of ancient texts have far less likelihood of being correct than the speculations about Lewis’s writings proffered by contemporary reviewers. And this cannot help but call the whole enterprise into question.
Yet, remarkably enough, the more extreme redaction critics, and especially those who employ redaction criticism in defense of the legendary-Jesus thesis, typically exhibit very little tentativeness in presenting their speculative reconstructions. Furthermore, it appears that often the rhetoric of confidence is rooted less in inevitable conclusions drawn from the literary evidence than in the simple fact that the speculations are inherently unfalsifiable. As Lewis himself notes-with no small tinge of sarcasm-“remember, the Biblical critics, whatever reconstructions they devise, can never be crudely proved wrong. St. Mark is dead. When they meet St. Peter there will be more pressing matters to discuss.”110
Anachronistic Aspects of Redaction Criticism
Fourth, throughout this work we have had a number of occasions to note how New Testament criticism has often gone awry when it has not adequately considered the significant differences between orally oriented texts, on the one hand, and fixed-print texts with a decidedly literate conception/register, on the other. The same problem arises in connection with redaction criticism. From its inception, redaction criticism has tended to read ancient texts with the sensibility and tools appropriate to modern, highly literate texts. Indeed, as John van Seters has argued, the very idea of a “redactor” is largely a nineteenth-century anachronism foisted back upon the biblical world.111
The fact is that the discipline of redaction criticism is steeped in a post-Gutenberg understanding of texts. It has operated on the assumption that people in the first century approached writing roughly the same way modern people do. But this, we have seen repeatedly, is a fundamentally flawed assumption.112 As Mark Amodio has forcefully noted:
Our status as homo legens and our habit of imposing contemporary interpretive strategies upon the written remains of the past has led many myopically to assume that medieval [and, we would add, first-century] habits of mind and procedure parallel our own literate ones…. We have habitually judged all texts against the standard of our tradition’s idiosyncratic, literate poetics, no matter how impertinent that poetics may be to the texts at hand.113
With respect to New Testament studies, Pieter Botha highlights one aspect of this important difference between an oral and literate poetics vis-à-vis redaction criticism. With regard to the former, he writes: “The issue of tradition and redaction simply disappears: it is not possible to think in those terms within an oral poetics.”114
Moving to a very practical consideration, the discipline of redaction criticism has tended to overlook the physical constraints of the materials used for writing in the first century (e.g., the cumbersomeness of scrolls, writing on one’s lap as opposed to a desk, etc.). While contemporary scholars can easily scan back and forth over a document on a desk, meticulously inspecting how its author uses words, concepts, and traditional material, ancient authors could not. Consequently, ancient “redactors” would have relied much more on their memory to access written material than on an inspection of a text in front of them.115
From another angle, the discipline of redaction criticism has not adequately internalized the fact that orally oriented texts were used largely as preservation tools and memory cues for future oral/aural performances, not as closely and constantly consulted texts in the way we often use them in the modern, literate world.116 Just as variants within the manuscript tradition of the Gospel of Mark suggest that its scribes were often as dependent upon their memory of the oral performance of Mark as they were the written texts itself,117 so, we suggest, the Gospel writers were in all probability as dependent upon their memory of the public readings of their written sources-which they would have heard, in various forms, countless times-as they were upon close readings of those sources when they composed their own texts (and perhaps more so).
If this is true, then what appears to the modern redaction critic as a conscious, theologically motivated divergence on the part of Matthew or Luke from Mark is, in many instances, likely to reflect nothing more than an unconscious paraphrase or a more familiar variant available in the wider tradition. In other words, given our understanding of how texts function in rhetorical cultures, we have every reason to assume that divergences between the Gospels generally are due to the fact that the semantic contract of the ancient world allowed greater flexibility in recounting a source than we in the modern, literate world are accustomed to. Without at all denying the unique theological perspectives of each Gospel author, we must in this light conclude that reading a self-conscious theological and/or polemical motive into differences between the Gospels must, often times, be judged to be anachronistic and unhelpful.118
The Constraints of Orally Oriented Texts
Closely related to this is a fifth consideration: redaction criticism has tended to neglect the constraints that are placed on texts written for oral delivery and aural reception. As we have noted a number of times, the Gospel authors composed their texts with the awareness that they would primarily be recited aloud-often from memory and thus not verbatim-to mostly illiterate audiences. Illiterate, orally oriented, tradition-centered people simply do not hear with the same literary precision and subtlety that modern, text-centric scholars read.119 And this fact alone changes everything for a theory and method of textual composition. It shows, once again, how anachronistic it is to instantly read theological polemics into the variations found between the Gospels.
One rather clear example of such modern “overreading” of the Gospels via redaction-critical analysis can be seen in the work of Werner Kelber-a fact that is somewhat ironic given that Kelber is one scholar who has attempted to take the orally oriented nature of the Gospels very seriously. Kelber reads Mark as self consciously constructing an anti-Petrine polemic in his Gospel. Specifically, he argues that Mark’s negative portrayal of Peter and the disciples is a critique both of the Jewish-Christian community centered in Jerusalem and of the oral gospel tradition that they represent.120
Unfortunately, Kelber’s interpretation of Mark is based upon a close text-centric reading that is quite implausible given the original aurally receptive audience. As Thomas Boomershine has demonstrated,
When the narrative is read aloud in a manner as close as possible to the patterns of oral recitation implicit in the narrative, the anti-Petrine interpretation is much less probable. The reason is the difference in psychological distance to the text and, in this story, to Peter that is required for oral recitation in contrast to silent reading.121
Aspects of a narrative that may suggest explicit textual tensions and pointed polemics to modern, highly literate readers closely studying the text in silence simply would not be heard as such by people experiencing the narrative in a community context of oral recitation and aural reception. The observation made by Amin Sweeney with regard to contemporary Malay orally oriented texts is equally relevant to Gospel studies: “An aurally consuming, nonliterate postulated audience … places constraints on the level of complexity possible in a written text.”122 In this sense, whereas the classical form critics tended to underestimate the literary achievement of the Gospel authors, redaction critics have tended to overestimate them, finding vast amounts of carefully plotted polemical subtlety, rhetorical complexity, and theological nuance where, most likely, little exists to be found.123 It is the natural constraints, both of medium and conception, in an orally oriented culture that largely have been missed in the skeptical conclusions of contemporary redaction critics.
The Retrojection of Highly Literate Aesthetic Goals
Sixth, all too often redaction critics seem to assume their highly literate aesthetics, values, and goals were shared by the ancient Gospel authors. Within modern, literate culture the production and reception of texts are “intensely private, highly idiosyncratic, and highly unconventional” endeavors.124 The modern literary paradigm values originality and novelty. Unlike the aesthetic that guides the ancient, orally oriented author, modern authors are typically praised for “the unique ways in which they produce original creations or for their additions to and novel reshaping of inherited material.”125
In sharp contrast to this, oral tradents, while valued for the relatively creative retelling of their traditional materials, are not quick to create new material and/or pass off untraditional material as “tradition.” Both their guiding poetics and their interactive, traditionally formed audience tend to dampen such ventures.126 This forces on us the conclusion that the hermeneutical paradigm and guiding poetics that shape the minds of contemporary redaction critics are largely alien to the authorial mind-set and goals of the ancient Gospel authors.
The Need for a New Orally Oriented Redaction-Critical Approach
In our estimation, if redaction criticism is to have a future in New Testament studies, redaction critics are going to have to seriously rethink their methodology in light of the emerging interdisciplinary findings on orally oriented written texts. Among other things, they will have to take seriously the fact that the modern “text-centric” approach tends naturally to treat ancient orally oriented texts in an anachronistic fashion.127 They will have to appreciate the fact that to understand orally oriented texts one must understand and apply the notion of “traditional referentiality,” wherein dense idiomatic expression is the assumption and “only the properly prepared audience is equipped to understand.”128 As Foley notes, “Traditional referentiality enables an extremely economical transaction of meaning, with the modest, concrete part standing for a more complex whole. Pars pro toto is the fundamental principle.”129 In other words, if redaction criticism is to have a future-and we certainly believe it should-it will need to appropriate what Foley calls a “composite poetics,” one that “takes account of both traditional character and what some have construed as ‘literary’ quality” of written texts indebted to an oral register. To date such an approach has proven to be “elusive,” as Foley again observes.130
Along these same lines, if redaction criticism is going to be reconciled with insights emerging from contemporary orality studies, critics will have to seriously reevaluate the common assumption that individual first-century oral tradents would have felt entitled to transgress the tradition by drastically modifying its contents or even fabricating new units of tradition wholesale. They also will have to abandon the assumption that alterations made by ancient authors to their sources were primarily intended to transform or subvert those very sources. The operation of traditional referentiality in orally dominant cultures largely undercuts both assumptions.
In reality, were tradents to deviate seriously from the tradition, whether through oral/aural performance or written record designed for future re-oralizations, they would quite naturally be corrected by their audiences, given that a traditional audience fundamentally relies on the wider, shared tradition to make sense of any particular performance event. In an orally oriented context, each text (oral or written) is but “a thin slice of the tradition’s vast, rich, and unchartable narrative possibilities.”131 Following the hermeneutic of oral performance and its virtually unlimited possibilities, the number of variations that written textual performances could take are literally endless, yet, at the same time, unequivocally bounded by tradition. Unless the future of redaction criticism includes appropriating these and related insights, it risks becoming an antiquated discipline, wrecked upon the shoals of historical and media anachronism.
Summary
In this chapter we have suggested that the confusing equivocation connected with the “burden of proof “ debate can largely be avoided by distinguishing the a priori from the a posteriori burden of proof. The former is a methodological principle that should be embraced by all New Testament scholars. The latter reflects the studied, provisional conclusion about the general reliability of a text. As we have seen, the latter is, in fact, directly influenced not only by one’s historical research, but also by the religious and philosophical assumptions-together with the intuited comprehensive picture of Jesus—one brings to the text in question. If New Testament scholarship is going to continue to claim to strive for objectivity, all of this must be made explicit and made part and parcel of the scholarly discussion.
We have further argued that the method we employ to move forward in our assessment of the reliability of the Gospels should be fashioned after the method used by historians in other areas. Rather than pretending that we are arriving at a comprehensive picture of Jesus by analyzing isolated, individual units of tradition-a methodology that already is prejudiced in a skeptical direction and is problematic on other accounts-we should treat the Synoptics as we would any other ancient texts.
When we do this-and when we consistently evaluate them by the standards of their own orally dominant culture rather than by our own highly literate context-we find they give evidence of plausible grounds for affirming their authors’ intent and ability to reliably report on the historical events with which they are concerned. Moreover, when evaluated as orally oriented texts, we find nothing in them that would lead us to conclude that their biases prevented them from accurately communicating on historical matters. Having addressed the foundational issues of the burden of proof, methodology, and textual attestation of the Gospels, and having addressed the three preliminary questions of authorial historical intent, authorial capacity to report history, and authorial bias, we now turn to several more specific questions regarding the actual content of the Gospels.
THE SYNOPTIC TRADITION AND THE JESUS OF HISTORY
COMPLETING A CUMULATIVE CASE FOR THE RELIABILITY OF THE SYNOPTIC PORTRAIT(S) OF JESUS
In the previous chapter we addressed three methodological issues and three preliminary questions related to the evaluation of the reliability of the Gospels. In this final chapter we will apply to the Synoptic Gospels six broad diagnostic questions historians routinely ask of ancient documents in order to assess their historical reliability.1 As before, our focus will be mostly on Mark, since it is widely regarded as the forerunner and primary source of the other two Synoptics. The six questions we will explore vis-à-vis the Synoptics are: (1) Does the document(s) include self-damaging details? (2) Does the document(s) include incidental details and/or casual information characteristic of historical reminiscences? (3) Does the document(s) show evidence of a broad internal consistency? (4) Does the document(s) contain inherently improbable events? (5) Does external literary evidence corroborate the document(s)? And, (6) does external archaeological evidence corroborate the document(s)? Again, the purpose here is to make a general assessment of the nature and historical quality of the Synoptic Jesus tradition in order to ascertain whether the broad contours-the essential portraiture(s)-of Jesus found in this tradition can plausibly be said to be rooted in history. While a variety of smaller-scale matters will be considered along the way, each question is designed to assist the construction of this broader, cumulative-case project.
Inclusion of Self-Damaging Details?
The presence of self-damaging details in a document usually suggests to historians that the author was willing to risk damaging his own cause for the sake of remaining faithful to history.2 Thus, all other things being equal, the presence of such material in a document should increase our confidence in its historical veracity.
In Gospel research this test often has been termed the “criterion of embarrassment.” The reasoning behind the criterion is that early Christians would not have invented material that was counterproductive to their cause-material that put Jesus or themselves in a negative light, made them vulnerable to the criticism of opponents, and so on. To the contrary, one would be inclined to think that over time Christians would have tended to minimize or expunge altogether aspects of the tradition that were problematic. This criterion often has been used as part of an argument to identify authentic individual sayings of Jesus.3 In evaluating how the Gospels fare on the question of the inclusion of self-damaging material, three points are worthy of consideration.
The “Softening” of Troubling Material within the Synoptic Tradition
A convincing case can be made that, in the course of its transmission, the Synoptic tradition tended to “soften” troubling and embarrassing material, as we would expect in any ancient tradition. Consider, for example, the various accounts of Jesus’s baptism by John. This account would have been problematic for early Christians. After all, John’s baptism is explicitly said to be a baptism of repentance, thus a baptism intended for sinners (Mark 1:4; Matt. 3:1—2, 6). Additionally, the very fact that Jesus was baptized by John raises the question of whether John was actually greater than Jesus. Interestingly enough, there is no account of Jesus or anyone else baptizing John. Nevertheless, the Gospel of Mark boldly and tersely records Jesus’s baptism by John, without in any respect softening its problematic implications with any sort of theological apologetic (Mark 1:4—11).
On the assumption of the two-source theory, Matthew and Luke appropriated Mark’s account. Both retain the baptismal account but seem to soften its embarrassing features to some degree. Matthew offers his readers a theological apologetic by explaining that John initially refused to baptize Jesus, wanting instead to be baptized by Jesus. John relented only after Jesus insisted, cryptically adding that it was “proper” for them to “fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:13—17). Luke can be read as going yet a step further, locating the baptism after John’s arrest and never explicitly mentioning who baptized Jesus (Luke 3:19—22). While our focus is on the Synoptics, we might here simply note that John arguably softened the tradition further still. He retains the account of the witness of God from heaven and the descending dove upon Jesus, but does not even mention Jesus’s baptism itself (John 1:29—34).
In light of this, it seems clear that the episode of Jesus’s baptism (and a number of other accounts) underwent a softening in the transmission of the earliest Jesus traditions. At the same time, we have to be careful not to retroject a post-Gutenberg, literate conception onto the Gospels and/or the traditions they express. Given the orally orientated nature of these works and the culture in which they were produced, it is not necessarily the case that, in each instance, Matthew or Luke had a hard copy of Mark’s Gospel in front of them that they consciously modified to soften its embarrassing features. Rather, for any given case, it is just as likely that this softening of the tradition is a result of Matthew or Luke inscribing one of the countless performative variations available within the wider authoritative tradition.
Moreover, given the oral register that likely would have characterized the communicative world of the early church, one must be careful to avoid reading too much into this tendency within the tradition. Given the fixed-yet-flexible nature of oral traditions, it is unlikely anyone in the earliest Christian communities would have found much significance in these modifications since it is highly unlikely that either these orally oriented tradents or their audiences were engaged in close, literary readings and comparisons. When the Gospel of Matthew was being read and heard, for example, no one was consciously comparing it to the different nuances found within the traditions represented by the Gospel of Mark, or Luke, or John. Thus we should be cautious in imagining a consciously contrastive, let alone explicitly polemical, motive behind these alterations. There simply would have been far too many performative variations within the various communities for this sort of critical exercise to be commonplace in the early church.
Nevertheless, as we now compare the Synoptic Gospels, we can plausibly discern the sort of softening that characterizes most traditions, ancient and modern. Given the subjective dimension in how material is selected and recounted, this tendency is almost unavoidable. But for this very reason, it says a lot about an author’s and/or a tradition’s commitment to accuracy when they nevertheless retain potentially self-damaging elements. It therefore becomes difficult to doubt the early church’s tradition about Jesus’s baptism by John, especially as it is found in Mark.
The Prevalence of Self-Damaging Material
Second, for our purposes it is important to note that the embarrassing account of Jesus’s baptism in Mark and, to a lesser extent, in the subsequent Gospels, is by no means an isolated case in the Synoptic tradition. To the contrary, the Synoptics are brimming with “embarrassing” material, which we not only cannot imagine early Christians inventing, but which we might have expected the earliest traditions to drop-were they not so invested in retaining historically rooted information about Jesus.4 For example, among the embarrassing material in Mark’s Gospel, we find that:
On top of all this, we must remember that the Gospel of Mark, and each subsequent Gospel, is centered on the fact that Jesus was crucified by the Romans. It is hard to imagine a more effective way to convince people in a first-century Jewish context that someone is not the Messiah than by telling them that the would-be savior was executed by Israel’s military oppressors! To go further and tell them that this would-be savior died a cursed death on a tree would make the sales pitch all the worse (cf. Deut. 21:22—23). The fact that the Gospel of Thomas has no crucifixion shows us that it was possible to write a “gospel” without mentioning this infamous moment. Thus, the fact that the Synoptic tradition not only continues to mention the crucifixion but also makes it a centerpiece of its message must be taken as evidence that the earliest Christians, including the authors of the Synoptic Gospels, remained willing to acknowledge, remember, and boldly proclaim the single most embarrassing historical fact associated with their fledgling movement. This is the very sort of self-damaging material historians typically look for in assessing the veracity of ancient works, and Mark is literally packed with it.
It is important to note not only that the presence of self-damaging material testifies to the historicity of these individual pericopes within Mark, but also that the sizeable amount of this material found in this Gospel and the broad pattern that it forms leads to a more general conclusion. John Meier draws out the implications of this pattern:
The fact that embarrassing material is found as late as the redaction of the Gospels reminds us that besides a creative thrust there was also a conservative force in the Gospel tradition. Indeed, so conservative was this force that a string of embarrassing events (e.g., baptism by John, betrayal by Judas, denial by Peter, crucifixion by the Romans) called forth agonizing and varied theological reflection, but not, in most cases, convenient amnesia. In this sense, the criterion of embarrassment has an importance for the historian far beyond the individual data it may help to verify.5
The Omission of Relevant Issues
Third, while Mark and the other Gospels (including John) include material one might have expected them to omit, they also omit material one might have expected them to include. If the Gospel authors (and the traditions they drew from and fed back into) were more interested in creating a Jesus who was relevant to their needs than they were in remembering what Jesus actually said and did, we would expect to find many things said by Jesus that are conspicuous by their absence. But neither Mark nor the other canonical Gospels have Jesus addressing many issues we know plagued the earliest Christian communities.
For example, we read in these works nothing about the issue of how “Jewish” Gentiles must become when they join the Jesus movement. Nor do we find anything about how “spiritual gifts” such as glossolalia are to be used, how congregations are to be organized and run, what role women can have within the community, what is appropriate attire for men and women in church, or what attitude disciples should have toward meat offered to idols. Had the early tradents generally been inclined to invent Jesus material relevant to their particular concerns, rather than hold as sacred what in fact he did say, these are precisely the sorts of issues we would have expected the Jesus of the Gospels to address.6 That the Gospel tradition retains an amazing amount of embarrassing material on the one hand, and so often fails to insert material that clearly would have been of benefit on the other, testifies to their generally strong interest in, and commitment to, preserving early Christian memory of the earthly Jesus. Scholars who adopt a skeptical stance toward the Gospels, including most legendary-Jesus theorists, rarely give these considerations their due weight.7
In our estimation, by any fair application of standard historical methodology, the wealth of self-damaging material and the omission of material that would have met practical needs of the church should, at the very least, play a role in shifting the a posteriori burden of proof to those who would treat the Synoptic Jesus tradition-and especially Mark-as generally unreliable.
Inclusion of Incidental Details and/or Casual Information?
A second standard historiographical question used to assess the historical veracity of ancient documents is: “Did [the author] give incidental or casual information, almost certainly not intended to mislead?”8 All other things being equal, the inclusion of nonideologically motivated incidental detail or “local color” in a document tends to bolster a historian’s confidence of an author’s historical intentions and commitment. Especially with respect to texts written within a generation of the events recorded, it may even suggest that the author is an eyewitness-particularly if the author claims as much-or that the author is in touch with eyewitness tradition.
Could Such Details Be Fictional Embellishments?
Of course, it is always possible that what appears to be incidental detail or casual information could in fact be nothing more than a redactional gloss created precisely to give a fictional narrative a realistic feel. For this reason, Meier classifies the criterion of “vividness of detail” as a “secondary” or even “dubious” criterion.9 In our estimation, there may well be more to this criterion than Meier and others have granted, especially as it concerns the Gospel of Mark.10
Decades ago, the widely respected form critic Vincent Taylor made two observations that are pertinent to this issue.11 First, Taylor noted that a number of the details found in Mark give no evidence of being redactional glosses and serve no obvious redactional purpose in Mark’s narrative (e.g., 4:36).12 He thus became convinced that their presence in Mark could best be explained by concluding that these elements were part of the tradition Mark relied upon. Second, Taylor noted that at key points in Mark’s Gospel, moments of high drama where one might expect Mark to embellish his account with details (if that in fact is what he was up to), Mark’s narrative actually tends to lack vivid detail-for example, the choosing of the Twelve (3:13—19), the priestly plot against Jesus (14:1—2), the betrayal of Jesus by Judas (14:10—11). In fact, with his typically terse prose, Mark misses many opportunities to do precisely what skeptics suggest he and other early Christian tradents specialized in-rampant and creative embellishment of the tradition. This is an important point, since historians rightly can become suspicious if they find “excessive detail and elaboration” in an account.13
Taylor’s observations rarely have been given serious consideration in academic circles. First, they were overshadowed by the dominance of certain Bultmannian form-critical assumptions, assumptions that have since been shown to be seriously flawed (see chaps. 6 and 7). Following this, and in reaction to form criticism, Taylor’s perspective was again overshadowed by the dominance of the redactional critical assumption that, since the Gospel authors were creative authors in their own right, they were quick to embellish their received traditions with fictional glosses. However, as discussed in the last chapter, many of the redaction-critical assumptions that generated this skepticism have been shown to be anachronistic and/or problematic on other grounds. For this reason, we contend that it is time to seriously reconsider Taylor’s observations.14
The point here is not that the presence of incidental detail in any given passage necessarily demonstrates the reliability of that particular passage, for clearly it does not.15 The point rather is that when a work such as Mark’s Gospel does at certain points exhibit these features without any clear hint of a redactional motive, this becomes one more indicator that the author may well be presenting traditional material originally derived from an eyewitness perspective.16 Again, this consideration is particularly relevant for relatively recent traditions-within one generation or so of the original events-as is the case with the Gospels. In arguing this we are simply trying to treat the Gospels the way historians generally treat ancient documents. Except in cases where one is dealing with a hoax or a fictional genre, the general assumption is that the inclusion of realistic detail in a relatively recent historical narrative signals an author’s and/or a tradition’s intention to transmit factual data.17
In this light, it seems fair to say that when we are dealing with recent works that appear to be concerned with conveying actual historical events, and when these works include nonideologically motivated incidental detail and seemingly casually recounted information, the burden of proof should lie on any scholar who wants to reject these elements merely as fictional. To dismiss such detail with a wave of the redactional hand is to treat the Gospels more skeptically than historians generally treat other ancient documents.
Detail in the Gospels
As a matter of fact, the Synoptics, as well as John, do contain some detail and casual information (e.g., Mark 4:36). Moreover, some of this detail has been independently confirmed to reflect the situation of first-century Palestine.18 Not infrequently, scholars outside the field of New Testament studies have appreciated the significance of this more than scholars within the field. For example, Wolfgang Schadewaldt, a respected classical philologist and Homeric scholar who has focused upon issues of authenticity in his own field, writes:
As a philologist, someone who has acquired some knowledge of “literature,” I am particularly concerned here to note that when we read the Synoptic Gospels, we cannot be other than captivated by the experiential vividness with which we are confronted…. I know of no other area of history-writing, biography or poetry where I encounter so great a wealth of material in such a small space.19
Paul Merkley has raised the question of how it is that numerous historians, classical scholars, and others outside the discipline of New Testament studies have so often come to much more optimistic estimations of the Synoptics’ reliability than New Testament specialists. He notes, for example, the vast rift that separated Rudolf Bultmann and Eric Auerbach on the question of the concern for history on the part of the Gospel authors.
What does it mean that Rudolf Bultmann and Eric Auerbach have before them the same texts, and are impelled by the same passion for truth-and that one can announce with scholarly sobriety that the authors under review (the gospel-writers) are utterly without interest in historical detail; and the other, on the same sober tone, that the detail of place, setting, characterization and so on is so massive and so obtrusive that we must concede that we are at the source of all the realistic literature of our civilization?20
With Merkley, it seems to us that this difference largely can be explained as resulting from a bias many New Testament specialists have toward the Gospels. For a variety of reasons, they approach these works with a more skeptical attitude than historians generally approach ancient works.
The Presence of Aramaisms
Since we are concerning ourselves with details within the Synoptics, it is appropriate to note that these works contain a number of Aramaic words and expressions.21 Occasionally, one can also detect signs of an Aramaic substratum behind the Greek. For example, when Jesus says that the Pharisees “strain out a gnat but swallow a camel” (Matt. 23:24), it seems apparent that he was making a play on words in an Aramaic original, since the Aramaic for “gnat” (galma) and “camel” (gamla) are so similar.
This phenomenon has led some to consider the presence of Aramaisms as a positive authenticity criterion. Others, however, have heavily criticized this criterion, arguing that since presumably a good number of early Christians were Palestinian, Aramaic-speaking Jews, the presence of an Aramaism cannot be used to authenticate a saying as originating with Jesus per se. That is to say, any particular Aramaism in the Gospels can be explained as originated from later Christians rather than from Jesus himself. Even Joachim Jeremias, one of the prime champions of this criterion, recognized that the mere presence of an Aramaism could not prove the authenticity of an independent unit of tradition.22
However, if we once again step back from an atomistic analysis of individual pericopes and take a broader perspective of the Synoptics-an approach that is more appropriate to testing large-scale hypotheses about a comprehensive image of Jesus—the Aramaic criterion arguably acquires some significance. The broad pattern of Aramaisms found in the Synoptic tradition becomes part of the cumulative case that helps establish the location of the a posteriori burden of proof. At the very least, the widespread presence of Aramaisms, together with other details that point to a first-century Palestinian environment, testifies to the likelihood of the relatively early origin of these traditions, as well as to the generally conservative nature of the transmission of these traditions.23 While no single saying or episode can definitively be authenticated by this consideration alone, this is the sort of evidence one would expect to find if the tradition did indeed stem from the time of Jesus. Conversely, it is not the sort of evidence one would expect to find if the Synoptic Jesus tradition was significantly indebted to the creative, legend-making imaginations of non-Palestinian and/or non-Aramaic-speaking Christians from the mid-to-late part of the first century.
The Inclusion of Personal Names
Another potential signal of the presence of tradition rooted in eyewitness reporting involves the inclusion of personal names attached to a relatively recent historical tradition within an orally oriented context. Right up to today, as the phenomenon of “urban legends” reveals, “a hallmark of legendariness” is the avoidance of identifying particular named persons as eyewitnesses of the event in question.24 Thus, anonymity (i.e., “it happened to a friend of a friend …”) naturally attaches to fictive legends, while the naming of known people (people who can actually be questioned as to the veracity of the report) tends to signal eyewitness accounts.
There is good evidence that just such signals are indicated by the inclusion of certain names in the Synoptic tradition. In a recent study, Richard Bauckham has provided a detailed and insightful assessment of the presence and use of names in the Synoptic Gospels.25 He documents that, while later extracanonical gospels invent names for characters that are anonymous in the Synoptic tradition, the Synoptic tradition itself works in the opposite direction (assuming, once again, the two-source theory). Among the Synoptic Gospels there is “an unambiguous tendency toward the elimination of names.”26 Indeed, oddly enough, “in no case does a character unnamed in Mark gain a name in Matthew or Luke.”27
Specifically, Matthew and Luke both retain Mark’s use of a name in four cases (Simon of Cyrene, Joseph of Arimathea, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joses). In one case Luke retains a name while Matthew changes it (from Matthew to Levi). In one case Luke retains a name while Matthew drops it (Jarius). And in four cases Matthew and Luke drop the name found in Mark (Bartimaeus, Alexander, Rufus, and Salome).28 Given this tendency toward eliminating names, and given that many of the Gospel characters appear anonymous from the beginning, Bauckham argues that we have good grounds for concluding that “these names in the Gospel narratives belong to the original form of the tradition.”29 Indeed, Bauckham argues that the presence of names in the Synoptic tradition can, in most cases, be best explained by supposing that these characters were specifically remembered because they were eyewitnesses of the traditions to which their names were attached, and continued to testify to these traditions throughout their lifetimes.
For example, Bauckham argues that the naming of Cleopas in Luke 24:18 is best explained by assuming that the information contained in this passage derives from Cleopas. The narrative itself does not require a name, and in fact his companion in the account remains anonymous. Why is this? Given the rarity of this name, Bauckham argues that Cleopas should be identified with the Cleopas whose wife Mary was at the cross (John 19:25). Moreover, according to Hegesippus,30 Cleopas was the brother of Jesus’s father, Joseph. As a relative of Jesus and an eyewitness of the resurrected Jesus, Cleopas would have been a respected tradent in the early Christian communities. This would easily explain why his name was retained in the tradition. Bauckham persuasively outlines a number of similar cases for considering named characters as eyewitness tradents, including the women at the cross and tomb, Simon of Cyrene and his sons, and certain named recipients of Jesus’s healings (Jairus, Bartimaeus, Lazarus).
Bauckham’s thesis also plausibly explains why certain names were dropped from the tradition over time. Once an eyewitness tradent was deceased, or if a living tradent was not known to a particular community, there would be no reason to retain the name in the tradition. Thus, for example, Mark mentions by name not only Simon of Cyrene, but also his two sons, Alexander and Rufus (15:21). Both Matthew and Luke, however, retain Simon’s name but, curiously enough, drop the names of his sons (Matt. 27:32; Luke 23:26). Bauckham argues that, given that Mark does not overly use names, the mere fact that Mark expected his audience to know Simon’s sons does not in and of itself adequately explain the inclusion of their names in the tradition.31 Rather, what explains the inclusion of these names is that “Mark is appealing to Simon’s eyewitness testimony, known in the early Christian movement not from his own firsthand account but from that of his sons.”32 After the sons died, or in communities that were unacquainted with these sons, there would no longer be any purpose for including their names.
If Bauckham is on the right track-and we strongly suspect he is-not only are we afforded a new appreciation of the way in which concrete details in the Synoptic tradition constitute evidence of historical remembrance, but the details themselves may well identify eyewitness tradents who were known to testify to the circulating accounts attached to their names.
The Question of Internal Consistency
A third standard historiographical question used to assess the historical veracity of a document is: “Are there inner contradictions in the document?”33 Generally speaking, one could expect that fabricated or simply mistaken accounts would tend to include more inconsistencies than truthful, accurate accounts. Hence, in the absence of other contravening factors, the internal consistency of a document contributes to a positive estimation of a document’s historical reliability. In the case of the Synoptic Gospels, we can ask this, not only of each Gospel individually, but also of the shared Synoptic tradition represented by the three Gospels together. Thus, in this section we will consider the question of a broad consistency both within and between the Synoptic Gospels.
Do the Synoptic Gospels Contradict One Another?
Everyone acknowledges the obvious fact that the Synoptics (over and against John) have a great deal in common and thus are, in broad strokes, consistent with one another. But this very commonality highlights their notable differences-differences that include what many scholars describe as sheer contradictions. For example, Kümmel has argued that
the Gospels differ from one another sharply in both form and content. The infancy stories in Mt and Luke contradict each other in essential features…. The genealogy of Mt (1:1 ff) and that of Luke (3:23 ff) are wholly different, and the two are irreconcilable. Nor do the resurrection stories represent a unified tradition…. And of the material concerning the public activity of Jesus … there are differences at every step.34
No contemporary New Testament scholar is more adept at sniffing out supposed contradictions within and between the canonical Gospels than legendary-Jesus theorist Robert Price. For example, while many scholars have held that the genealogies in Matthew and Luke are irreconcilable, Price goes further and argues that they both contradict Mark and are, in all probability, both inauthentic. Interpreting Mark 12:35—37 to be an apologetic for Jesus not being a descendant of David, Price writes:
It is just impossible to reconcile the two tables, though the desperate have tried…. No doubt neither genealogy is genuine. If it were only that they contradict each other, one of them might still be authentic, but the point is that both alike are rendered spurious by the witness of Mark 12:35—37…. If Jesus were known to have been descended from David, would anyone have wasted time trying to show it was alright for him not to be?35
A list of some of the better-known issues within the Gospels that have elicited charges of internal inconsistency or comparative contradiction would include the following:
Taking a Broad Approach
One way of responding to this charge is to attempt to show that specific instances of alleged contradictions within and between the Gospels are in fact only apparent. This has been the customary approach of Christian apologists throughout history. As important as it is to engage specific texts in this respect, given space considerations and our overall objectives for this book, this is not the approach we will take here. Since our present concern is with the general reliability of the Synoptics and, more specifically, with assessing where the a posteriori burden of proof might lie vis-à-vis our stance toward these three works, our approach will be broader and thus more modest. However, our proposal offers a number of broad considerations that can serve to add weight to the more common small-scale arguments in defense of the internal consistency of the Gospels.
In brief, our argument will be that once a standard historiographical approach to the Synoptic Gospels is adopted, once they are granted a reasonably sympathetic interpretation when possible, and once we thoroughly locate these works in the orally oriented environment from which they arose, the level of consistency and (at least apparent) inconsistency we find within and between them is at least on a par with what one finds in other works whose general reliability historians are willing to grant. In other words, even if one grants that some of the apparent inconsistencies within and between the Gospels are currently irresolvable, this, alone, does not undercut the clear signs of their generally reliable nature.
On the Legitimacy of Harmonization
To begin, we must note that most of the specific problems within and between the Gospels that many contemporary scholars find to be so decisive in undermining their credibility as historical works have been considered since the second century and discussed throughout church history.36 However plausible or implausible we may judge various attempted solutions to these problems, thinkers within the Christian tradition have always felt the need to respond to these difficulties by offering ways in which they can be resolved.37 What has changed in modern times is not that we have discovered new contradictions within and between the Gospels. Rather, what has changed is that most critical scholars, especially those who constitute the left-most wing of New Testament scholarship, now reject the legitimacy of even trying to harmonize these ostensive conflicts.
This much has been more or less true since the beginning of the quest for the historical Jesus. Hermann Reimarus, generally regarded as the “father” of the quest, boldly asserted that “the four evangelists cannot possibly be harmonized. Their contradictory accounts betray that the Gospels are not based on facts.”38 Prior to Reimarus multitudes of very intelligent people looking at the very same data had come to the opposite conclusion. What accounts for this difference? Henk De Jonge perceptively addresses this question when he writes:
From the structure of Reimarus’ argumentation it is clear that the discrepancies among the Gospels did not themselves lead him to his radically skeptical view of the Gospels as historical sources. Rather it was the other way around: it was his and others’a priori scepticism [sic] about the trustworthiness of the Gospels … that made the well-known discrepancies suddenly seem irreconcilable.39
De Jonge goes on to trace out the source of this skepticism:
Why did Reimarus assume a priori that the Gospels were untrustworthy and could not provide the basis for a reliable harmonistic reconstruction of Jesus’ life and teaching? The reason is that Reimarus was a deist…. Now that Reimarus no longer wanted them to be reconcilable, they were irreconcilable.40
In other words, the skeptical conclusions announced by Reimarus primarily were rooted in naturalistic religious and philosophical assumptions he brought to his investigations, not in evidence he found as a result of his investigations. And so it has continued in certain circles of New Testament research to the present. Ways of reconciling conflicts within and between the three Synoptic Gospels have become implausible, not because they are inherently so, but because the naturalistic worldview that has been enshrined in the historical-critical method, and the a priori skeptical stance toward the Gospels it inspires, makes these conflicts seem irresolvable.
This is not to suggest that skeptical scholars have not at times had good reason for rejecting particular attempts to harmonize Synoptic accounts. It must be granted that, usually in an effort to defend a certain fundamentalist understanding of “inspiration” or “inerrancy,” some well-intentioned people have occasionally offered harmonizations that are decidedly implausible. The now-classic example of this is Harold Lindsell’s desperate suggestion that the differences between the Gospel accounts of Peter’s denial of Jesus could be harmonized by positing six different denials!41 Only those invested in preserving a doctrine of inerrancy that is indebted to a modernist, literary paradigm in tandem with a rigidly literalistic, genre-insensitive hermeneutic would be driven to such mental gymnastics. But there is no reason to assume at the outset that all proposed harmonizations must be as obviously theologically motivated or as clearly implausible as Lindsell’s. Such a generalization would be as unwarranted in New Testament studies as it would be in other areas of historiography.
For example, those who attempt to argue that the Holocaust never took place have sometimes proposed preposterous harmonizations of discordant data to make their case. Yet, World War II historians do not reject the method of harmonization as a reaction to this abuse of the method, for they understand what some New Testament scholars apparently need to bereminded of: that harmonization, properly understood, is absolutely necessary for responsible, critical historiography. The reason is that rarely do we find multiple witness reports to the same event that do not contain at least some apparent contradictions.42 Hence, the standard historiographical assumption, one that should be applied to the study of the Synoptics, is that apparently conflicting historical data deserves to be read as sympathetically as possible-including responsible attempts to harmonize the data-before being dismissed as irresolvable and thus unhistorical.
On the Need for Harmonization
Apparent contradictions are so common when multiple witnesses report on the same event that journalists, investigators, and historians customarily grow suspect that witnesses are not truly independent if there are no apparent discrepancies between their accounts. From the discrepant reports on Alexander the Great by Arrian and Plutarch, to the differing accounts of Hannibal crossing the Alps by Livy and Polybius, to differing accounts of Kennedy’s assassination, up to this week’s news magazines, discrepancies of one type or another are the norm-which means attempts at harmonization must be the rule as we try to discern “what actually happened.”
Several contemporary illustrations may be helpful. First, in the course of arguing for the importance of applying a careful method of harmonization within New Testament studies, J. P. Holding analyzes three separate news stories as reported in Time and Newsweek magazines.43 He quickly identified apparent contradictions-not unlike the type of things skeptical scholars identify as irreconcilable in the Gospels.44 Now, no reasonable contemporary reader who was made aware of these discrepancies would, on this count alone, conclude that either Time or Newsweek (or both) was hopelessly unreliable or fictional in nature. They would-and should-instead consider harmonizing strategies before dismissing the reports. And such strategies are readily available. We could consider the perspectival limitations of the sources and reporters, the differing standards of linguistic precision, the differing assumptions about the social context and knowledge of the intended audiences, and any number of other factors that could easily make reports of the same event appear to us as contradictory at points.
Holding carried out the same exercise with even more stunning results on four separate twentieth-century biographies of Abraham Lincoln. None of these biographies had been unduly criticized by experts as being unreliable, yet by engaging in an unsympathetic reading and comparison of these works-similar to the way many skeptical New Testament scholars read and compare the Synoptics-Holding was able to disclose significant “irreconcilable contradictions” between them. In reality, most of the “contradictions” were only apparent, but they could be shown to be such only by engaging in a bit of sympathetic harmonization of the accounts. Examples like this demonstrate that a hypercritical historical methodology is just as damaging to good “critical” historiography as is a naively uncritical approach.
A particularly fascinating illustration of the need to explore creative harmonization possibilities before concluding for irreconcilable differences comes from historians Barbara Allen and William Montell. In their book on methodology for conducting local historical research, Allen and Montell investigated two different accounts of the 1881 lynching of two young men-Frank and Jack McDonald (“the McDonald boys”)-in Menominee, Michigan. One account claimed that the boys were hung from a railroad crossing, while the other claimed they were strung up on a pine tree. The accounts seemed hopelessly contradictory until Allen and Montell discovered old photographs that showed the bodies hanging at different times from both places. As macabre as it is, the McDonald boys apparently had first been hung from a railroad crossing, then taken down, dragged to a pine tree, and hoisted up again.45 Sometimes reality is stranger-and more gruesome-than fiction.
This particular episode is all the more interesting because it bears a certain resemblance to the apparently conflicting accounts of Judas’s death. Matthew tells us Judas hung himself (Matt. 27:5), while Luke states he “fell headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out” (Acts 1:18 NIV). Skeptics have consistently belittled the harmonizing proposal that perhaps Judas hung himself from a tree, and either the limb or the rope he hung from broke, causing him to fall. Yet such a proposal seems less far-fetched than what in fact turned out to be true about the double hanging of the McDonalds. Were it not for the discovered photographs, historians who treated the differing traditions of the boys’ tragic hanging as skeptically as many New Testament critics treat the Gospels would be insisting that at least one of the accounts must be wrong. In fact, however, both were accurate.
As a final illustration, the necessity of engaging in harmonization attempts was recognized by film writer and director John Cameron while working on the script for his blockbuster movie Titanic. In a documentary interview on the making of his film, Cameron explained that he discovered numerous conflicts in the available eyewitness reports about what happened on the Titanic’s fateful voyage. Some of these reports were given in court under oath, and there was absolutely no reason to doubt their essential veracity. Yet, as is typical of multiple eyewitness accounts, these reports contained a variety of apparent contradictions. Despite these conflicts, however, Cameron reported that he found enough in common among the reports to start reconstructing the main lines of what actually happened.46
This is how good, critical history should be done-whether we are talking about the sinking of the Titanic, the life of Alexander the Great, the hanging of the McDonald boys, or the life of Jesus Christ. In virtually all cases of independent reports of a single event, we should expect to find some apparent conflicts. This highlights the important notion of “the double-edged role of similarity” in historical accounts.47 According to historian Marc Bloch, this is the idea that, particularly with respect to historical documents, there is “the similarity [i.e., internal consistency] which vindicates and that which discredits.”48 The type of similarity/consistency that “discredits” is, of course, that which is so similar that one cannot avoid the conclusion one is dealing with “intentional imitation and even forgery.”49At the very least, accounts that have no significant differences or apparent contradictions naturally raise the suspicion that they are not independent of one another. When sympathetically considered, apparently conflictive independent accounts of the same event-accounts that naturally inscribe and reflect the unavoidable differences of human perception, perspective, precision, description, and so on-often can legitimately and appropriately be harmonized in order to construct the essence of what actually happened. From our perspective, it seems about as unreasonable to reject the general reliability of the Synoptic Gospels on the grounds that they apparently contradict one another at certain points as it would be to reject the essential reliability of the apparently contradictory reports of the Titanic, Alexander the Great, Hannibal, the MacDonald boys, or countless other examples of generally acknowledged historical events that could be given.
The bottom line, as Gilbert Garraghan explains in his Guide to Historical Method, is that “almost any critical history that discusses the evidence for important statements will furnish examples of discrepant or contradictory accounts and the attempts which are made to reconcile them.”50 As Allen and Montell note:
Rarely is one single informant able to recount all details surrounding a specific event of years ago. But when enough people are interviewed, trends develop, patterns unfold, and truth emerges….. Divergent accounts are not necessarily in disagreement with each other, although they may sometimes seem to be, on the surface.
Each divergent account, they add, “represents truth as known by its narrator. A close analysis of each text will often demonstrate that it represents that portion of the story with which the narrator could naturally identify through personal or ancestral association.”51
“Harmonization” Strategies of the Skeptical Mind
Interestingly enough, even those skeptical scholars who claim to reject a harmonizing method cannot, in fact, escape it. Often they engage in extraordinary attempts to harmonize conflicting data. For example, in one currently fashionable image of Jesus—that of a radically hellenized Cynic philosopher with little that is religiously Jewish about him-the evidence for the thoroughly “Jewish” nature of first-century Palestinian Judaism must be explained away (harmonized, if you will) to comport with the thesis of a largely non-Jewish Jesus. So too, the strained attempts to reconcile the New Testament data with the “radical early Christian diversity thesis,” speculative efforts to redactionally stratify Q and reconstruct the “history” of its community, and attempts to prioritize (both chronologically and ideologically) the Gospel of Thomas over the canonical Gospels all in their own ways incorporate harmonizing strategies.
Indeed, we submit that these attempts to harmonize conflicting data often are as speculative and historically implausible as anything Harold Lindsell or any other fundamentalist ever proposed. John Meier has rightly called to task the “hilarious mental acrobatics” of certain “fundamentalists” with respect to their harmonization efforts.52 However, such intellectual antics are hardly characteristic of “fundamentalists” of a conservative stripe alone. “Fundamentalists” and their “mental acrobatics” can be found at both ends of the ideological spectrum. In both cases, correctives are in order and a renewed commitment to a historically responsible approach to the attempted harmonization of apparently conflictive data within the Gospel tradition is called for.
The Nature of “Consistency” in an Orally Dominant Environment
As in all issues surrounding our understanding of the New Testament, it makes all the difference whether we approach the apparent conflicts within and between the Synoptics with a clear vision of their orally oriented nature or whether we anachronistically approach them from our own post-Gutenberg, literary paradigm. In what follows, we offer six points that flesh out how approaching these texts as born of an orally oriented environment affects our understanding of whether their differing accounts can, and should, legitimately be harmonized.
A PRESUPPOSED ORAL-TRADITIONAL BACKGROUND
To begin, it is important to keep in mind that, like all written texts in rhetorical cultures, the Gospels presuppose a broader, unstated, authoritative oral tradition in all that they present.53 While the “performance”-whether oral or written-is the “enabling event” in orally dominant cultures, the tradition itself is the “enabling referent.”54 Yet, due to the limiting factors of any single performance-whether oral or written-most of what is important is not explicitly stated. Here, metonymy-a “mode of signification wherein the part stands for the whole”-is not an occasional, stylistically driven literary technique, as it is with modern authors.55 Instead, as John Miles Foley observes, it is “the fundamental principle” of efficient and effective communication in a dominantly oral/aural environment.56 This is why, as Rosalind Thomas has argued, we will never accurately interpret ancient documents if we understand them to be anything like autonomous, self-sufficient works.57 Documents with an oral conception/ register almost always “recorded the relevant facts very partially … relying on a background of memory and witnesses.”58
All of this means that if harmonization is appropriate-even necessary-as an aspect of good historical methodology in general, it is all the more so when we are dealing with texts written in orally dominant cultures such as that of the Synoptic Gospels. It means we have to understand that, unlike written accounts produced within a highly literate context, the various episodes recorded in the Gospels very likely were intentionally written and consciously received as what we would consider fragmentary in nature-as composed of “parts” of the Jesus tradition that were intended to signal the “wholes” that stood behind them. They were designed primarily to call to memory through narrative allusion and traditional referentiality a much broader, shared oral history, anchored by the testimony of trusted witnesses. While texts characterized by a literate conception are meant primarily to “convey information,” texts such as the Gospels driven by an oral conception are intended to “activate” the shared, orally transmitted knowledge of the community-knowledge that was profoundly constitutive of the community’s very identity.59
These observations reveal that the basic assumption that fuels responsible harmonization attempts-the awareness that texts that offer apparently conflicting data may represent partial, fragmentary, allusive retellings of a richer, denser, well-known account-is precisely what is intentionally at work in orally oriented texts like the Synoptic Gospels. If ever we should be willing to entertain responsible attempts to harmonize conflicting data, therefore, it is with orally oriented texts such as these. And in this light we have no choice but to conclude that the refusal of skeptical scholars to take seriously responsible attempts at harmonization of apparently discordant Synoptic accounts constitutes a dogmatic stance that is fundamentally opposed to the orally oriented nature of the Synoptic texts. It demonstrates, once again, how fundamentally rooted in a literary paradigm contemporary New Testament scholarship tends to be. It demonstrates, in this case, that skeptical scholars can easily retroject their modern, literate-dominant assumptions about autonomous texts with a literary register onto an alien textual world, a world where harmonistic hearing/reading strategies would have been assumed on the part of all involved, authors and hearers/readers alike.
These observations of course do not necessarily imply that if we had access to the broader oral tradition of the early Christians all apparent conflicts would instantly be resolved. It is entirely possible that various traditions modified their contents in ways that at points flatly contradict other traditions, even by ancient standards. But it does imply that modern scholars should not assume that what appears to us to be a contradiction could not be responsibly reconciled if we had access to the broader tradition the written Gospels emerged from and always-already assume. And, therefore, it implies that we should not belittle plausible proposals as to how apparent conflicts might be harmonized by appealing to the broader, presupposed oral tradition shared by the Gospels’ original audience(s). To the contrary, it suggests that responsible critical scholarship attempting to understand the Synoptics must consider imaginative explorations of this broader traditional background to be central to its task.
ON “REMEMBERING THINGS” IN ORALLY ORIENTED CONTEXTS
A second aspect of orally oriented written texts that pertains to the issue of harmonization is that, in such texts-as in the oral traditions from which they emerge and into which they feed-the focus of memory is generally on things, not words (i.e., on illocutions, not locutions). As Tony Lentz has demonstrated in relation to the orality-literacy dynamic of ancient Greece, remembering the subject matter conveyed by words was extremely important for ancients; retaining the exact words a tradent used to convey the subject matter generally was not.60
Among other things, this suggests that scholars who strive to recover Jesus’s ipsissima verba instead of his ipsissima vox are, in most cases, pursuing the wrong quarry. While we can expect to find the essential voice of Jesus in the early church’s tradition, we cannot, apart from certain cases (e.g., mnemonically driven aphorisms, sayings anchored in sacred ritualistic settings, etc.), suppose early Christians would have been invested in preserving the exact words of Jesus. It also suggests that we are missing the mark if we suppose there to be any genuine conflict between the sometimes remarkably (from our perspective) different ways the Gospels record Jesus’s teachings or the events of his life.
For example, while modern, highly literate people might find a discrepancy between the way the Gospel authors recite the words spoken by God at Jesus’s baptism (Matt. 3:17 // Luke 3:22 // Mark 1:11), it is unlikely any ancient person would have so much as noticed this difference-or wondered about it if they did. So too, modern, highly literate folk might find a “contradiction” between one Gospel author’s recording of Jesus telling his disciples to wear sandals (Mark 6:9), while the others have him forbidding them (Matt. 10:10; Luke 10:4). But it is very unlikely any ancient person would have been concerned in the least with this. More likely, what would matter to them was the fundamental point of the passage-the essential content-not the particular way it was expressed.61
SCHEMATIC WHOLES OVER DISCRETE FACTS
Closely related to the focus on things over words within orally dominant cultures is the fact that such cultures tend to trade in the composition, preservation, and consumption of schematic wholes, as opposed to autonomous, discrete details.62 A schematic approach is not less historical than one centered on discrete, isolated facts. Each approach has its strengths and weaknesses, historiographically speaking. But the Gospels’ orientation toward schematic wholes as opposed to discrete, isolated facts has led some New Testament scholars to perceive conflicts between them that would not have been viewed as such by the original authors and audiences of these works.
This helps explain the “fixed-yet-flexible” dynamic at work within the communicative moments of orally oriented cultures. The general framework of Jesus’s life is relatively fixed, together with the essential data that structures this framework and infuses it with significance. But within this fixed context, certain elements of the expression of known detail is more or less flexible—so long as it expresses the essence of the overall schemata. James Dunn nicely summarizes this dynamic, including the elements of expression that an orally dominant community would have viewed as flexible in nature:
The differences introduced by the Evangelists, whether as oral diversity or as literary editing, are consistently in the character of abbreviation, omission, clarification and explanation, elaboration and extension of motif. The developments often reflect the deeper faith and insight of Easter; that is true. But they do not appear to constitute any radical change in the substance or character or thrust of the story told.63
Once again, the contemporary skeptical approach that sees contradictions and reads intentional polemics into so much of the divergent detail within the Synoptics is shown to be rooted in a literary paradigm that is foreign to the Gospels themselves.
“RELEVANT PRECISION” IN AN ORALLY ORIENTED CONTEXT
Every cultural-linguistic context operates under its own specific and shared conventions of “relevant precision.” Even within a single culture, conventions of relevant precision differ across subcontexts. That is, cultural presuppositions about linguistic precision will vary depending upon whether, for example, one is in the context of a medical diagnosis, a courtroom trial, a sporting event, a weather report, or an episode of family reminiscing. Paul Drew observes that the
effectiveness, accuracy, adequacy, appropriateness and so on of such outcomes as these rely upon a property of language used in these settings-the relevant precision with which some states of affairs are described and reported. In all forms of interaction and in whatever contexts, a certain appropriate or relevant degree of precision is required in how people describe what they did, felt, heard, experienced, observed, can see in front of them, and the like.64
Thus, relevant precision refers to “the selection of the type, or the degree of specificity, of a description that is relevant and appropriate in the circumstances in which it is produced.”65
To take an example from our contemporary Western culture, modern meteorological linguistic convention makes use of the terms “sunrise” and “sunset” to designate the times of the day, in any given locale, when the rotation of the earth either allows or blocks the sun’s illuminating rays. In terms of technical, literal precision, the two terms are profoundly problematic. For several centuries now, we have known that the sun itself does not “rise” or “set,” but rather the earth itself rotates. And yet, despite the heliocentric convictions of modern meteorological science, every newspaper and weather forecaster continues to use these terms without hesitation. They “do the job,” despite the fact that they represent a loose-even factually inaccurate, taken literally-use of linguistic precision. The “relevant precision” required for the reporting of the quite specific and factual data of when the earth’s rotation will allow or block the sun’s rays permits this flexible use of language. And anyone who would feel the need to alert the local newspapers or television stations to inform them that they are several hundred years out of date with respect to their theories of astronomy would not be met with appreciation for their powers of conceptual precision. Rather, they would either be dismissed as a prankster, or, perhaps, considered a foreigner from an alien sociolinguistic context.
As Drew notes, to apply culturally foreign standards of precision and exactness in a given context would rightly be considered “inappropriate, disruptive, even pathological.”66 For purposes of communicative efficiency, the tendency within human interactions is to assume that “only as much detail or precision as is relevant need be provided.” And, of course, the all-important quality of relevance here is both culturally (broadly) and situationally (narrowly) specific. Among other things, relevance is gauged by the cultural context of the interaction, the specific intentions of the interlocutors, and the implicit semantic contracts at work within that cultural-linguistic system. In any interactional context, efficiency of communication is always balanced by situation-appropriate limits with respect to verbal license.
This general consideration of relevant precision can be applied to our study of the Gospels as we note one common characteristic of interactive communication in an orally dominant setting. As a wide range of studies have shown, communication within an oral conception/register-both in its oral and written modes-tends to operate with much less stringent standards of linguistic precision than does, say, the modern, Western, highly literate academic world.67 Unfortunately, for over two centuries of critical New Testament studies, Western academics have often read and judged the Gospels through the lenses of their culture’s standards of relevant precision. Or as J. P. Holding has aptly put it, all too often the Gospel authors “are signators to a semantic contract that Westerners haven’t even read.”68 Modern skeptics of the Gospels would certainly take offense if someone from another time and place belittled them for holding to a pre-Copernican universe based upon the ubiquitous use of the terms “sunrise” and “sunset” within our culture-and rightly so. But rarely have they considered that they are doing the same sort of thing to the narratives of the Gospels. Drew reminds us of what skeptics of the Gospels often have forgotten: “Indeed to insist on greater precision [than was intended or necessary for a given interactional context] would be sanctionable, pedantic, or intrusive.”69 The practical fallout from all this is that the significantly different standards of relevant precision between the first-century, largely peasant Mediterranean world and the contemporary Western academic worlds goes a long way toward explaining why skeptical scholars charge the orally oriented Gospels with “error” and “contradiction”-and why so many of these charges are, culturally speaking, unimpressive and inappropriate.
CHRONOLOGICAL REORDERING IN ORAL PERFORMANCES
Yet a fifth way in which orality studies should affect our understanding of alleged contradictions within and between the Synoptics, as well as the enterprise of proposing ways of harmonizing these conflicts, concerns the loose way these works order their material. Scholars in the modern historiographical world are deeply concerned with reconstructing the chronological order of discrete historical facts. But we now know that such a concern is largely foreign to people in orally dominant cultures.
Saad Sowayan’s insightful study of Arabic historical narrative in the oral mode is instructive at this point. Sowayan demonstrates that these narratives are designed as suwalif-meaning, literally, “to have happened in the past.” In sharp contrast to the widespread assumption of Western scholars that oral traditions tend to lack genuine historical interest, Sowayan shows that the traditional narratives he studied were centered on “historical events and biographical or social circumstances connected with the immediate, or remote, past.”70 Yet, he also demonstrates that the order in which events are presented in any given oral performance has more to do with the “process of remembering” on the part of the performer than it does with the order in which events actually took place. “As one remembers,” he says, “one narrates…. Once the narrative begins, it can be developed in any of several possible directions, depending upon the performance context.”71
Sowayan fleshes out the nature of these historically oriented oral recitations:
The linear string of [a performed narrative’s] episodes and the establishment of connections between events is complex and trying. The task is made more difficult by the fact that various events are intertwined like a grid, forming a complex network of episodes interconnected in a crisscross fashion. Actually, a long narrative is a cluster of smaller narratives which are imbedded and interlinked with each other. The swarming of the various narratives to the narrator’s mind as he starts, and the disentanglement of the various episodes as they come in the way of one another and crowd in his breast … can be likened to the flocking of thirsty camels to the drinking-trough…. At times, stories come in the way of one another and the narrator may find himself compelled to suspend an ongoing story in the middle to tell a different one…. This is because narratives are plentiful and interconnected.72
Numerous orality studies have found a similar pattern.73 Unless they are familiar with it, this sort of nonlinear, creative flexibility in how material is presented may strike scholars who operate within the assumptions and precision standards of a literate conception as necessarily involving historical inaccuracies and contradictions. What this phenomenon signals, however, is just how different the assumptions, criteria, and precision standards of an oral conception-as opposed to a modern, highly literate conception-can be with respect to the accurate recording of history.
We have every reason to believe that this sort of oral conception would have characterized the approach to history of the tradents of the Synoptic Jesus tradition. While the Gospels are written texts, their treatment of chronology more or less reflects this sort of oral sensibility. The authors freely rearrange events and sayings. At times they appear to collate and/or divide up events. Sometimes this technique seems to be driven by topical concerns. But, for all we know, at other times they may do so simply because this is how the material came to mind as they were composing their works. In any event, by the standards of orally dominant cultures, the fact that events and sayings are ordered in markedly different ways in each Gospel does not constitute a “contradiction,” and does not, in any relevant sense, compromise the genuineness of the historical interest or capabilities of the Synoptic authors.
To illustrate, modern, literate-minded scholars who operate with the truism that “without chronology there is no history”74may be inclined to see a contradiction between Matthew and Mark’s differing accounts of the cursing of the fig tree, since, as we noted earlier, the former collapses a two-day fig tree scenario into a one-day affair (Mark 11:12—14, 20–25 vs. Matt. 21:18—22). Some may even be inclined to conclude that one or both of these works are not historical, since we cannot reconstruct the “actual” chronology of events. Others may be inclined to go further yet and read polemical motives into Matthew’s alteration of Mark. Conversely, some conservative Christian apologists, working with the very same modern (and thus anachronistic) historical and literary assumptions as their skeptical interlocutors, may be inclined to propose highly implausible ways of harmonizing the accounts in order to demonstrate that these Gospels can meet the requisite precision standards of our contemporary academic context.
If we keep in mind that both these works were written with an oral conception, however, none of this is necessary or warranted. The two different reports are “harmonized” simply by understanding the nature of oral recitation and accepting that they were written to be heard against a much broader, richer, authoritative oral-traditional context. Most likely, we have here an instance of chronological compression, a phenomenon quite common within orally dominant contexts (i.e., the well-known practice of “telescoping”). And all of this is rendered intelligible—quite apart from intricate and anachronistic redactional theorizing—by reading the Gospels in light of the patterns and practices of historical remembrance common to orally oriented cultures. We may guess at why these alterations were made. But, for all we know, the explanation goes no deeper than that this is how the material presented itself to the tradent’s mind at the time of writing. Be that as it may, one thing is clear: we entirely misunderstand the text if we suppose differences like this necessarily constitute “contradictions,” are primarily polemically motivated, or undermine the essential historical veracity of these reports.
JESUS AS AN ITINERANT PREACHER
A sixth and final implication of orality studies for our understanding of apparent conflicts within and between the Gospels centers on the ministry of Jesus himself. Because the modern critical study of the Gospels has been driven by a literary paradigm that has determined both the questions that are asked and the answers that are given, insufficient attention has been paid to the realities and constraints that would have characterized Jesus’s ministry as an itinerant preacher/ prophet within an orally dominant culture.75 Far too few contemporary scholars have considered seriously enough the implications of the fact that Jesus’s ministry would have been characterized by multiple oral performances of the same-or at least very similar-material. Werner Kelber hits the mark when he states,
Reiteration and variation of words and stories must be assumed for Jesus’ own proclamation. Multiple, variable renditions, while observable in tradition, are highly plausible in Jesus’ own oral performance…. What if Jesus himself spoke sayings and stories more than once, at different occasions, and in different versions?76
In light of what we now know about orally dominant contexts, Kelber goes on to answer his own question:
There is every reason to assume … that repeated renditions characterized Jesus’ speech habits. The point is worth stressing because our search for the ipsissimum verbum and the ipsissima structura has imprinted upon our minds the model of singular verbal originality. Oral redundancy bears no resemblance to the idea of duplication inherent in print. The latter takes pride in the uniformity of textual productions modeled on the original, while repetition in oral aesthetics involves variation. Repetitions almost always vary, and hence are rarely literal repetitions. In face-to-face communication, the rhetorical doctrine of efficaciousness prevails over standards of exactitude.77
So too, N. T. Wright notes the “enormous implications … this has for synoptic criticism” when he argues that “within the peasant oral culture of his day, Jesus must have left behind him not one or two isolated traditions, but a veritable mare’s nest of anecdotes, and also of sentences, aphorisms, rhythmic sayings, memorable stories with local variations, [etc.].”78 Among other things, this means that most of the variations of Jesus’s teachings found in the Synoptics-variations that modern, literate-minded scholars tend to explain by appealing to the redactional and/ or polemical motives of the authors-are as easily explained as oral variations performed by Jesus himself. 79 While critics sometimes read very sophisticated redactional motives into the different versions of Jesus’s teaching on the great banquet feast, his parable of the talents, his teachings on the beatitudes, and so on, it is just as likely that Jesus simply gave this teaching in different ways at different times.80
To a priori reject such an explanation for these sorts of parallels and “doublets” in the Synoptic tradition, as many skeptical scholars do, is to “simply have no historical imagination for what an itinerant ministry, within a peasant culture, would look like.”81 Certainly it is possible that in any given case the “doublet” phenomenon in the Gospels is due to the artistic device of iterata (repetition).82 But it is also very possible that any particular “doublet” or parallel simply is a result of the fact that itinerant oral performers like Jesus of necessity repeated themselves quite frequently, and did so with the “fixed-yet-flexible” style that tends to characterize oral traditional material.
ON ACKNOWLEDGING WHAT WE CANNOT KNOW
One important implication of understanding the Gospels as oral recitations, and therefore as writings with an oral register, is that it forces us to acknowledge that, separated as we are from the immediate community of the early church, much of the background data of oral tradition that was assumed as a referent for the Gospel authors largely has been lost to us. For this reason, even someone as close to the first-century Christians in time and culture as Celsus can find an array of problems in the Gospels. Though he was part of an orally dominant culture himself, Celsus was in most respects as removed as we are from the integrated schemata of oral tradition that was shared by first-century Christians. Like so many contemporary New Testament scholars, Celsus was an unsympathetic outsider evaluating a religion primarily on the basis of its written texts, without the benefit of the rich oral tradition and shared communal knowledge that would have provided the illuminating context to the often apparently conflictive data in the texts. And so, not surprisingly, Celsus’s evaluation was mostly negative-as is the evaluation of many contemporary scholars for precisely the same reason.
So it will necessarily be for any unsympathetic reader who refuses to imaginatively explore the possible contours of the often-opaque oral world of the first-century Christians and their traditions about Jesus. It is frustrating for some to have to admit that this oral world is now largely lost to us and that we are forced to imaginatively speculate about it to make sense of the texts before us. But to imagine instead that because we possess the texts we do, we possess the data necessary to pass an unsympathetic judgment upon the early Christians’ ability to faithfully record history is, in our opinion, an instance of cultural insensitivity and hubris. Given that, unlike our modern, highly literate context, the early Christian communities would have stored most of their knowledge in the receptacles of memory and oral performance-receptacles that we now have no access to except for the brief written oral recitations that have come down to us—it is, in all probability, not they who were in the historical dark about Jesus, but rather we are.
To conclude this section, it is clear that by literate-minded, modern historiographical standards, the Synoptics can be read as containing many “contradictions” within and between themselves. What we have been arguing, however, is that evaluating them by these standards constitutes an anachronistic misunderstanding of the very texts themselves. Judged by the conventions and constraints of their own orally dominant cultural context, and read sympathetically with an imaginative appreciation for the broad oral tradition they were written to express, the Gospels can be seen as exhibiting the sort of broad internal consistency that suggests that the authors both intended to faithfully record the essential aspects of Jesus’s life and teaching, and that-as far as we can tell-they were quite successful at doing so.
Inclusion of “Inherently Improbable Events”?
A fourth important question typically asked of ancient documents as historians assess their historical reliability is: Does the document report events or make claims that “seem inherently improbable: e.g., contrary to human nature, or in conflict with what we know”?83 This common way of posing the issue should strike us as problematic, however, for it leaves unanswered the question of how we can, with any degree of objectivity, decide what is and is not “plausible” and/or who gets to decide “what we know.”84
With this criterion we come once again to what we suspect is a driving force behind-and a fundamental problem of-the legendary-Jesus theory. However well the Synoptics pass other tests for historical reliability, the events they record are, for many modern academic scholars, simply too implausible to be accepted as historical. This criterion, therefore, trumps the others-though it is arguably the most subjective of the standard criteria used by historians to access historical veracity. Some scholars simply write as if they just “know” that God (if he exists) does not actually become human and no amount of historical evidence can demonstrate otherwise. Such scholars just “know” that babies cannot ever be conceived in virgins, people do not ever rise from the dead, and people with leprosy are never instantaneously healed. Thus, these scholars just “know” that ancient or contemporary texts that say otherwise simply are trading in narrative fictions-all arguments to the contrary notwithstanding.
We have addressed this issue at length in chapter 1. Hence, a few brief points by way of review will suffice for our present response. As we previously argued, this a priori naturalistic stance toward all supernatural claims is a metaphysical assumption, accepted on faith, nothing more. There are no compelling philosophical, logical, or historical arguments that justify one in assuming-let alone require one to take-this stance. Moreover, this assumption has not been shared by most people throughout history and still is not shared by most people today—including those who make up contemporary Western culture. The claim that the naturalistic posture is warranted because “people do not experience miracles today” is weak since (1) this use of the principle of analogy is problematic on a number of counts and (2) many people do, as a matter of fact, report experiences of the supernatural today. The fact that naturalistic scholars uncritically dismiss all these experiences-as they do all reported supernatural experiences of the past-simply testifies to their dogmatic commitment to naturalism.
We also argued previously that this naturalistic posture is arguably ethnocentric and chronocentric, since it is rooted in the assumption that the particular post-Enlightenment, Eurocentric, academic perspective of a rather small tribe of Western scholars is superior to all others. In the name of the privileged perspective of this tribe, these scholars dismiss all claims of the supernatural-and reject as historically reliable all texts that contain these claims. Finally, this viewpoint is then presented as the one truly “critical” and “scholarly” perspective.
While there certainly is a need for the plausibility criterion in assessing the historical veracity of ancient texts (as well as modern reports), we have to be guarded in our use of it since it is the most subjective of the criteria. Even as the authors of a classic textbook on historical methodology present this criteria, they warn that the historian “should temper his skepticism with a bit of humility. The history of science,” they remind us, “is a history of changing ideas about what is possible and what is impossible, and the evidence of an extremely improbable event just might be confirmed by further investigation.”85 This is a good piece of methodological advice for New Testament scholars to consider as well. Certainly, critical historical methodology should prefer “natural” explanations over “supernatural” ones, all other things being equal. But when purely naturalistic explanations seem unable to deal fairly with the evidence at hand, we believe a truly “critical” stance, combined with intellectual and cultural humility, should incline the historical scholar at least to be open to the possibility that something “out of this world,” so to speak, has taken place.
Our own conviction is that if scholars are genuinely open to the possibility that the Gospel portrait of Jesus is possible, an assessment of all available evidence in this light will lead them to the conclusion that the historical veracity of this portrait is not only possible but most plausible. To state it differently, we believe that once the “plausibility” criterion is no longer used as an a priori naturalistic filter imposed upon the data, and once we allow the techniques and standards of historical reporting/precision of the orally oriented ancient world to guide our reflection, the evidence itself offers good reasons to conclude that the a posteriori burden of proof is justly shifted to those who wish to argue that the Synoptic portrait(s) of Jesus is not substantially reliable.
External Corroboration: Literary Evidence
Two final questions customarily asked by historians assessing a document’s historical reliability focus not upon internal characteristics of the document itself, but rather upon external evidence.86 They involve the assessment of external literary evidence on the one hand and archaeological evidence, on the other. Hence, we are interested here in assessing the extent to which ancient literary works and archaeological evidence supports, or undercuts, the general reliability of the Synoptic Gospels.
To address the literary question first, we have already seen (chap. 4) that there is very little by way of ancient literary evidence for or against the reliability of the Synoptic Jesus tradition. This should come as no surprise, however, since the vast majority of all that was written in the ancient world has perished. Not only this, but those who wrote history in the ancient Roman world generally did so under the authority of governing officials and thus typically recorded only items relevant to the administration they worked for. Since the earliest Jesus movement was a small, sectarian group originating in a rather remote region of the Roman Empire, and since new religious movements were not uncommon in the ancient world, we should not expect either Jesus or the movement he birthed to have caught the attention of ancient historians.
Nevertheless, as we also argued in chapter 4, while relevant literary evidence is meager, it is not nonexistent. And the little we do find helps to corroborate some claims made in the Gospels. The following are the pieces of evidence discussed in chapter 4 that we found most plausibly support aspects of the early Jesus tradition.
Though somewhat meager and of varying degrees of value, this external evidence is arguably more plentiful than we might expect and is consistent with, and largely confirmatory of, things we find in the Synoptic Gospels. At the very least, it buttresses, to some extent, the claim that the burden of proof should lie on any who argue against the general reliability of the Synoptics rather than on those who defend its reliability.
External Corroboration: Archaeological Evidence
Finally, historians typically inquire into the extent to which the material remains of the culture in question supports or challenges the reliability of an ancient text. There has been a significant amount of data arising from archaeological research in ancient Palestine over the last several decades that potentially has implications for our assessment of the Gospels. In fact, Sean Freyne has gone as far as to say that “due largely to developments in the discipline [of archaeology], we are now in a position to write Renan’s ‘fifth gospel’in ways and in details that he could never have imagined.”87
Of course, since archaeological artifacts are no more self-interpreting than ancient texts, and since religious and philosophical presuppositions play such a decisive role in New Testament studies, one should not be too surprised to discover that there is a remarkably wide range of opinions, not only about how various archaeological data should be interpreted, but even about how this data should or should not be integrated with the textual evidence for the early Jesus movement.88 Because of space limitations, we cannot even begin to enter into the details of this complex discussion. What it means, however, is that we must be hesitant to place too much weight on any particular find, whether this be to argue for or against the reliability of the Synoptic tradition. In what follows we will simply mention eight examples and/or categories of archaeological data we believe to one degree or another supports a positive assessment of the reliability of the Synoptic tradition.
1. In our estimation, among the most significant archaeological findings in recent years are those that have established just how “Torah true” first-century Palestine was, despite (and perhaps partly because of) the spread of Hellenism.89 As discussed in chapter 2, we have found that coins minted by Herod in first-century Galilee avoid human representations, suggesting the population remained sensitive to traditional Jewish interpretations of the second commandment. The material used for ceramic wares conforms to Levitical laws. We find ritual bathing pools throughout the region.90 There is a conspicuous absence of pork bones in the area at this time. And burial sites in Palestine reflect distinctive Jewish practices (i.e., the presence of ossuaries).
In our estimation, discoveries such as these are significant not only because they help to confirm aspects of the Synoptic portrait of first-century Palestine, but even more so because they serve as strong evidence against the claim made by many legendary-Jesus theorists, that first-century Palestinian Jews were religiously hellenized to the point that they could have easily and naturally generated and/ or accepted a legend about a miracle-working divine man.
2. Recent excavations of Bethsaida confirm that the Gospel depiction of this city as a fishing village existing on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee is accurate.91 Also, a jar with a cross was discovered in 1994 and dates sometime before 67, plausibly providing a mid-first-century testimony to the newly born Jesus movement, which was, interestingly enough, centered on a crucified Messiah.92
3. In 1986, a sunken fishing boat that dates from the first century was found in the Sea of Galilee. Galilean archaeologist Jonathan Reed has noted that the boat, measuring 8.2 by 2.3 meters, “could certainly hold thirteen people,” the number of people necessary for Jesus and his twelve disciples to cross the Sea as mentioned a number of times in the Gospels.93 Not only this, but the boat’s rather shallow draft (1.2 meters) comports well with Mark’s report that, in the midst of a storm, the boat began to founder as it filled with water (Mark 4:37).94 The boat thus provides some confirmation of the historical plausibility of two aspects of the Jesus tradition.
4. In 1962, a Latin inscription of the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate was discovered at Caesarea Maritima, confirming that this man reigned in the position ascribed to him by the Synoptics.95
5. The entombed remains of a first-century crucified man in Palestine were discovered in 1968. The find confirms aspects of the biblical account of Jesus’s crucifixion and refutes the argument-yet espoused by Crossan-that we cannot expect a Jewish victim of crucifixion to have been granted a proper burial in a private tomb, as the Gospels claim of Jesus (Mark 15:42—47).96
6. In 1990, an ossuary was discovered in a burial cave south of Jerusalem’s Old City. The limestone ossuary was uncharacteristically ornate, signaling ownership by a wealthy family. Etched rather crudely into its side in Aramaic is the name “Caiaphas.” While there is obviously room for debate here, a number of leading scholars have concluded that the ossuary most likely once contained the bones of the high priest who, according to the Gospels, presided over the Jewish trial of Jesus.97
7. In Capernaum, a simple first-century house was discovered beneath a fourth-century house-church that was itself buried beneath a fifth-century octagonal church structure. On the walls of one of the rooms of the first-century structure are inscribed a variety of Christian invocations that date from the second century. Clearly, Christians in the early centuries of the church knew there was something significant about this first-century house. A number of reputable scholars, ranging across the conservative-liberal spectrum, argue this is most likely the home of the apostle Peter, the very place Jesus used as a base of operations for his Galilean ministry (Mark 1:29—35; 2:1; Matt. 4:13; 8:14—16).98
8. Some reputable scholars, including James Charlesworth, argue that we have good grounds for accepting that Jesus was crucified on the rock now located inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.99 The site, though rooted deeply in tradition, often has been dismissed because it appeared to lie within the city walls. But, at least to the thinking of some scholars, more recent evidence suggests this site would not have been within the city walls in the 30s of the first century.
Finally, a word about the notorious “James ossuary” is in order. In 2002, an ossuary was discovered with the words, “James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus,” etched on it. Within a short time, the ossuary was being countenanced as “the first archaeological link to Jesus and his family.”100 News of this find burst onto the scene in November of 2002 with an article by the renowned paleographer Andre Lemaire, published in the Biblical Archaeology Review. Lemaire concludes his article by arguing that “it seems very probable that this is the ossuary of the James in the New Testament. If so, this would mean that we have here the first epigraphic mention-from about 63 CE-of Jesus of Nazareth.”101 Lemaire’s article included a copy of an affirmative assessment of the box completed by the Geological Survey of Israel (Ministry of National Infrastructures).102 Following this, a team from the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto examined the ossuary and its inscription and also determined it to be authentic.
However, subsequent inspections have called these original assessments into question. The Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA) has argued that, while there is good evidence that the ossuary itself is authentic, the inscription is a later forgery.103 Indeed, they have charged the antiquities collector who brought the box forth with producing a forgery. The crucial issues dividing experts in the field center on whether the inscription reflects an authentic first-century Aramaic script, and whether the patina-the thin covering on the surface of the etching caused by aging-is authentic or an (initially) impressive forgery.
The fact that experts in the field are divided over their assessments of these issues is intriguing. Understandably, it has led some to suspect that factors other than an objective assessment of evidence may be influencing the players in this debate. Obviously, if the James ossuary is confirmed as authentic, this could have significant religious implications-implications that may be influencing the examiners in one direction or the other.104 What is more, the fact that the James ossuary emerged, not by careful extraction by an archaeologist from an excavation site, but from the often shady world of the antiquities market, leaves a cloud of suspicion hanging over it in the eyes of many professionals. Thus, on two separate counts-religious and professional-the James ossuary finds itself caught in the crossfire of turf wars and human emotion. Unfortunately, such a context is not conducive to a fair and clearheaded assessment of an ancient artifact.105
Of course, even if the ossuary’s inscription is authentic, this does not prove the box held the bones of the brother of Jesus mentioned in the New Testament.106 On the one hand, it is significant that, most likely, a brother of the deceased would be mentioned on an ossuary only if he were relatively well known. Therefore we would have to ask ourselves how probable it is that there was more than one man named James who was the son of a Joseph who had a well-known brother named Jesus during the rather short interval of time in pre-70 Palestine when ossuaries were used. Such considerations lead some scholars, including Lemaire, to conclude that if the inscription of this ossuary is indeed authentic, in all probability it contained the bones of Jesus’s brother.107 Nonetheless, the debate at present continues, and no firm conclusions can be drawn.
We conclude this section by noting that while archaeological evidence is, by its very nature, often ambiguous, and thus while it is hard to ever rise much above the “more or less probable,” it seems to us that archaeological discoveries, especially over the last few decades, have on the whole served to enhance our confidence in the general reliability of the Gospels. Again, while we think it unwise to place much weight on this, the evidence may nevertheless function as part of the cumulative case for the general reliability of the Synoptic tradition. At the very least, it serves to buttress the claim that the burden of proof should lie on anyone who wishes to argue that the general portrait of Jesus offered in the Synoptic Gospels is not historically trustworthy.
Excursus: Geographical/Cultural Blunders in Mark?
In this final section, we will address two additional, broadly related issues that often are raised against the claim of the reliability of the Synoptic Jesus tradition. The first involves the claim that the Synoptic tradition-particularly as it is represented in Mark-contains “numerous geographical errors.”108 The four most commonly cited instances of geographical error in Mark are: (1) In 5:1, Mark pictures the “country of the Gerasenes” as on the coast of the Sea of Galilee; however, Gerasa is over thirty miles southeast of the Sea. That there is a geographical problem at this point in Mark is obvious from the variants in the manuscript tradition that try to smooth it out and from Matthew’s attempt to fix the problem by changing it to “Gadarenes” (8:28), since Gadara-though it is over five miles from the Sea-is at least closer than Gerasa.
(2) In 6:45, Mark claims that Jesus sent his disciples to “the other side” of the Sea of Galilee “toward Bethsaida”-referring presumably to Bethsaida Julias on the northeast side of the lake in what is now the Golan Heights. However, later in 6:53, Mark describes Jesus and the disciples, having weathered a storm, as finally “crossing over” the Sea and landing at “Gennesaret,” which is back on the west side of the lake, several miles southwest of Capernaum. Apparently the author does not know the geography of the lake well enough to know that Bethsaida and Gannesaret are on opposite sides of the north end of the lake.
(3) In 7:31, Mark seems to depict Sidon as south of Tyre, which of course it is not. He then goes on to claim that the Sea of Galilee was in the region of the Decapolis, when actually it is to the northwest of this region.
(4) In 10:1, Mark describe Jesus going from Galilee “to the region of Judea, [and] beyond the Jordan.” The variants in the manuscript tradition point out the problem, and there is a debate as to which represents the original text. A major question is whether the “and” (kai) reflects Mark’s original text. In either case, so the argument goes, there is a geographical blunder. Without the “and,” the text seems to say that Judea is beyond (i.e., east of) the Jordan, which it is not. If the “and” is retained, it seems to say that Jesus went first to Jerusalem and then out “beyond the Jordan” (i.e., into the region of Peraea, east of the Jordan). The expected route, however, would be the reverse: Jews on pilgrimage from Galilee to Jerusalem would often travel east of the Jordan down to Jericho to avoid Samaria. Thus the text should have depicted Jesus as traveling beyond the Jordan on his way to Judea/Jerusalem.
In response, we want to suggest that plausible ways of reading Mark exist for each of these instances that do not involve charging Mark with geographical inaccuracy. In fact, once the anachronistic application to Mark’s account of modern conventions of geographical specificity and reporting method is called into question, the plausibility factor only increases.
Mark 5:1 and the “Gerasenes” Conundrum
Various proposals have been offered to reconcile the manuscript variants connected with this text. Given the two-source theory and strong textual evidence (i.e., early Alexandrian and Western manuscripts), the original text of Mark did read “Gerasenes” (followed by Luke in 8:26; modified by Matthew to “Gadarenes” at 8:28).109 There is no avoiding the fact that the textual variants and the variations between the Gospels themselves point to a complex problem. Neither Gerasa nor Gadara is on the coast of Galilee. Neither provides a setting that would allow a herd of pigs to run into the sea. A third name in the text tradition turns up: “Gergasenes.” While some have conjectured that this variant originated with Origen, others-Robert Gundry, for example-have demonstrated that a plausible case can be made for taking the “Gergasenes” variant as reflective of the original.110 Intriguingly, near the modern town of Khersa (Kursa/Kersi) on the east side of the sea, there is a steep slope that ends less than fifty yards from the sea. Within two miles of this site, cave tombs have been located. It is also interesting that a fifth-century chapel was located here, suggesting that the site held significance for the early church.111 This location would easily fit the topography of the exorcism account found in the Gospels. Several plausible explanations have been proposed to explain how the original site of Khersa could have resulted in the complex manuscript tradition that we find. As Gundry has demonstrated, a case can be made for identifying modern-day Khersa with ancient Gergasa. Identifying Gergasa as the original site is one way of explaining the early presence in the manuscript tradition of this relatively obscure site. As Gundry notes, the accidental dropping of the second “g” sometime in the copying history would produce “Gerasa.”112 The fact that both Gerasa and Gadara were larger and better-known could explain why, as scribal activity continued along in time beyond Palestine, it would have been easy to replace the relatively unknown name with a more familiar one.113 In this scenario, the geographical ignorance lies not with Mark but with later copyists. Given the undeniable variations in the manuscript tradition, this is not merely an ad hoc proposal, but rather one plausible way of interpreting the complex data. It should also be noted that each of the Greek manuscript variants could plausibly be understood as reflecting the attempt of a translator to render an Aramaic original-perhaps KRS or GRS.114
Another possible explanation of the data that both affirms the more common scholarly conclusion that “Gerasa” was the original reading, and yet renders Mark’s original report as historically accurate, begins by noting that the text may well be read as saying “in the territory/vicinity of Gerasa,” and that in verse 20, the former demoniac is reported as proclaiming amidst the Decapolis. As R.T. France and others have noted, it may be that Mark is loosely using the name “Gerasa” to designate the wider region, since it was a leading city of the Decapolis, and the northwest region of the Decapolis can be understood as extending to the shores of the Sea of Galilee.115
Mark 6:45 and the Sea Incident
The textual evidence is strongly in favor of the inclusion of the seemingly troubling phrase “toward Bethsaida,” the problem being that if they were heading to Bethsaida, which is on the east side of the lake, why do they eventually arrive at Gennesaret, on the west side (6:53)?116 In order to alleviate this problem, some have conjectured that there was a second town named Bethsaida on the west side of the lake. But there is no real evidence for this, and it is difficult to believe the author would have simply written of “Bethsaida” if there were two different towns on the lake that would need to be differentiated. Another response, however, both fits the real-life context of the narrative, and would also alleviate the charge of geographical confusion. In the narrative, between the statement of the intended destination of Bethsaida in 6:45 and the statement of the actual destination of Gennesaret in 6:53, the disciples encounter a storm during their boat voyage. In fact the episode is told for this very reason-a strong storm arises and Jesus meets them, walking on the water, to calm their fears. A number of commentators have pointed out that if the storm was accompanied by a strong east wind, it could well be the case that a small boat that started out for Bethsaida on the east side would have ended up in Genessaret on the west side.117 Some scholars have objected that, since the episode ends with the wind dying down, there is no reason they would have not continued on to Bethsaida.118 However, we would suggest that this objection, while logically possible, hardly enters into the actual experience of a group of traumatized, water-logged men on a small boat who just narrowly escaped being drowned. Perhaps stepping onto firm terrain and drying out were more pressing priorities at that moment than turning the boat back into the sea! Once the possibility of a Peter-John Mark connection is entertained, there is no problem imagining that this particular event would have made quite an impression on Peter, would have come out in numerous oral retellings (even down to the details of where they were headed and where, after the storm, they actually landed), and eventually recorded in Mark’s gospel. This is, in fact, the very type of memorable personal experience that would have lent itself to inclusion in Petrine oral tradition.
Mark 7:31 and Jesus’s Journey from Tyre
As Joel Marcus notes, “If Mark’s wording is meant to describe a direct journey, it implies that Sidon and the Decapolis are on a line from Tyre to the Sea of Galilee”-which of course they are not.119 But that is one fairly significant “if “! Instead of assuming that is Mark’s intent and charging him with geographical error, why not give the author the benefit of the doubt and consider the possibility that he was not trying to describe the most time-efficient way of getting from Tyre to the Sea of Galilee? A host of scholars have shown how historically unimaginative this skeptical conclusion is, once it is remembered that Jesus is trying to conduct an itinerant preaching mission, not break a land travel-time record. As John Painter notes, “After all, Jesus was engaged in a mission, not attempting to travel as quickly as possible from A to B.”120 In fact, the description would suggest that Jesus was taking a circuitous route through largely gentile areas, eventually bringing him back to the Sea of Galilee. Incidentally, some have argued that this verse shows that Mark pictured the Sea of Galilee as “in the midst of “ the Decapolis, which it is not. However, as Gundry effectively shows, this is both an uncharitable and an unlikely interpretation of Mark. Rather, the “in the midst of “ (ana meson with the genative) attaches to Jesus’s journey, not the Sea of Galilee.121
Mark 10:1 and Jesus’s Journey to Jerusalem
Once again, plausible explanations for this verse are available, explanations which also offer a charitable reading of the text, including the author’s geographical knowledge. It can, of course, be read as Mark not knowing that the regions of Judea and the Transjordan are distinguishable, or that Jesus went through Judea to get to the Transjordan and not the other way around, which it should have been. However, it can also be read (1) as Mark placing Jesus’s final and ultimate destination-Judea, that is, Jerusalem—first for rhetorical emphasis, or (2) as Mark noting that, once he went to Judea, Jesus also made a missional visit beyond the Jordan while in the southern regions. In conclusion, various scholars have provided plausible historical answers to these geographical conundrums, and none of them precludes a Palestinian Jew like John Mark from authoring them, or from possessing an accurate (by ancient standards and conventions) knowledge of Palestinian geography.
Mark 7:3—4 and Ancient Jewish Hand-Washing Customs
A second line of criticism involves the pointing out of ostensive errors on Mark’s part vis-à-vis ancient Jewish customs. A common example of this claim involves the author’s statement that hand washing was a purity rite kept by “Pharisees” and “all Jews” (7:3—4). In fact, according to the Torah, the only class of people who were called to practice hand washing observances were priests (Exod. 30:18—21; 40:30—32; Lev. 22:1—16). And it was not until post-70 Rabbinic Judaism that Jews began a wider practice of hand washing. Thus, Nineham, for example, quickly concludes that “the story as it stands can hardly be historical.”122
In response, several things can be said. While it is true that, as far as the Torah is concerned, the only people who must perform ritual hand washings are priests, there is reason to suggest that by the first-century, the Pharisees-who had as their ideal something like the “priesthood of all believers”-were encouraging all Jews to keep the cultic purity rites of the priests, and that ritual hand washing would have been one of their teachings. Along similar lines, Gundry has made a plausible case for the claim that ritual hand washing may well have been far more widespread in first-century Jewish culture than many have realized.123Furthermore, even apart from these considerations, the conclusion that Mark is flat-out “wrong” on this point simply because he makes the claim for “all Jews” is achieved only as one anachronistically forces upon Mark modern historical/semantic conventions and precision standards quite alien to those operating within the ancient Jewish world. “All Jews” may well be a classic case of Jewish hyperbole, simply making the point that Jews were often known for their hand washing. In fact, the (ca. second-century BCE) Jewish text Epistle of Aristeas (305) makes the very same claim-that “all Jews” followed the custom of hand washing. In any case, there are plausible explanations for Mark’s comment that stop short of accusing him of “error.”
Conclusion: The Synoptic Portrait(s) of Jesus and the a Posteriori Burden of Proof
We close by asking: Is the thrust of the legendary-Jesus thesis-that the general portrait(s) of Jesus provided in the Synoptic Gospels is substantially legendary-the most plausible reading of the historical data? In light of all we have considered in this work, we conclude that the answer must be in the negative.
To summarize our broad cumulative case for the historicity of the essential portrait(s) of Jesus found in the Synoptic Gospels-and against the legendary-Jesus thesis-the general religious environment of first-century Jewish Palestine would not have provided a natural environment for birthing a legend/myth centered around a recent, Torah-trumping, cruciform-messianic God-man. Fundamental countercultural and embarrassing features of the Jesus story provide further evidence against the Synoptic portrait(s) being significantly legendary. The claims that Jesus’s identity was inextricably bound up with that of Yahweh-God and that he should receive worship, the notion of a crucified messiah, the concept of an individual resurrection, the dullness of the disciples, the unsavory crowd Jesus attracted, and a number of other embarrassing aspects of the Jesus tradition are difficult to explain on the assumption that this story is substantially legendary. The fact that this story originated and was accepted while Jesus’s mother, brothers, and original disciples (to say nothing of Jesus’s opponents) were still alive renders the legendary explanation all the more implausible. In our view, it is hard to understand how this story came about in this environment, in such a short span of time, unless it is substantially rooted in history.
Moreover, attempts to argue against the historicity of the Jesus tradition on the basis of the alleged silence of Paul or ancient secular writers have not been forceful. Paul’s letters reveal that Paul and his audiences believed Jesus lived in the recent past and that they knew a good deal about the events of Jesus’s life, as well as his teachings. And while there is little found in ancient secular writings that pertain to the early Christian movement, there is more than we might expect, and what does emerge tends to confirm aspects of the Jesus tradition.
Beyond this, much of what we have learned about oral traditions in orally dominant cultures over the last several decades gives us compelling reasons to accept the earliest traditions about Jesus as having been transmitted in a historically reliable fashion. Considerations from studies on ancient historically oriented traditions support the view that these authors wrote with historical intent and, by ancient standards, historical competency.
Finally, as we have seen in the last two chapters, the Synoptics themselves give us plausible grounds for accepting that the basic portrait(s) of Jesus they communicate is substantially rooted in history. Yes they are “biased,” but no more so than many other ancient or modern historical writers whom we typically trust. They include a wealth of self-damaging detail, as we have noted. They also contain the sorts of non-ideologically driven incidental details and casual information historians typically look for as evidence of historical interest. They are seen to be reasonably consistent once we understand them as texts operating with an oral rather than a literate conception/register, and when assessed within the constraints of the precision standards of ancient orally oriented cultures. The claims they make are not implausible, unless, of course, one rules out the possibility of the supernatural from the beginning. And while there is relatively little literary or archaeological evidence that unambiguously supports the reliability of these works, there is some, which is more than we might reasonably have expected for texts of their date and sociocultural provenance.
Where does all this leave us? We suggest that these lines of evidence, viewed from the standpoint of an “open” historical-critical method, provide reasonable grounds for the conviction that the portrait(s) of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels substantially is rooted in history. At the very least, this probability is greater than the probability of any competing hypothesis, which leads us, at minimum, to the conclusion that the a posteriori burden of proof should be born by those who claim the Synoptic Gospels are unreliable vis-à-vis their essential representations of Jesus.
In this vein, we find ourselves concurring with the recent assessment of James Dunn, when he writes:
If we are unsatisfied with the Jesus of the Synoptic tradition, then we will simply have to lump it; there is no other truly historical or historic Jesus…. [T]he quest has been too long captivated by the will-o-the-wisp of a historical Jesus, an objective artifactual figure buried in the Gospels and waiting to be exhumed and brandished aloft, as different from the Jesus of the Gospels-not fully realizing the less the reconstructed Jesus owed to the Synoptic picture of Jesus, the more it must be expressive of the agendas of the individual questers.124
Our historiographical conclusions, of course, do not yet come close to the surrendered, trusting relationship to the living Christ that lies at the heart of the Christian faith. But no amount of strictly historical reasoning or evidence can take one to that point. At best, historical reasoning can point in a more or less probable direction. To speak now as Christian theologians: the Holy Spirit, personal commitment, and covenant trust must carry one the rest of the way. If this work has, to any extent, helped to clarify the solid historical grounds for this faith response, it has served its purpose.
INTRODUCTION: THE CASE FOR THE LEGENDARY JESUS
1. The term “legend” has various meanings in different contexts. In some academic circles, i.e., certain sectors of folkloristics, the term has come to refer to a transmitted story set in the relatively recent, or at least the historical, past that, though believed to be true by the teller, may or may not be rooted in actual history. On the multiple uses and definitional complexities of the term “legend”—including its relationship to “history”—see L. Degh and A. Vazsonyi, “Legend and Belief,” in Folklore Genre, ed. D. Ben-Amos (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1976), 93–123; R. A. Georges, “The General Concept of Legend: Some Assumptions to Be Reexamined and Reassessed,” in American Folk Legend: A Symposium, ed. W. D. Hand (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 1–19; H. Jason, “Concerning the ‘Historical’ and the ‘Local’ Legends and Their Relatives,” in Toward New Perspectives in Folklore, ed. A. Paredes and R. Bauman (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1972), 134–44; E. Oring, “Legend, Truth, and News,” Southern Folklore 47 (1990): 163–77; T. Shibutani, “Legendary Accounts and Historiography,” in Improvised News: A Sociological Study of Rumor (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1966), 155–61; Y. Zerubavel, “The Historic, the Legendary, and the Incredible: Invented Tradition and Collective Memory in Israel,” in Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity, ed. J. R. Gillis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 105–23. On the very similar category of the “memorate,” see L. Degh and A. Vazsonyi, “The Memorate and the Proto-Memorate,” Journal of American Folklore 87 (1974): 225–39. In this work, we will use “legend” in its more popular sense of a substantially nonhistorical/fictional story. From D. F. Strauss to Rudolf Bultmann to Robert Funk and the Jesus Seminar, the use of the term “legend” in New Testament studies generally appears to function as shorthand for an ostensive historical account that is, in fact, (at least largely) fictional. See D. F. Strauss, The Life of Jesus, 4th ed., trans. M. Evans (New York: Blanchard, 1860), 2; R. Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. J. Marsh (Oxford: Blackwell, 1963), 244–45; R. Funk and the Jesus Seminar, The Acts of Jesus: What Did Jesus Really Do? (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 15–17.
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1: MIRACLES AND METHOD
1. Some scholars are understandably hesitant to discuss the issue of miracles within the categories of “natural” vs. “supernatural.” Two criticisms tend to emerge here. First, these classifications can foster the modernist bifurcation of reality into two artificially constructed realms that are separated by an unbridgeable gulf. Second, with respect to biblical studies, these categories represent an anachronism that would be largely unrecognizable to ancient people. See, e.g., N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 97; J. P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, vol. 2: Mentor, Message, and Miracles (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 524-25n5. However, instead of dropping these common categories, we will use them with three qualifications assumed.
First, while the modernist project tended to construe the realms as self-contained and mutually exclusive, there is no reason to think this is the case. One can speak of a conceptual boundary without imagining an impenetrable barrier. In fact, developments in modern physics offer intriguing prospects for imagining the fluid interaction between these two worlds (e.g., see the discussion of the Divine Action Project below).
Second, once the idea of a hard and fast barrier between the “natural” and “supernatural” worlds is removed from the distinction, one can find common ground between these contemporary notions and similar ideas in the ancient world. As we will discuss below, many ancient peoples were far more savvy about the “miraculous” than we often give them credit for. In any case, it is safe to say that ancient peoples in general were quite aware of the difference between the idea/experience of common, predictable (i.e.,“natural”) regularities on one hand, and the idea/experience of occasional, unpredictable, and extraordinary (i.e., “supernatural”) events on the other.
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2. K. Schmidt, Der Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu (Berlin: Trowitzsch, 1919); M. Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, trans. B. L. Woolf (New York: Scribner’s, 1935); R. Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. J. Marsh (New York: Harper, 1963). For helpful introductions to the rise and nature of form criticism, see E. V. McKnight, What Is Form Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969); W. Baird, History of New Testament Research, vol. 2: From Jonathan Edwards to Rudolf Bultmann (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 269–87.
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8: THE GENRE AND NATURE OF THE CANONICAL GOSPELS
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