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PREFACE

OF ROCKS, HARD PLACES,
AND JESUS FATIGUE

R _Soseps Hollipany

Crouching somewhere between esthetic sound

byte and historical detail is Michelangelo's famous
statement about sculpture. "The job of the sculptor,”
Vasari attributes to i/ Divino, "is to set free the forms
that are  within  the stone." It's a lovely
thought—poetic, in fact. If you accept the theory of
Renaissance Platonism, as Michelangelo embodies it,



youalso have to believe that Moses and David were
encased 1in stone, yearning to be released—as the
soul yearns to be set free from the flesh in the

theology of salvation.

You will, however, be left wondering why such a
theory required human models with strong arms and
firm thighs, and why the finished product bears no
more resemblance to real or imagined historical fig-
ures than a drawing that any one of us could
produce. We may lack Michelangelo's skill and his
deft way with a rasp and chisel, but we can easily
imagine more  probable first millennium BCE
heroes—in  form, stature, skin tone, and body
type—than the Italian beauties he released from their
marble prisons. In fact, the more we know about the
first millennium BCE, the more likely we are to be
right. And alas, Michelangelo didn't know very much
about history at all. And what's more, it made no
difference to his art, his success, or to his reputation.
That is why idealism and imagination are sometimes



at odds with history, or put bluntly, why history acts
as a control on our ability to imagine or idealize
anything, often profoundly wrong things.

If we apply the same logic to the New Testament,
we stumble over what I have once or twice called the
Platonic Fallacy in Jesus research. Like it or not, the
New Testament is still the primary artifact of the lit-
erature that permits us to understand the origins of
Christianity. It's the stone, if not the only stone. If we
possessed only Gnostic and apocryphal sources as
documentary  curiosities and no movement that
preserved them, we would be hard pressed to say
anything other than that at some time in the first and
second century a short-lived and highly incoherent
religious movement fluoresced and faded (many did)
in the night sky of Hellenistic antiquity. The Jesus we
would know from these sources would be an odd
co-mixture of insufferable infant a [la the Infancy
Gospel of Thomas, a hell-robber, like the liberator of
the Gospel of Nicodemus; a mysterious cipher, like the



unnamed hero of the Hymn of the Pearll or an
impenetrable guru, like the Jesus of the gnostic Gospel
of Thomas. Despite the now-yellowed axiom we all
learned as first-year divinity students (of a certain
generation) and later in graduate school (the one
where we are taught that "no picture of early
Christianity is complete without availing ourselves of
all the sources"), I will climb out on a limb to say
that these sources are not so much integral to a
coherent picture of early Christianity as they are
pebbles in orbit around the gravitational center we
call the canon. They are interesting—fascinating
even—in showing us how uniformity of opinion and
belief can wriggle out of a chaos of alternative
visions, but they are not the stone that the most
familiar form of Christianity was made from. That
recognition 1is as 1important as it 1is 1increasingly
irrelevant to modern New Testament discussion.

So, how do we approach the New Testament?
What kind of rock is it? We know (to stay with the



analogy) that it's "metamorphic"—made of bits and
pieces formed under pressure—in the case of the
New Testament, doctrinal and political pressure to
define the difference between majority and minority
views and 1mpressions, once but now unfashionably
called "orthodoxy" and "heresy."

Whatever the root causes of canon formation,
canon we have. The Platonic Fallacy comes into play
when New Testament scholarship labors wunder
assumptions that emanated from the literary praxis of
Renaissance humanists and then (in methodized form)
fueled the theological faculties of Germany well into
the twentieth century (before a staggering retreat
from "higher criticism" by neo-orthodox, and then
existentialist, postmodern, and correctness theologians).
The sequence of Jesus-quests that began before
Schweitzer (who  thought he was  writing a
retrospective!) and the succession of theories they
produced were honest in their understanding of the
metamorphic nature of the canon and the textual



complexity of the individual books that composed it.
The legacy, at least a legacy of method, of the early
quests was a healthy skepticism that sometimes spilled
over into Hegelianism, as with F. C. Baur, or
mischievous ingenuity, as with Bruno Bauer. But what
Left: and Right Hegelians and their successors—from
Harnack to Bultmann to the most radical of their
pupils—had in common was a strong disposition to
approach the canon with a chisel, assuming that if the
historical accretions, misrepresentations, and conscious
embellishment could be stripped away, beneath it all
lay the figure of a comprehensible Galilean prophet
whose life and message could be used to understand
the "essence" (the nineteenth-century buzzword) of
Christianity.

Whether the program was demythologizing,
politico-liberationist, or poststructuralist, the methods
seemed to chase forgone conclusions about what the
Gospels were and what the protagonist must "really"
have been like. Judged by the standards of the chisel



bearers of the Tubingen school, Schweitzer's caution
that the Jesus of history would remain a mystery
("He comes to us as one unknown") was both
prophetic and merely an interlude in the effort to
excavate the historical Jesus. If it was meant to be
dissuasive, it was instead a battle cry for better chisels
and more theorists. In the latter part of the twentieth
century, it has involved a demand for more sources as
well—mot to mention cycles of translations, each
purporting to be "definitive" and thus able to shed
light on a historical puzzle that the previous
translation did not touch or failed to express. Judas,
Philip, and Mary Magdalene have achieved a star
status far out of proportion to anything they can tell
us about the historical Jesus, let alone considerations
of literary merit or influence on tradition. When I say
this, I am not asking modern scholarship to embrace
the opinions of "dead orthodox bishops" or "winners,"
but to acknowledge and investigate the choices the
church's first intellectuals made and their reasons for



making them. The politicization of sources, the
uninformative vivisection of historically 1mportant
theological disputes into a discussion of outcomes
(winners, losers) may make great stuff for the
Discovery channel or the Easter edition of Time, but
it is shamelessly Hollywood and depends on a culture
of likeminded footnotes and a troubling
disingenuousness with regard to what scholars know
to be true and what they claim to be true.

Moreover, it is one of the reasons why a hundred
years after the heyday of the Radical School of New
Testament  scholarship—which  certainly  had  its
warts—the questions of "total spuriousness" (as of
Paul's letters) and the "nonhistoricity of Jesus" are still
considered risible or taboo. They are taboo because of
the working postulate that has dominated New
Testament scholarship for two centuries and more: that
conclusions depend on the uncovering of a kernel of
truth at the center of a religious movement, a
historical center, and, desirably, a historical person



resembling, if not in every detail, the protagonist
described in the Gospels. This working postulate is
formed by scholars perfectly aware that no similar
imperative exists to corroborate the existence (or
sayings) of die "historical' Adam, die historical
Abraham, or Moses, or David—or indeed die
prophets—or any equivalent effort to explain the
evolution of Judaism on the basis of such inquiry. We
are prone to think that the Jesus we excavate with
literary tools is more historical than die religious icons
Michelangelo released through his sculpting. But why?

The Platonic Fallacy depends on the "true story"
being revealed through the disaggregation of
traditions: dismantle the canon, factor and multiply
the sources of the Gospels, marginalize the orthodox
settlement as one among dozens of possible outcomes
affecting the growth of the church, incorporate all the
materials the church fathers sent to the bin or caused
to be hidden away Now we're getting somewhere. It
shuns the possibility that the aggregation of traditions



begins with something historical, but not with a
historical individual—which even if it turns out to be
false, 1s a real possibility. Even the most ardent his-
toricists of the twentieth century anticipated a
"revelation" available through historical research. Thus
Harnack could dismiss most of the miracles of the
Gospels, argue for absolute freedom of inquiry in
Gospels research (a theme Bultmann would take up),
and insist that "historical knowledge 1s necessary for
every Christian and not just for the historian"—all,
however, in order to winnow "the timeless nucleus of

Christianity from its various time bound trappings."'

The so-called Jesus Seminar of the last century
was perhaps the last gasp of the Platonic Fallacy in
action. Formed to "get at" the authentic sayings of
Jesus, 1t suffered from the conventional hammer and
chisel approach to the sources that has characterized
every similar venture since the nineteenth century,
missing only the idealistic and theological motives for
sweeping up afterward. It will remain famous



primarily for its eccentricity, its claim to be a kind of
Jesus-vetting jury and to establish through a
consensus (never reached) what has evaded lonelier
scholarship for centuries.

The Seminar was happy with a miracle-free Jesus,
a fictional resurrection, a Jesus whose sayings were as
remarkable as "And how are you today, Mrs. Jones?"
It used and disused standard forms of biblical criti-
cism selectively and often inexplicably to offer readers
a "Jesus they never knew": a Galilean peasant, a
cynic, a de-eschatologized prophet, a craftsman whose
dad was a day laborer in nearby Sepphoris (never
mind the Nazareth issue, or the Joseph issue). These
purportedly "historical" Jesuses were meant to be
more plausible than the Jesus whose DNA lived on
in the fantasies of Dan Brown and Nikos Kazantzakis.
But, in fact, they began to blur. It betimes took
sources too literally and not literally enough, and
when it became clear that the star system it evoked
was resulting in something like a Catherine wheel



rather than a conclusion, it changed the subject.

As long ago as 1993, it became clear that the
Jesus Seminar was yet another attempt to break open
the tomb where once Jesus lay. It was then that I
commented in a popular journal, "The Jesus of the
Westar Project is a talking doll with a questionable
repertoire of thirty-one sayings. Pull a string and he

'

blesses the poor." I was anticipated in this by none
other than John Dominic Crossan (a Seminar
founder) who wrote in 1991, having produced his
own minority opinion concerning Jesus, "It seems we
can have as many Jesuses as there are exegetes

exhibiting a stunning diversity that is an academic
embarrassment." And Crossan's caveat had been
expressed more trenchantly a hundred years before
by the German scholar Martin Kaehler: "The entire
life of the Jesus movement," he argued, was based on
misperceptions "and is bound to end in a blind
alley.... Christian faith and the history of Jesus repel

each other like oil and water." 2



If we add to the work of the Jesus Seminar the
"extra-Seminar Jesuses," magicians, insurgents, and
bandits, we end up with a multiplicity that "makes the
prospect that Jesus never existed a welcome relief."’

Some contributors to this volume are chastened
expatriates from that experience, wary of further
projects and either "minimally" hopeful of further
results, or at least realistic in making claims for what
can be known for sure about Jesus. Others are quite
openly skeptical of the sources and the story they tell,
and alert us to the contextual possibility that the
Gospels are the products of the  Christian
imagination. All, I believe, think that the era of
breaking rocks and piecing them back together to
create plausible Jesuses, as Michelangelo created a
plausible Moses for the Italians of the sixteenth
century, is over. In fact, one of the benefits we inherit
from the Jesus Seminar is a record of success and
failure. It raised the question of methodology in a



way that can no longer be ignored, without, however,
providing a map for further study. Its legacy is
primarily a cautionary tale concerning the Ilimits of
"doing" history collectively, and sometimes
theologically—a caution that must taken seriously.
For that reason, the reader of this volume will find
no consensus but an anthology of ideas, no finality
but an interesting batch of possibilities.

Jesus research—biblical research in
general—through the end of the twentieth century
was exciting stuff. The death of one of the great
Albright students in 2008, and a former boss of mine
at the University of Michigan, David Noel Freedman,
reminds us that we may be at the end of the road.
Albright's scholarship and research, and his general
refusal to shy away from the "results" of archaeology,
were accompanied by optimism in terms of how
archaeology could be used to "prove" the Bible. In its
general outline, he felt, the Bible was true; there was
no reason (for example) to doubt the essential



biographical details of the story of Abraham in
Genesis. A "biblical archaeologist's" job was not to test
the Bible against the evidence but to test the evidence
against the Bible.

Albright's pupils were less confident of the
biblical record, and as William Dever observed in a
1995 article in The Biblical Archaeologist, "His central
theses have all been overturned, partly by further
advances 1in Biblical criticism, but mostly by the
continuing  archaeological  research  of  younger
Americans and Israelis to whom he himself gave
encouragement and momentum.... The irony is that,
in the long run, it will have been the newer 'secular'
archaeology that contributed the most to Biblical
studies, not 'Biblical archaeology."

New Testament archaeology is a different house,
built with different stones. It is even more susceptible
to the hazards, however, than the house of Albright.
Every story about lost tombs and the discovery of the



house of next door to the house of the Holy Family
in Nazareth 1s a sad reminder of how piety fogs the
brain and muddies conclusions. To be perfectly fair,
the biblical appendix—the New Testament—Ilacks the
geographical markers and vivid information that
suffuse the Hebrew Bible. If the Old Testament
landscape is real geography populated by mythical
heroes, the New Testament trends in the opposite
direction. For that reason, New Testament scholars in
my opinion have tried to develop an ersatz
"archaeology of sources" to match the more
impressive gains in Old Testament studies. We learn
more with each passing decade about the contexts of
the so-called New Testament period. We have not
learned correspondingly more about the inhabitants of
the story.

The reasons for the "new sources" trend in New
Testament research are multiple, but the one I fear
the most is Jesus fatigue. There 1s a sense that prior
to 1980, New Testament scholarship was stuck in the



mire of post-Bultmannian ennui. Jesus Seminars and
Jesus Projects have been in part a response to a
particular historical situation. Five Gospels are better
than four. The more sources we have, the more we
know about Jesus. Qja) did exist, (b) did not exist,
or (c) is far more layered and interesting than used
to be thought. Judas was actually the primary apostle.
No, it was Mary Magdalene. The scholarship of
whimsy, of course, is not unique to the study of this
ancient source, but in the study of no other ancient
material are scholars able to get by with more that is
plainly absurd.

As a Christian origins scholar by training, I am
not even sure how one would go about the task, if it
is a necessary task, of "proving" that Jesus existed.
The fact that the majority of sayings attributed to
him were not his is not an encouraging beginning to
determining the status of a man who is otherwise
known chiefly for his miraculous deeds. I am not
certain that such a task can be taken seriously, even



if 1t were worth performing, because the evidence
continually recedes 1in front of wus. We have
established an enviable science of sourceology, but
without visible improvement in our knowledge of its
purposes.

Yet the possibility that Christianity arose from
causes that have little to do with a historical founder
is one among many other questions investigators
should take seriously. The demon crouching at the
door is not criticism of its intent nor skepticism about
its outcome, but the sense that biblical scholarship in
the twentieth century will not be greeted with the
same excitement as it was in Albright's day. Outside
America, where the landscape is also changing, fewer
people have any interest in the outcomes of biblical
research, whether it involves Jericho or Jesus. Most
of us were trained in a generation that believed
certain questions were inherently interesting. But
fewer and fewer people do. Jesus fatigue—the sort of
despair that can only be compared to a police



investigation gone cold—is the result of a certain
resignation to the unimportance of  historical
conclusions.

Gazing at the stars and looking back into history
have in common the fact that their objects are distant
and sometimes unimaginably hard to see. As an
offering to current scholarship, the aggregate effect of
these essays I hope is to discourage rock breaking,
and model making and learning to train our lens in
the right direction. Part of that process is to respond
to the challenge: Why is this important? And I have
the sense that in trying to answer that question, we
will be answering bigger questions as well.



AN ALTERNATIVE Q AND THE
QUEST OF THE EARTHLY JESUS

D@y 2 /i///]/a,;ﬂqga///*

T

he quest for the historical Jesus to a large
extent is a literary enterprise, at the heart of which is
the so-called Synoptic Problem and  cognate
intertextual considerations, such as the relationship of
the Gospels of John, Thomas, and Peter to the
Synoptics. I hold to an alternative solution to the
Synoptic Problem, namely, the Q+/Papias
Hypothesis. In the following diagram you will note



thatl refer to Q”by its likely original title, the Logoi
of Jesus.

Logoi of Jesus (Q+-)

(ca. 60-65) \

Mark
(ca. 75-80)
J |
v Matthew
(ca. 85-95)
Papias’s Exposition
(ca. 100-110)
\ Luke-Acts
(ca. 115-130)

The QVPapias Hypothesis
(The Gospel of John was written sometime after Luke-Arts)

Here 1 should also confess that, in my view, the



author of the Gospel of Mark, in addition to
redacting Logoi, heavily imitated the Iliad and the
Odyssey ~ for characterizations, plot devices, and
type-scenes, as I have argued in The Homeric Epics
and the Gospel of Mark’ Matthew composed a hybrid
Gospel from Logoi and Mark without the benefit of
much additional information about Jesus; Papias, for
his part, tried to make sense of the sequential
differences between Mark, on the one hand, and Logoi
and Matthew on the other, both of which he thought
were flawed translations of a Hebrew Gospel of
Matthew Luke, who, like Mark, frequently imitated
classical Greek poetry, sought to improve on the
hybrids that he found in Matthew and Papias's
Exegesis of Dominical Logia, in part by extending his
combination of Logoi and Mark to Paul's Roman
imprisonment.

For the purposes of this article, I restrict my
comments to the implications of this model and
reconstruction  of  the Logoi  of  Jesus for



understanding the historical Jesus. Let me lead off
with my conclusions. I see no compelling reason to
doubt the existence of Jesus of Nazareth, but I also
see no compelling reason to attribute any individual
saying to him, including the Golden Rule or the
Lord's Prayer. At stake is not the recovery of Jesus'
words but of his distinctive voice. This conclusion, of
course, 1s not new; what is new is my description of
that voice.

THE LOGOI OFJESUS (Q+)

Here 1s an overview of my reconstruction of the lost
Synoptic source. (The first numbers for each pericope
indicate the sequential chapter-verse order in my
reconstruction. The numbers that follow in paren-
theses are the Luke-based chapter-verse numbers.
These verses appear in The Critical FEdition of



[Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg; Those
that did not are preceded with a plus sign [+]. After
the rubric one often will find an 1indented line
indicating the influences of a text from the Jewish
Bible.

1. John the Prophet

1:1-5 (+3:2-4, [M] 3:4-5). The Introduction of John

The logoi of Moses in the wilderness (Deut 1:1)

1:6-8 (3:7-9). John's Denunciations of Abraham's
Children

Trees that do not produce fruit (Deut 20:20)

The day of God's vengeance (Deut 32:32-33 and
35)

1:9-10 (3:16-17). John and the One to Come



The promised prophet like Moses (Dent
34:10-12)

2. Jesus' Empowerment and Testing
2:1-2 (3:21-22). Baptism
2:3-15 (4:1-4, 9-12, 5-8, 13). Temptations in the
Wilderness
[srael's temptations in the wilderness (Deut 8:2-5)

Moses does not eat for forty days (Deut 9:9)

Moses sees the Promised Land (Deut 34:1-4)

3. Jesus Acquires Disciples and Alienates Pharisees

3:1 (4:16). Return to Nazara



3:2-7 (9:57-60, +61-62). Acquiring Disciples

The calling of Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19-2 1)

3:8-13 (+5:27-32). Eating with Tax Collectors and
Sinners

3:14-19 (+5:33-38). Not Fasting
3:20-24 (+6:1-5). Gleaning on the Sabbath
Death to the one who violates the Sabbath (Ex

31:12-15)

3:25-28 (+6:6-7, 9-10). Healing on the Sabbath

The healing of King Jeroboam (1 Kgs 13:3-6)



3:29-3 3 (+6:12-16). The List of the Twelve

Moses' ascent of Horeb with one man from
each tribe (Deut 1:23-24 and 10:3)

4. The Inaugural Sermon

4:1-4 (6:20-23). Beatitudes

Moses' final beatitude on Israel (Deut 33:29)

4:5-7 (+6:24-26). Woes

4:8-9 (14:34—35). Insipid Salt

4:10-11 (16:16-17). Since John the Kingdom of God



4:12 (+[M] 5:19). Observing the Commandments

4:13 (16:18). Divorce Leading to Adultery

Moses' permission of divorce (Deut 24:1-4)

4:14-16 (+[M] 5:22-24). Reconciling before Sacrificing

Bringing one's gift to the altar (Lv 4:22-35)

4:17-18 (12:58-59). Settling out of Court

4:19-21 (+[M] 5:34-35, 37). Against Swearing Oaths
On oaths (Lv 19:12)

4:22-24 (6:29, [M] 5:41, 6:30). Renouncing One's Own
Rights



On lending (Deut 23:14-15)

4:25-27 (6:27-28, 35). Love Your Enemies

On loving God, who will curse one's enemies
(Deut 30:6-7)

4:28-29 (6:32, 34). Impartial Love

On lending (Lv 25:37)

4:30 (6:36). Being Full of Compassion Like Your
Father

On being holy as God i1s holy (Lv 19:2)

4:31-32 (6:37-38). Not Judging

On just weights and measures (Lv 19:35)



4:33 (6:3 1). The Golden Rule

An eye for an eye (Lv 24:19-20)

4:34 (6:39). The Blind Leading die Blind

4:35 (6:40). The Disciple and die Teacher

4:36-37 (6:41-42). The Speck and die Beam

4:38-40 (6:43-45). The Tree Is Known by Its Fruit

4:41 (6:46). Not Just Saying Lord, Lord

4:42-44 (6:47-49). Houses Built on Rock or Sand

Moses' blessings and curses (Deut 30:15-18)



5. The Centurion's Faith

5:1-7 (7:1, 3, 6-9, +10). The Centurion's Faith
Moses slays the children of Gentile kings (Deut
2:31-34, 3:3-6, and 31:1-4)

6. Jesus' Praise of John

6:1-4 (7:18-19, 22-23). Signs That Jesus Is the One
to Come

The promise of a prophet like Moses (Deut
34:10-12)

6:5-9 (7:24-28). John—More Than a Prophet



6:10-1 1 (7:29-30). For and Against John

6:12-16 (7:31-35). This Generation and Wisdom's
Children

Moses' wicked generation (Deut 32:5)

6:17-23 (+7:37-41, 49-50). The Woman Caught in
Adultery

God's finger writes on stone (Deut 9:10)

7. The Mysteries of the Kingdom of God

7:1-6  (+8:5-10). The Sower and the Reason for

Parables



8. More Controversies

8:1-5 (4-20:21-25). Tribute to Caesar

8:6-17 (+20:29-38). Marriage and the Resurrection

Levirate marriage (Deut 25:5-6)

8:18-21 (+10:25-28). The Great Commandment
On loving God (Deut 6:5)
On loving one's neighbor (Lv 19:18)

Keeping the commandments (Lv 18:5)

" am the God of your father" (Ex 3:6)

8:22-29 (11:14-15, 17-22). The Beelzebul Accusation



Death to the false prophet who produces signs
(Deut 13:2-4 and 6)

8:30-33 (11:23-26). The Return of the Unclean Spirit

8:34-35 (+11:27-28). Blessed Are Those Who Keep
God's Word

Moses' blessing of the womb (Deut 28:1-2 and 4)

8:36-40 (11:16, 29-32). The Sign of Jonah for This

Generation
Pharaoh's demand for a sign (Ex 7:9)

The miracle-working finger of God (Ex 8:15)

8:41-51 (+[M] 15:1-11). Unwashed Hands

Honoring father and mother (Ex 20:12 and 21:16)



8:52 (11:33). The Light on the Lampstand

8:53-54 (11:34-35). The Evil Eye

9. Woes Against Religious Leaders

9:1-3 (11:46, 43, 52). Woes Against Religious Leaders
[: On Exploitation

9:4-10 (+[M] 23:16-22). Woes Against Religious
Leaders II: On Oaths

9:11-16 (11:42, 39, 41, 44, 47-48). Woes Against
Religious Leaders III: On Purity



9:17-19 (11:49-51). Wisdom's Judgment on this
Generation

9:20-21 (13:34—35). Judgment over Jerusalem

As an eagle protects his brood (Deut 32:11)

9:22 (+[Mk] 14:58). Jesus Will Destroy the Sanctuary

10. The Discipleship Discourse

10:1 (+12:1). Keep Yourselves from the Leaven of the
Pharisees

10:2-3 (12:2-3). What Was Whispered Will Be
Known



10:4-7 (12:4—7). Not Fearing the Body's Death

10:8-9 (12:8-9). Confessing or Denying

10:10 (12:10). Speaking Against the Holy Spirit

10:11-12 (12:11-12). Hearings before Synagogues

10:13-16 (+12:35-38). Preparing for the Return of

the Master

"Tie up your loose clothing" (Ex 12:11)

10:17-23 (12:39—40, 42-46). The Faithful or Unfaithful
Slave



10:24-27 (12:49, 51, 53, +52). Children Against Parents

The coming wrath of God (Deut 32:20-25)

1. The Coming of the Kingdom of God

11:1-3 (12:54-56). Judging the Time

11:4-5 (13:18-19). The Mustard Seed

11:6-7 (13:20-21). The Yeast

11:8-11 (13:24—27). I Do Not Know You

11:12-13 (13:29-28). Many Shall Come from Sunrise

and Sunset



11:14 (13:30). The Reversal of the Last and the First

11:15 (14:11). The Exalted Humbled and the Humble
Exalted

11:16-22 (14:16-18, +19-20, 21, 23). The Great
Supper

11:23-25 (14:26-27, 17:33). Hating One's Family and
Taking One's Cross

Obedience to God above family (Deut 33:9)

12. On Entering the Kingdom of God

12:1-2 (17:1-2). Against Enticing Little Ones



12:3-5 (+[M] 5:30, 29). Cutting Off Offending Limbs

12:6 (+18:24—25). The Camel and the Eye of
the Needle

12:7-9 (15:4—5, 7). The Lost Sheep

12:10-12 (15:8-10). The Lost Coin

12:13-16 (+[M] 21:28-31). The Two Sons

12:17-18 (17:3-4). Forgiving a Sinning Brother
Repeatedly

On reproving a brother (Lv 19:17)



12:19-30 (+16:1-12). The Unjust Manager

12:31 (16:13). God or Mammon

13. The Eschatological Discourse

13:1-2 (17:23-24). The Son of Man Like
Lightning

13:3-8 (17:37, 26-27, +28-29, 30). As in the Days
of Noah

Coming punishment like that inflicted on

Sodom (Deut 29:21-22 [MT 29:22-23])

13:9-10 (17:34-35). One Taken, One Left



13:11-24 (19:12-13, 15-24, 26). The Entrusted
Money

Gathering where one did not sow (Deut
6:10-12)

14. The Mission Speech
14:1-6 (+8:1, 9:1-2, [M] 10:5-6, 23). Do Not Go to
the Gentiles
Convening the twelve tribes for final instructions
(Deut 29:1)

14:7-8 (10:2, 3). Workers for the Harvest

14:9-14 (10:4-9). Instructions for the Mission



14:15-17 (10:10-12). Response to a Town's
Rejection

14:18-20 (10:13-15). Woes Against Galilean

Towns

14:21 (10:16). Whoever Takes You in Takes Me
in Response to a town's rejection (Deut

20:10-14)

14:22-23 (+10:18-19). The Fall of Satan

14:24-27 (10:21-24). Jesus' Prayer

14:28-30 (11:2-4). The Disciples' Prayer



14:31-34 (+11:5-8). The Generous Friend

14:35 (17:6). Faith like a Mustard Seed

14:36-40  (11:9-13). The  Certainty of the
Answer to Prayer

14:41-42 (12:33-34). Storing up Treasures in Heaven

14:43-48 (+12:16-2 1). The Rich Fool

14:49-58 (12:22-31). Free from Anxiety like Ravens

and Lilies

God's provisions in the wilderness (Deut 8)



14:59-61 (22:28, +29, 30). Judging die Twelve Tribes
of Israel

Moses' blessing of the twelve tribes of Israel
(Deut 33)

THE APPLICATION OF HISTORICAL
CRITERIA

Because my model places the Logoi ofJesus at the
beginning of the Synoptic Iliterary tradition and
proposes that the bulk of didactic content in later
Gospels ultimately derived from it, I would maintain
that the most important task for scholars interested in
recovering the teachings of Jesus 1s to apply
historical criteria to this document. I will adopt those
criteria favored by John P. Meier in 4 MarginalJew,



and show how they apply to the text that I propose.”

Meier rightly disregards several potential criteria,
such as "traces of Aramaic," "Palestinian
environment," "vividness of narration," '"tendencies of
the developing Synoptic tradition," and "historical
pre- sumption." In other words, to say that a pericope
contains Aramaic words or syntax or that it issues
from a  Palestinian environment says nothing
necessarily aboutJesus, who was but one of many in
the movement he founded who spoke Aramaic and
lived in Palestine. "Vividness of narration" could
suggest an eyewitness account, but it more likely
suggests literary art. The criterion of "tendencies of
the developing Synoptic tradition," once favored by
form critics who wanted to write histories of various
pericopae (as implied by the word Formsgeschichte),
has run afoul of the plasticity and unpredictability of
the transmission of oral traditions. By "historical
presumption," Meier refers to the challenge often
made by Christian apologists that anyone who would



doubt the authenticity of information in the Gospels
must prove it to be false, but as he sagely notes, "the
burden of proof is simply on anyone who tries to

prove anything."’

These caveats about dubious criteria pertain as
well to my reconstruction of the Logoi ofJesus. Even
though one finds many transliterated Aramaic words
and evidence of a Palestinian provenance in this
recon- struction, these data need not point to Jesus.
Claims about vividness and tendencies in the tradition
must be put to the side, and there 1is no special
burden of proof for doubting its  historical
unreliability In fact, because one must deal first and
foremost with a work of Iliterature, 1if there 1s a
burden of proof, it lies heavier on those who would
push the content back to an oral-traditional stage, not
to mention the historical Jesus.

Meier's five preferred criteria are "multiple
attestation," "embarrassment," "discontinuity,"



"coherence," and '"rejection and execution"; each of
these is relevant to my reconstruction. The criterion
of multiple attestation "focuses on those sayings or deeds
of Jesus that are attested in more than one
independent literary source (e.g., Mark, (X, Paul,
John)."* According to the Q+/Papias Hypothesis,
Mark and the Synoptic source are not independent;
they are intimately connected. Furthermore, I am
convinced that the author of the Gospel of John
knew at least two of the Synoptics.

Here are the parallels between my reconstruction
of Logoi and Mark. (Numbers appearing in the Logoi
column 1n parenthesis seem to have inspired free
redactions by Mark.)



Logoi Mark Pericope Title

Luke-based sequential
7-27 6:8 1:2 Citation of Ex 23:20

and Mai 3:1
+3:2-4, (M) 3:4-5 1:1-5 1:3-6 The introduction ofJohn
3:16 1:9 1:7-8 John and the one to come
3:21-22 2:1-2 1:9-11 Baptism
4:1-2, 10-11 2:3-4, 8-9 1:12-13 Temptations in

the wilderness
"John arrested."” cf. 1:14a John arrested
4:16 3:1 1:14-15 Jesus returns to Galilee
'Jesus performs miracles." cf. 1:23-2:12 Jesus performs miracles
(9:57-60) (3:2-5) 1:16-20 Jesus calls fishermen

For the next pericope Mark transformed a
healing story from Logoi into a controversy and
relocated 1t to introduce four other controversies,
where Mark follows the sequence of his source



precisely.

(7:1,3, 6-9, +10) (5:1-7) 2:1-12 The sinful paralytic

+ 5:27-32 3:8-13 2:13-17 Eating with tax collectors and
sinners

+5:33-38 3:14-19 2:18-22 Not fasting

+6:1-5 3:20-24 2:23-28 Gleaning on the Sabbath

+6-7,9-10 3:25-28 3:1-6 Healing on the Sabbath

+6:12-16 3:29-33 3:13-19 The list of the Twelve

Mark relocated the Beezebul controversy and
Logoi 3:31-35 to augment these controversies, and thus
emphasized Jewish hostility to Jesus earlier in the
Gospel. Between these two units he inserted another
saying from the Synoptic source to recruit it for a
battle with Pharisees.



11:14-15, 8:22-25, 3:20-27 The Beelzebul controversy

17-18,21-22 28-29
(12:10) (10:10) 3:28-29 Speaking against the Holy Spirit
(+1 1:27-28) (8:34—35) 3:31-35 Jesus'true family

He created the parable speech in chapter 4 as an
alternative to Logois Inaugural Sermon by collecting
and redacting parables that were scattered throughout

his source.



+8:5-10 7:1-6 4:1-12 The sower and the reason for

parables
11:33 8:52 4:21 The light on the lampstand
12:2,3 10:2-3 4:22-23 What is hidden will be known
6:38 4:32 4:24 Measure for measure
19:26 13:23 4:25 Whoever has, it will be given to
him
(13:20-21) (11:6-7) 4:26-29 The seed growing secretly
13:18-19 11:4-5 4:30-34 The mustard seed
(7:1,3,6-9, +10) (5:1-7) 5:21-43 Jairus's daughter and the hemor-

rhaging woman

The Mission Speech apparently came at the end
of Logoi. Mark mined it for content in three sections
earlier in his Gospel: chapters 9-10 for teachings on
discipleship, chapter 11 for teachings on prayer, and
here in chapter 6 for his own version of the Mission
Speech. By relocating the discourse here, he provided
reason for Herod Antipas's awareness of Jesus'



activities.

+8:1,9:1-2, (M) 10:5 14:1-4

10:4-9 14:9-14
10:10-12 14:15-17
+(M) 15:1-11 8:41-51
(11:39,41) (9:12-13)
(7:1,3,6-9,+10) (5:1-7)
(11:16,29-30) (8:36-38)
(+12:1) (10:1)

He constructed
discipleship from
especially 10-12.

6:6b-8b

6:8-10
6:11-13
7:1-17

7:18-23

7:24-30

8:10-12

8:13-21

Calling the disciples for their

mission

Instructions for the mission
Response to a town's rejection
Unwashed hands

Nothing outside a person can
defile

The Syrophoenician woman

No sign for this generation

(narrativized)

Keep yourselves from the leaven

of the Pharisees (narrativized)

the subsequent discourse on

various

chapters of Logoi, but



(14:26-27, 17:33)
12:8-9

(+[M] 10:23)

(10:16)
(11:23)

17:1-2

+(M) 5:29-30
14:34-35

(16:18)

(12:33-34)

+ 18:24-25

(14:26-27, 17:33)
(13:30)
(14:11)

13:35

(11:23-25)
10:8-9

(14:6)

(14:21)
(8:30)
12:1-2
12:3-4

4:8-9

(4:13)

(14:41—42)

12:5-6

(11:23-25)
(11:14)
(11:15)

9:21

8:34-37

8:38

9:1

9:33-37

9:40-41

9:42

9:43-48

9:49-50

10:1-12

10:21-22

10:23-28

10:29-30

10:31

10:41-45

11:9-11



The cost of discipleship
Confessing or denying

Some standing here will not taste
death

Taking in children (narrativized)
Whoever is not against us is for us
Against enticing little ones
Cutting off offending limbs
Insipid salt

Divorce leading to adultery

(narrativized)
Storing up treasures in heaven

The camel and the eye of the

needle

The rewards of discipleship

The reversal of the first and the last
The greatest is the slave

Blessed is the one who comes in the

name of the Lord (narrativized)



The evangelist next relocated pericopae from the
Mission Speech into instructions on prayer after his
destruction of the fig tree.

17:6 14:35 11:22b—23 Faith like a mustard seed

11:9-10 14:36-37 11:24b Certainty of the answer to prayer
(+[M] 5:23-24a) (4:12—13a) 11:25 Forgiving before praying
(11:2—4) (14:28-30) 11:25 Forgiving before praying
(14:16-18, (11:16-22) 12:1-12 The murderous vinedressers

+ 19-21,23)

Mark apparently relocated the following
controversies to intensify the hostilities between Jesus
and the Jewish authorities before his prediction of
the destruction of Jerusalem. Once again, he seems to
follow Logoi's order.



+20:21-25 8:1-5 12:13-17 Tribute to Caesar

+20:27-38 8:6-17 12:18-27 Marriage and the resurrection

+ 10:25-28 8:18-21 12:28-34 The great commandment

11:43 9:2 12:38-40 Front seats in synagogues

(+[M] 23:16-20) (9:4-10) 12:41-44 The widow's penny (narrativized

(+[Mk] 14:58) (9:22) 13:1-2 Not one stone left on another
(narrativized)

The evangelist created chapter 13 in part by
collecting Logoi's predictions of the future.



(12:11,12) (10:11-12) 13:9-11 Hearings before authorities

12:49,51,53 +52 10:24-27 13:12-13 Children against parents

(+11:27) (8:34) 13:14-20 The War: woe to those who nurse

17:23-24 13:1-2 13:21-23 The Son of Man like lightning

(17:23-24) (13:1-2) 13:24-27 "The stars will fall from the sky"

(+[M] 10:23) (14:6) 13:30 This generation will not pass
away

(16:17) (12:33) 13:31-32 Jesus' words will not pass away

(12:39-40) (10:17-18) 13:33-37 The uncertainty of the hour

From this point to the end of the Gospel one
will find no primary redactions of Logoi, though Mark
seems to have narrativized several sayings from it.



(17:1-2) (12:1-2) 14:21 Woe to the betrayer

(4:1-4, 9-12, 5-8) (2:3-14) 14:32-42 Gethsemane

(11:2-4) (14:28-30) 14:35-42 Jesus' prayer at Gethsemane
(narrativized)

(+[Mk] 14:58) (9:22) 14:58-64 We heard him say, "I will destroy

this sanctuary" (narrativized)
(6:29) (4:22) 14:65 Jesus' slapped on the face

«M] 5:41) (4:23) 15:21 Simon of Gyrene carriesJesus'

cross (narrativized)

(+[Mk] 14:58) (9:22) 15:28-32 "Destroyer of the sanctuary,...

rescue yourself" (narrativized)

I am aware that knowledgeable readers most
likely hold to some version of the two dominant
Synoptic solutions: the Two-Document Hypothesis
(2DH) or the Marcan-Priority-without-Q” Hypothesis
(Mw/0oQH). Both camps may well view this list as
outrageous. Advocates of 2DH generally insist that
Mark knew nothing of Qj advocates of Mw/oQH



deny the existence of a lost source altogether.

Furthermore, advocates of both positions will
recognize in my assessment the loss of independent
testimony to the historical Jesus. Partisans of the 2DH
insist that Mark and (X represent independent
channels of tradition, and advocates of the Mw/oQH
similarly assume that Matthew had access to traditions
about Jesus independent of Mark, even without Q.
But I would argue that similarities between (X (or
Matthew's tradition) and Mark wusually issue from
Mark's redaction of the Logoi ofJesus. Thus, the only
significant textual deposit of teachings ascribed to
Jesus 1s the lost Synoptic source. If the Gospels are
indeed so literarily related, the number of possible
multiple attestations shrivels.

But it does not shrivel to nothing Three passages
in Josephus largely square with the depictions of
John the Baptist and Jesus in the Synoptic source and
thus independently attest to them:



To some of the Jews the destruction of Herod's
army seemed to be divine vengeance, and certainly a
just vengeance, for his treatment of John, surnamed
the Baptist. For Herod had put him to death,
though he was a good man and had exhorted the
Jews to lead righteous lives, to practice justice
towards their fellows and piety towards God, and so
doing to join in baptism. In his view this was a
necessary  preliminary if baptism was to be
acceptable to God__ When others too joined the
crowds about him, because they were aroused to the
highest degree by his sermons, Herod became
alarmed. Eloquence that had so great an effect on
mankind might lead to some form of sedition, for it
looked as 1f they would be guided by John in
everything that they did. Herod decided therefore
that it would be much better to strike first and be
rid of him before his work led to an uprising, than
to wait for an upheaval, get involved in a difficult

situation, and see his mistake. Though John, because



of Herod's suspicions, was brought in chains to
Machaerus ... and there put to death. {A.J. 18.118-19
[LCL])’

The opening pericopae of the Logoi of Jesus present
John in a similar light: he was a popular and
controversial preacher of moral exhortation to crowds
who thronged to be baptized in the Jordan River. I
also propose that John had been imprisoned early in
the document, which would explain why he had to
send his disciples to ask if Jesus were the one to
come (6:1-2 [7:18-19]). Josephus does not say what
in John's message Antipas found seditious, but the
Baptist's  preaching of impending wrath and
apocalyptic intervention, as in Logoi, may well have
been part of the story.

The second passage in Josephus 1is the most
controversial of the three, because it was heavily
interpolated by a Christian hand. Fortunately, one can



rather confidently excise these clumsy interpolations
while leaving some of the original elements intact.
The following 1s Meier's translation of the truncated
Greek text, but one must use it with caution: it 1S a
reasonable but nonetheless hypothetical reconstruction:
At this time there appeared Jesus, a wise man.... He
gained a following both among many Jews and among
many of Greek origin. And when Pilate, because of an
accusation made by the Ileading men among us,
condemned him to the cross, those who had loved him
previously did not cease to do so. And up until this very
day the tribe of Christians (named after him) has not
died out. (reconstructed from A.J . 18.63-64)°

Much of this summary applies to the Jesus of Logoi,
where he is admired by Gentiles as well as Jews.
Religious authorities considered him guilty of a
capital crime, but it was Romans who crucified him.
After his death his followers continued their devotion
to him.’



The third and final citation in Josephus concerns
Jesus obliquely. 4.J. 20 narrates the death of his
brother James at the hands of Ananus the high priest,
a Sadducee, who illegally

convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and brought
before them a man named James, the brother of
Jesus who was called the Christ [another Christian
interpolation?], and certain others. He accused them
of having transgressed the law and delivered them
up to be stoned. Those of the inhabitants of the
city who were considered the most fair-minded and
who were strict in observance of the law were
offended at this. They therefore secretly sent to
King Agrippa urging him ... to order Ananus to
desist from any further such actions. (4.J. 20.200-201
[LCL])

This fascinating passage suggests that



Torah-observant Jews in Jerusalem not long before
the Jewish War were divided about whether apparent
violations of Torah by James and  "certain
others"—almost certainly other followers of
Jesus—merited stoning. Only the intervention of
those "who were strict in observance of the law"
prevented the Sanhedrin from executing others who

had similarly transgressed.®

The depiction of Jesus throughout Logoi as
challenging Mosaic laws and establishing alternative
rules of conduct squares with Josephus's statement
that the Jerusalem Sanhedrin condemned James and
other followers of Jesus as scorning sacred norms. It
also is worth noting that, according to the Synoptic
source, Jesus, though critical of aspects of the law
and the management of the temple, reaffirmed
traditional customs, including the offering of gifts and
sacrifices at the temple. In other words, Josephus's
depiction of polarized attitudes toward James among
the Jerusalem religious elite is consistent with Jesus'



complex relationship to Torah in the Logoi of Jesus.

Other promising examples of multiple attestation
are overlaps between the Synoptic source and the
authentic epistles of Paul, the majority of which are
unmarked, that is, not directly attributed to Jesus.



Bless those who persecute

Do not return evil for evil

Be kind to one's enemies

Give tribute to Caesar

The love command

Do not judge others

Do not entice others to sin

Nothing is unclean in itself

Faith can move mountains

Give away one's possessions

Jesus will return as a thief

When people say peace,
then destruction

Paul

Rom 12:14, 1 Cor 4:12

Rom 12:17,21
1 Thes 5:5

Rom 12:19

Rom 13:6-7

Rom 13:8-10

Rom 14:10, 13

Rom 14:13

Rom 14:14

1 Cor 13:2

1 Cor 13:3

1 Thes 5:2

1 Thes 5:3

Logoi ofJesus

4:25-26 (6:27-28)

4:33 (6:31)

4:25 (627)

8:5 (+20:25)

8:18-21 (+10:25-28)

4:31 (6:37)

12:2(7:2)

8:51 (+[M] 15:11)

14:35(7:6)

14:41 (12:33)

10:17 (12:39)

13:5(17:27)



In four invaluable cases, Paul attributes to Jesus
teachings similar to those found in the Synoptic source.
The first appears in 1 Thessalonians: For we tell you
this by a word of the Lord, that those of us who are
alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by
no means precede those who slept [viz. died]; the Lord
himself, with a command, with the sound of an
archangel, and with a trumpet of God, will descend from
heaven, and the dead in Christ will arise first. Then we,
the living and the remaining, together with them, will be
snatched up in clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and
thus we will always be with the Lord. (1 Thes 4:15-17)

The Logoi ofJesus often speaks of the return of Jesus
as the Son of Man to rescue the faithful, but no
passage precisely matches this passage in Paul.’ Its
value lies in its witness to traditions attributed to
Jesus 1n which he predicts his return, but there
remains a long leap between such traditions and the



historical Jesus.

Romans 14:9 provides the second example: "I
know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that
nothing is defiling in itself." I take the reference to
"the Lord Jesus" to imply that Paul knew a tradition
that attributed this claim to the historical Jesus. Logoi
8:51 (+[M] 15:11) reads: "What goes into a person
does not defile him, but what comes out of a person
defiles him."

The third example of Paul's attribution of a
tradition to Jesus is his prohibition of divorce: "I
command those who are married—not I but the
Lord—that a woman not separate from her husband
(but if she does separate, let her stay unmarried or
let her be reconciled to her husband), and that a
man not leave his wife" (1 Cor 7:10-11). Unlike a
similar command in Logoi 4:13 (16:18), Paul applies
the dominical prohibition first and primarily to a
woman's separation from her husband, whereas Logoi



addresses only the husband's divorce of his wife.
What makes this Pauline reference most significant
for understanding the historical Jesus is the
attribution to Jesus of legislation that contradicts
Deuteronomy 24:1-4, apparently to protect a woman
from arbitrary dismissal by her husband.

No less important is the final example, also from 1
Corinthians, in which Paul says that he chose not to
abide by a command of "the Lord," namely, that
"those who proclaim the gospel should live by the
gospel" (9:14); earlier in the chapter he stated that
he, like "the other apostles and brothers of the Lord
and Cephas," had "the right to eat and drink" at the
expense of others and be exempt from other labor
(9:4—6). One recalls Jesus' command to the Twelve in
Logoi 14:12 (10:7): "And at that house remain, eating
and drinking whatever they provide, for the worker is
worthy of one's reward." This parallel is significant
not simply because of similar wording; Paul knows
that Jesus demanded a pattern of apostolic support



that other missionaries followed; he also was aware
that the Corinthians faulted Paul for violating the
demand by working with his own hands. The author
of Logoi knew this same institution; in other words,
this overlap between Paul and the Synoptic source
beautifully  satisfies the criterton of "multiple
attestation," but one cannot immediately assume that
Paul or the author of Logoi was correct in attributing
to Jesus either the command to live by the gospel or
the command against divorce.

It also is important to note that both Paul and the
Logoi ofJesususe of the metaphor f| paoiXsia to 0
ftsou, "the kingdom of God." This expression 1is
surprisingly rare in writings demonstrably earlier than
the New Testament, but it appears seven times in
authentic Pauline epistles (Rom 14:17; 1 Cor 4:20, 6:9
and 10, and 15:24 and 50; Gal 5:21), and nineteen times
in my reconstruction of Logoi. These points of contact
between Paul and Logoi are important, but one must
recognize that multiple attestation can only prove that



the two authors, neither of whom knew the other's
work, received such material as traditions. To
determine if Jesus himself was the origin of these
traditions, one must apply other criteria.

Meier describes his criterion of embarrassment like
this: "The early Church would hardly have gone out
of its way to create material that only embarrassed its
creator or weakened its position in arguments with
opponents." ' The author of Logoi probably did not
create Jesus' submission to John's "baptism of
repentance"; surely he did not create the fasting of
the followers of John the Baptist and the absence of
the practice among the Twelve, for the text
acknowledges that after Jesus' death, the Twelve
regularly did fast; presumably he did not create the
objection that some of Jesus' opponents accused him
of being "a glutton and drunkard, a chum of tax
collectors and sinners!" (6:15 [7:34])."

"Closely allied to the criterion of embarrassment,



the criterion of discontinuity ... focuses on words or
deeds of Jesus that cannot be derived from Judaism
at the time of Jesus or from the early Church after

" 21 would modestly adjust Meier here by

him.
replacing the words "cannot be derived" with "most
likely were not derived." The Synoptic source contains
neutral or apparently unfreighted details, adiaphora,
that seem not to have been generated either from
Judaism or the Christian movement. I see no reason
to suspect the accuracy of the following information:
Jesus' home was in Nazareth of Galilee; he traveled
to Judea, was baptized by John (an apocalyptic and
ascetic preacher of repentance who was scorned by
the religious establishment), returned to Galilee,
conducted a ministry in towns and villages there (e.g.,
Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum), and traveled
with several male disciples; he was considered a
teacher, exorcist, and wonder worker (regardless of
what we now might believe about demons or

miracles), met hostility from Torah-observant Jews,



and was crucified by the Romans with the
encouragement of the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem.
Although the number of the disciples, twelve, surely is
significant, their names are not, and at least the names
John and Peter (Cephas) are attested independently in
Pauline Epistles. This summary of adiaphora in Logoi
says little about Jesus' proclamation, and for that very
reason, because it 1s not religiously weighted, it
probably reflects reliable traditions about him.

This summary, however, says virtually nothing
about Jesus' teachings. Meier gives several examples
of teachings that he would qualify on the basis of
discontinuity, including Jesus' "sweeping prohibition
of all oaths" (4:19-21 [+(M) 5:34-35, 37]) and his
"total prohibition of divorce" (4:13 [16:18])." Both of
these appear in my reconstruction.

I would argue, however, that the literary concerns
of the author of the Logoi of Jesus render this
criterion of discontinuity somewhat less compelling



than Meier might have one believe. The author of
the lost Synoptic source apparently composed it as an
imitation of the book of Deuteronomy to depict
Jesus as the prophet like Moses promised in Deut
18:18-19 and 34:10-12. Here I will include only the
beginnings of the two works.

Deut 1:1 Logoi title, 1:1 and 5 (+3:2 and +[M] 3:5)
These are the logo that Moses The Logoi oflJesus

spoke to all of Israel beyond theJordan 1:1 It happened thatJohn the Baptist was
in the wilderness in the wilderness

preaching a baptism of repentance....

5 And all the region of the Jordan went
out to him, and were baptized in the

Jordan river].



Jesus' temptations in the wilderness after his baptism
both imitate and quote Deuteronomy §; he clearly
plays a role similar to Moses when he takes twelve
chosen disciples up a mountain where he presents his
Inaugural Sermon; and the book ends with blessings
on Jesus' disciples if they remain faithful to him
after his departure, much as Moses blessed the twelve
tribes before his death at the end of Deuteronomy.
The author sustains this presentation of Jesus as the
prophet like Moses throughout much of the book.

Not only is Jesus a prophet like Moses, he is the
Son of God and therefore superior to him. In other
words, Jesus' teachings in Logoi are discontinuous with
Judaism because the author wanted to display Jesus
in competition with Moses. The criterion of
discontinuity, therefore, is most compelling when
Jesus' teachings are discontinuous not only from
Judaism but also from the perspectives of the Jesus



movement represented by Logoi. 1 would suggest at
least two examples that satisfy this more rigorous test.
The author knew that after Jesus' death his disciples
fasted, but he retained information that they did not
fast during Jesus' lifetime, unlike the disciples of
John and the Pharisees (3:14-19 [+5:33-38]). Jesus in
the Synoptic source claims that God had forsaken
the Jerusalem temple, yet the author seems to retain
Jesus' commands to his followers about how to give

proper sacrifices there (4:15-16 [+(M) 5:23-24]).

As we have seen, both Paul and Logoi speak of
"the kingdom of God," a rather rare expression in
ancient Judaism. The author of Logoi distinguishes
between God's kingdom, "the kingdoms of the world"
(2:11 [4:5]), and the kingdom of Satan (8:25 [11:18]).
John the Baptist was the last prophet before the
advent of the kingdom. "The law and the prophets
were in force until John. From then on the kingdom
of God 1is in force" (4:10 [16:16]). "The Ileast
significant in God's kingdom is more than" John the



Baptist (6:9 [7:28]). Jesus' exorcisms witness to the
advent of the kingdom. "If it is by the finger of God
that I cast out demons, then there has come upon you
the kingdom of God" (8:27 [11:20])."*

Empowered by the Spirit, aware that he is the
Son of God, and unsuccessfully tempted by the devil,
Jesus returns to Galilee and preaches "Repent! The
kingdom of God has arrived" (3:1 [4:16]; cf. 14:1
[+8:1]). This was also to be the message of Jesus'
disciples after his death: "And cure the sick there, and
say to them, The kingdom of God has reached unto
you'" (14:14 [10:9]). To be "fit for the kingdom of
God" requires one not to look back to one's birth
family (3:7 [+9:62]). God prepared it for Jesus' poor
disciples (4:1 [6:20]), where those who hunger will
eat, and those who mourn will be consoled (4:2
[6:21]). "How difficult it is for those who have wealth
to enter into the kingdom of God. It is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a



rich person to enter the kingdom of God" (12:5-6
[+18:24—25]).

The kingdom also has a mysterious quality The
Twelve were "given to know the mysteries of the
kingdom of God, but to the rest it is given in
parables" (7:6 [+8:10]).

11:4 And he said, "What is the kingdom of God like; 13:18

and with what am [ to compare it?

11:5 It is like a seed of mustard\ 13:19
which a person took and threw onto the earth.

And it grew and became a tree."
11:6 And again, " With what am I to compare the kingdom of God? 13:20

11:7 It is likeyeast, 13:21
which a woman took and hid in three measures of flour

until it was fully fermented."”

Although the kingdom already is present in the
world, 1t will not come to fruition until the end of
history, as is implied in the Lord's Prayer.



14:28 " When you pray, say
Father may your name be kept holy'-

let your kingdom come.”

God will reward with bounty
hardships in following Jesus.

14:58 "Hut seek his kingdom,
and all these shall be granted to you"

The kingdom of God was for

those

the

who suffer

12:31

children of

Abraham, "the sons of the kingdom," but it will be

Gentiles who will dine in the future kingdom.



11:12  "And many shall come from sunrise and sunset and recline 13:29

11:13  with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of God\ 13:28
but the sons of the kingdom will be thrown out into the outer

darkness, where there will be wailing and grinding of teeth"”

The parable of the great supper illustrates this insofar
as those who were invited to the dinner ultimately do
not attend, because of their attachments to family or
possessions. The house 1is filled instead with those
who had not originally been invited (11:16-22
[14:16-17, 18, +19-20, 21, 23)).

The "exegetes of the law" neither go into "the
kingdom of God" nor let others enter it (9:3 [11:52]).
"Truly I tell you that tax collectors and prostitutes
will precede the Pharisees into the kingdom of God"
(12:16 [+(M) 21:31]). "The last will be first, and the
first last" (11:14 [13:30])."



14:59  "7ruly I tellyou thatyou are the ones who followed we; 22:28

14:60 my Father will giveyou the kingdom, +22:29
and when the Sou of Man sits on the throne of his glory,

14:61  you too will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” 22:30

Furthermore, the Logoi of Jesus presents him, the
announcer of God's kingdom, violating traditional
Jewish law with respect to Sabbath observance, table
purity, divorce, association with sinners, and the
stoning of adulterers. In other words, his disputes
with Pharisees and his actions match his view that
God's kingdom introduces a new regime that replaces
"the law and the prophets," which culminated in
John the Baptist.

The kingdom of God is a profound, coherent, and
alternative moral vision that attempts to redefine
fidelity to the God of Israel. This understanding of
God's rule probably reflects the historical Jesus and



not merely the commitments of the author of the lost
Synoptic source or his tradition. I would suggest that
die metaphor of the kingdom of God implies an alter-
native to traditional Judaism, which might explain
Jesus' selection of twelve men to be his most inornate
disciples (a tradition known also to Paul). For the
author of Logoi, Jesus was a prophet like Moses.

[ am unwilling to defend the authenticity of any
of these sayings; indeed, I am confident that most of
them cannot have come from the historical Jesus. On
the other hand, many of the elements of this por-
trayal of the kingdom of God are coherent with
another of Meier's criteria.

"The criterion of coherence holds that other
sayings and deeds of Jesus that fit well with the
preliminary data base established by using our first
three criterta have a good chance of being historical
(e.g., sayings concerning the coming of the kingdom
of God or disputes with adversaries over legal



observance)." '® Here it will be useful to review the
data base about Jesus' teaching that I have argued for
from the first three criteria.

Criterion 1: Multiple Attestation to Content in
Logoi

Antipas arrested John the Baptist, a popular

moral preacher (Josephus).

Jesus apparently had twelve male followers, two

of whom were named John and Peter or
Cephas (Paul).

His followers claimed that he prohibited divorce
(Paul).

His followers believed that he said that food of
itself did not render one defiled (Paul).

His followers used the Utopian metaphor "the
kingdom of God" (Paul).



He had followers among both Jews and
Gentiles (Josephus).

His followers claimed that he had issued a
command that "those who proclaim the
gospel should live by the gospel"” (Paul).

Pilate crucified him, but his cause did not die
out (Josephus; cf. Paul).

Torah-observant Jews disagreed among
themselves about the righteousness of his
followers (Josephus).

His followers claimed that he predicted (before
or perhaps after his death) that he would
descend from heaven and rescue his
followers (Paul).

Criterion 2: Embarrassing Features in Logoi

He was baptized by John.



He rejected fasting.

Criterion 3: Content in Logoi Discontinuous
with the Jesus Tradition

He did not fast.

He instructed his followers about how to offer
sacrifices at the temple.

Armed with such information, one could comb
through the reconstructed Synoptic source and argue
for the authenticity of related passages, including
many directly related to the kingdom of God. The
result would also satisfy Meier's final criterion.

"The criterton of Jesus' rejection and execution
does not directly indicate whether an individual
saying or deed of Jesus is authentic. Rather, it directs
attention to the historical fact that Jesus met a
violent end at the hands of Jewish and Roman



officials and then asks us what historical words and
deeds of Jesus can explain his trial and crucifixion."
'7 Surely Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom of God
whose ethics ran counter to prevailing Judaism and
with political implications for Rome would have
been sufficient to get him into enough hot water to
get him crucified.

CONCLUSION

This essay has argued that the most pressing issue
facing scholars invested in understanding the earthly
Jesus is not historical but literary, namely, the proper
assessment of the intertextual connections among the
Gospels. Advocates of the Two-Document Hypothesis
are correct in insisting that Matthew-Luke overlaps
against Mark point to a missing source, namely, (X,
but they are wrong in concluding that Mark was



ignorant of this document. Advocates of
Marcan-Priority-without- Q”are correct in insisting
that Luke knew Matthew, but this need not
compromise the existence of Q. I have attempted to
reconstruct the missing Synoptic source by taking
Mark seriously as a third witness to it, and the
resulting text 1s about twice the size of other
reconstructions (Q+, which I prefer to call the Logoi
of Jesus).

Furthermore, I would insist that QJs not the
only Synoptic source that has disappeared, for Luke
seems to have known Papias's five-volume Exegesis of
Dominical Logia, which has survived only in a score of
fragments. I thus hold to the Q+/Papias solution to
the Synoptic Problem.

Armed with this new model for Synoptic
intertextuality and a new reconstruction of the Logoi
ofJesus, 1 have attempted to apply historical criteria
to my reconstruction with the following results. Even



though the lost Synoptic source is a sophisticated
Greek rewriting of the book of Deuteronomy to
portray Jesus as the promised eschatological prophet
like Moses, the author had access to much traditional
information aboutJesus. Not only did an earthly Jesus
exist, he provided his followers a coherent moral
vision in his teaching on the kingdom of God, a
moral vision that apparently shaped his conduct and
that of his first followers.



JESUS AND THE BROTHERS
The Theology of the Imperfect Union
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In a book written in 1994, New Testament
scholar Marcus Borg suggests that the Jesus of the
Gospels, a shadowy figure if ever there was one, can
be seen as a social reformer who stretched the
interpretation of the Jewish purity code to its limits.'
"Purity code" is shorthand for a section of the book
of Leviticus (18-27) that lists various prohibitions
against certain kinds of social and sexual behavior.



Thecode forbids fathers to sleep with daughters,
donkeys to be used as surrogates for males, men to
sleep with menstruating women, and men to "sleep
with a man as with a woman" under pain of death
(Lv 20:13). The code is too early to envisage "a man
sleeping with a man as with a man," and says nothing,
given the androcentric naaire of the advice, to
prohibit the unthinkable crime of a "woman sleeping
with a woman as with a woman."

Whether or not Jesus himself said anything about
specific sexual taboos listed in the code is unknown:
he certainly is reported as saying a few things about
purity and clean thoughts in the so-called Sermon on
the Mount (Mt 5-7)—but whatever the case, it 1is
beside the point. As aJew living in the Mediterranean
world, he was a social outcast and a religious pariah
for failing to find a suitable kallah, settle down, and
raise a family. It is only when this historical reality is
laid aside—for example, in the belief that as the son
of God 1t 1s unthinkable for him to have had



children (after the manner of Zeus?)—that the
question of his specialized and wunusual sexual
existence becomes insignificant. And so it was until
the last century—insignificant.

In Jesus' day, he was pricking at the goads of a
system that equated homosexuality with the sacrifice
of children to Molech (an "abomination, against
nature," Lv 18:21), and in his longest disquisition on
an aspect of the purity code (adultery: Mt 5:27-30;
cf. Lv 20:9), he has no word to say on the subject of
"healthy" sexual relationships.

This is more amazing when one considers that, in
the same discourse, Jesus is given to define anger,
murder, lust, and adultery (equating lust with adultery
[5:28] in a notoriously austere fashion that probably
reflects the thinking of a married but sexually austere
second-century bishop) but has nothing to say about
7topV£ia, a word that can mean simply "fornication"
but more often means homosexuality. A majority of



biblical scholars would meet this silence with a shrug,
as 1f to say, "Why should he talk about something
that didn't come up?" I have a different question:
Why doesn't he?

The answer should embarrass the knowledgeable
as much as it stuns the unaware: Jesus doesn't think
of marriage as Christian. Nor does he think of it as
"normative," as his own preference for all-male
companionship proves. "Marriage" is an immeasurably
old social instiunion by his time, mythically ordained
in the Garden of Eden as part of a fertility

agreement, and he does nothing to challenge it.

Because Jesus, as far as we know, never married, one
can wonder why his expert advice i1s sought on a
subject on which he cannot have been an expert. But



the common view of New Testament scholarship is
that the subject of "defining" marriage does not arise
in Jesus' own lifetime and that the wvarious
contradictory pronouncements on marriage (Mt 19:9;
Mt 5:31-32; Mk 10:11-12; Lk 16:18) we find in the
Gospels come from a later period, a time when
divorce was the burning issue for Christians looking
for a way out of "mixed" marriages, Christian-to-jew
and pagan-to-Christian. The early Christians could ill
afford divorces: their numbers were too few and
increasing at rates that varied widely from region to
region and, with persecution always a threat, from
decade to decade. Procreation within the sect, a form
of endogamy, was a surer way to expand than
conversion—though both options were tried.
Ultimately, the Jewish strategy of cultic endogamy as
a mode of increase guaranteed the survival of the
struggling sect.

This perception—the idea of the "utility" of



marriage—took a while to take hold. It cannot be
projected into the time of Jesus and his followers.
The earliest Christians didn't like marriage at all and
tried to avoid it, probably in memory or imitation of
Jesus and his ostensibly celibate community. The
earliest literature is a tale of wandering charismatics
and neglected widows, with the only prominent
married couple—Ananias and Sapphira—being slain
by God for their selfishness (Acts 5:1-12), in contrast
to the generosity of the all-male apostles. That
community was, we assume, celibate, or at least
single-sex, for a reason: the world was ending—if not
immediately, then pretty soon—and, if soon, why
bother to cooperate in the thankless task of propa-
gating sinners?

The "Essene" Jews of Qumran (the "Dead Seca
community"), to the extent they can be identified,
held equivalent sentiments, and despite theories being
disseminated by the revisers of apocalyptic theory, the
best way to see Jesus is still, in my opinion, as an



end-time  preacher with  resemblances if not
connections to other world-denying apocalyptic sects.

In such a community, any form of marriage
—-Jewish, pagan, and mixed—becomes an issue, an
encumbrance, and a distraction. Why buy land (or
hold back part of the sale-price of it, as Ananias did)
when the land will burn? "Console each other with
these  words," Paul advises the  Christians at
Thessaloniki in our earliest bit of Christian literature:
"The day of the Lord is coming like a thief in the
night" (1 Thes 5:2). And simply to amplify Paul's
encouraging words, the unknown author of 2 Peter,
early in the second century, writes, "On that day the
heavens will disappear in flames and the earth will be
laid bare ... and the heavens will blaze until they fall
apart, and will melt the elements in flames" (2 Pt
3:10-13). Since Jewish marriage custom comes under
the guidelines of property law, and since acquisition
of property is to be discouraged in all apocalyptic
systems, taking ("acquiring") a wife was contrary to



the faith of the Christian community at least to the
extent the eschatological framework is taken seriously
by converts. To the extent the church developed a
stratified system of ministers and laity, with slightly
different disciplines for each, a theology of marriage
could begin to develop.

But prior to this delineation we cannot assume
the popularity of marriage. Even normal human
companionship becomes "lust" in this context,
"carousal [with the opposite sex] in broad daylight,
seeking pleasure, sitting at table, chatting away,
reveling in their own ignorance and wantonness" (2
Pt 2:12-13).

The Talmud specifies that a woman is "acquired" (i.e.,



becomes a wife) in three ways: through money,
through contract, and through sexual intercourse
(Mishnah Kiddushin 1:1). Ordinarily, all three of these
conditions are satisfied in rapid and predictable
succession, although only one is necessary to enter
into a binding marriage. In all cases, the Talmud
specifies that a woman can be acquired only with her
consent and not without it (Kiddushin 2a-b). For the
early Christians, the terms of the contract were
problematical: though divorce was possible, contracts
were not made to be broken. Though bride price
could be small or great (usually small—a perutab or
copper coin sufficed) according to circumstances,
Christians were poor. And while sexual intercourse
was considered (eventually) the "binder" rather than
the modus of the contract, in the Hellenistic world,
as much later in the history of sexual relationships,
having sex often led to marriage as a consequence.
Christians were hemmed in by apocalyptic logic,
poverty, and the strong urge to chastity that emerges



from the models of Jesus and his male and female
followers—whether Jesus was the source of this
discipline or not. Marriage, in short, was a source of

some conceptual and doubtless also social stress.

A "Christian" as opposed to a Jewish conception
of  marriage  develops against an essentially
world-negating background, Jewish marriage being
understood as an arrangement designed to fulfill the
mandate of Genesis 1:22, "Be fruitful, multiply"—a
creation-friendly rather than destruction-friendly view
of conjugal life. As John Crossan has said, we can
notionally separate the "ethical eschatology" of Jesus,
replete  with its sexual corollaries, from the
apocalyptic  eschatology of his  followers and
interpreters, with its images of violent destruction.’
Yet in the social life of the community, and especially
in the case of marriage and divorce, these two strains
are combined.

Bluntly put, there is no such thing as "normative"



marriage—or indeed "normal" sexual behavior—in
times thought to be extraordinary and final. The
strange, disapproving tones of 2 Peter suggest that
even adolescent conversation has become "lewdness."
The early Christian conception can only look weird
by modern standards: Paul advises that marriage is
permissible because the end time has not yet arrived,
and temptations to sexual lust must be controlled in
the meantime: "So, in a time of stress like the present,
this is the best way for a man to live: it is best for a
man to be as he is. I mean, are you in a marriage?
Don't seek to be divorced. Have you been divorced?
Don't seek another wife. If you do marry, you have
done no wrong ... except those who marry will have
pain and grief in this bodily life and I would spare

you that But the time we live in will not last long;

and while it lasts, married men should act as though
they had no wives" (1 Cor 7:26-30).

It seems fairly clear that this text does not form
the background for the sacramental understanding of



Christian marriage that develops in the Middle Ages,
and not formally (ecclesiastically) until the twelfth
century The view 1s pessimistic, eschatological, and
expedient—marriage is good because it gives people a
place to release their passions (1 Cor 7:2-6). If it did
not exist "in these times of stress,” heaven knows
what people might do.

Although Jesus never said a word about marriage,
as distinct from divorce, the early community did, or
rather gave him the words to say. By the time the
Gospels were written, circumstances had changed.
Paul was dead; so too, we think, was Peter.
Christianity was no longer primarily a Jewish
religious sect, and its marriage laws, though based on
Jewish rather than Greek precedent, had already gone
through the period of eschatological refashioning. The
Temple had been destroyed, rabbinical Judaism was a
welter of nitpicking debates over every aspect of the
Torah (codified in the Talmud), and, to make matters
worse, neither Jews nor pagans saw the Christians as a



legitimate religious sect. More important, a generation
of Christians had grown up and old waiting for the
second coming—a long time of abstinence for a sect
that did not find its model of sexual purity among the
hive-dwelling Jews of the Dead Sea.

What could be done? The mythical encounter
between some Pharisees and Jesus in Mark 10:1-12 is
transparently an attempt to fix a problem. It casts
Jesus 1n the role of Moses, the ancient lawgiver
whose authority exceeds the opinion of the rabbis, in
a controversy centering on the permissibility of
divorce and not the sanctity of marriage. Given the
parlous state of the community in the year 70 (?)
CE, the Jesuine toughening of Paul's advice ("If you
are married, stay that way: it won't be for long") is
predictable.

To the Pharisees' question, Jesus says, "If a man
divorces his wife and marries another, he commits
adultery against her; if she divorces her husband and



marries another, she commits adultery" (Mk 10:10).
The statement is curious, because in Jewish law (the
context where the controversy is supposed to occur) a
woman cannot divorce her husband. Moreover, the
Christian cult's view of divorce as adultery is unsup-
ported in Jewish tradition, excepting cases where a
valid getor certificate of divorce has not been
delivered by the male. The rabbinical opinion of
first-century Jerusalem  was  fully centered  on

"

Deuteronomy 24:1—a man who has married "a
woman who fails to please him" can break the
contract unilaterally, that is to say, "free her" to marry
another man. If the second husband also rejects her,

n

she is not free to return to her first husband "as she
has become to him wunclean." The penalty for
adultery was clearly spelled out in the purity code
and elsewhere. If a man "commits adultery," both the
man and the woman shall be put to death (Lv 20:10).
By simple inference then, Jesus' words concerning the

indissolubility of marriage should entail that all



divorccd Christians, as adulterers, should be subjected
to the penalty provided by the code: stoning. But this
situation does not seem to be the object of the
discourse.

It 1s no accident that the medieval way around
the immediate biblical context was to insist on the
sanctity of marriage as an indissoluble contract of a
man and a woman—a prescription that arises from
the propagative and missionary needs of the early
church. Furthermore, in arriving at the idea of the
"sanctity" (later the sacrament) of marriage, there is
the added element that adultery i1s no longer defined
as an act against marriage (sleeping with the
neighbor's wife); it is now defined as the act of
divorcing a partner for any reason except adultery.

The Lord (as Moses) had spoken. The bishops
spoke later, but loudly. Jesus' editors' defense of the
marriage act, however, doesn't make marriage
Christian: it specifically leaves it Jewish (and in Hel-



lenistic context, conventual) in a contractual sense but
now an all-but-unbreakable contract between "a man

and a woman." The possibility of any divorce, as the
Catholic Church would stubbornly insist later, is
excluded if the saying of Jesus i1s applied as a rule.
But the existence of marriage as a  Christian
sacrament, as Luther and the Protestants rightly
recognized, 1is also excluded as marriage is
pre-Christian and Jesus does not reinvent it. And as
the English Church (but the Spanish Catholics first)
recognized, there 1is that bit about "except for
adultery." That may not apply to peasants, but surely
kings must have both rules and exceptions. Jesus
does not reinvent marriage. Me describes divorce
within a strange socioreligious environment. He does
not suggest that marriage is a "sacrament," whatever
that might have meant, only that the "union" of a
man and a woman—which can only mean sexual
union in his day—represents an agreement to
reproduce, one that (according to the rather



unrabbinical gloss of Genesis 2:24) should not be
broken.

In one sense, it does not get less Jewish or more
incoherent than this gloss, since an "adulterating
wife" brings shame on a husband and wunder the
purity code must be punished to save the household
from disgrace. Knowing this—that indissolubility
could not be absolute—the Jewish writer known as
Matthew inserts "except for unchastity" after the pro-
hibition in 5:32 and 199, probably finding Mark's
simple equation of divorce and adultery intriguing
but incomprehensible.

How can we make sense of this tangle of witnesses?
What was Jesus doing with the purity code,
marriage, divorce—or, more precisely, what was the



early church doing with Jesus?

Answering that question 1is difficult: Once you
start fiddling with purity codes and marriage law, as
Jesus seems to have been doing, according to Borg,
can you end it? In little more than thirty years, mar-
riage went from being the lesser of Ilifestyle evils
(celibacy and virginity remaining the higher lifestyle
choice in the Gnostic, Marcionite, Augustinian, and
early monastic traditions, surviving anomalously in the
discipline  of priestly celibacy) to being an
indissoluble union of opposites dictated by the
celibate Lord.

On the one hand, this tells us something about
the progress of "thinking about" marriage and the
competing motives involved in giving it first grudging
and then canonical approval. At the same time, it tells
us something about how divorce and nonmarriage
were initially endorsed: the former made taboo and
the latter only rarely available except to a religious



elite. There 1s no inkling in any of this that Jesus
was promarriage (as opposed to antidivorce) or
interested in the concept of "family." Living so long
after the canonization of marriage and pious
interpretations of the birth narratives and Jesus'
empathy with "little children" (Mt 19.14, doubtless a
moralia built on a lost parable), we find it difficult to
accept that Jesus shows absolutely no interest or
concern for families in any gospel. But that is the
case.

In its long history, the church has had repeatedly
to 1invent stratagems around the assertion—a very
early part of the Jesus tradition—that his message is
designed intentionally to create divisions in families
(Mt 10:37) and that he rejected his biological family
for its rejection of him (Mk 3:31 ff.), with later pious
amendments made in the interest of covering over his
contempt for the value of marriage and family life.
But the question must be asked: What would Jesus
do? What did he do?



The answer is obscure, but a hint of it may be
found in one of the most puzzling passages of the
New Testament, coming in Matthew's Gospel just
after the question of the Pharisees to Jesus about
divorce (Mt 19:10-12). Mark does not record this little
drama; it does not (seem to) belong to Qj—the
hypothetical sayings source, if it existed—and Luke
is mysteriously silent on the issue. Here is a literal
rendering of the passage:

His disciples then say to him, "If this [marriage] is
the way it is for a man and woman, then [surely] it
is best not to marry [at all]l." And Jesus said to
them, "Butnotall men can understand this teaching only
those who have been prepared [to receive it]. For there
are eunuchs who are that way from their mothers womb,
and there are ' eunuchs' who are made this way because of

men, and men who become ‘'eunuchs' by their own hand)\

for the |[sake of the] kingdom of God"



It does not matter whether Jesus 1is equating
"sexless" (eunochos) with celibacy, castration, or (as I
think) male bonding—an exclusive brotherhood—in
this passage. The meaning 1s clear in any event: fol-
lowing a discourse on marriage, the celibate teacher
is asked directly about the "case" of the all-male
community. The apostles reckon that, given the
complexity of heterosexual contracts, not marrying at
all would be the best solution. Jesus agrees. His

"

advice is for hoi polloi, the "average." The dialogue is
presented in a style more familiar from Mark's
salon-style conversations between Jesus and his
closest followers, always in a venue beyond earshot
of the wuncomprehending and slightly dimwitted

multitudes (cf. Mk 4:10-12; Mt 13:10-15).

This gospel-within-the-Gospel tradition includes
other mysteries with decided same-sex overtones,
notably the famous encounter with the "rich young



man" (Mk 10:17-22), the youth's later and puzzling
reemergence as a naked runaway in Mark 14:51, and,
most suggestive of all, the youth's presence in the
tomb of Jesus (having regained his white robe) on
Easter morning (Mk 16:16). The tradition fits broadly
into the pattern of the "secret gospel of Mark," the
controversial fragment that seems to include a more
elaborate tradition concerning Jesus' encounters with
the young man, possibly a homosexual baptismal or
marriage rite undergone by early ministers of the
tradition.

It seems entirely possible that Matthew's
continuation of the marriage discourse with the
Pharisees belonged to Mark, his source, but was
eliminated from Mark along with other elements of
the "private" tradition because of its same-sex motif,
In any case, the tradition is there; Jesus agrees—in
language reminiscent of Paul's dissuasion: "Yes, it
would be better to be the way we are—but not



everyone is, or can be. Some know from birth the
way we are, some know from experience, some
choose to live the way we do. Try to understand that
everyone is not like us." Jesus did not define marriage
as the "union" of "a man and a woman" but defines
the man-woman union as the (optional) form of
contract that has child rearing as its purpose. It is a
lesser estate, a ritual that seems to be associated with
"the crowd."

The cult would not be spread by the priestly
elite with their secret oaths to eunuchy or celibacy
or same-sex partnering. It would be spread by the
lesser union: the union of opposites, symbolically
expressed by slurring reference to "the sons of this
age [who] marry and are given in marriage" (Lk
20:34) that results not in spiritual perfection but in
the seed of the church. This recognition will
dominate the canonical thinking about marriage from
1208 (when 1t is defined by Pope Innocent 1V)
onward. But the "sons of the resurrection," also called



by Luke "the sons of God," do not marry. Jesus the
Lord, the teacher of eunuchs, like Paul the apostle,
seems to have seen marriage differently: with his
band of spiritual brothers, he sees the homosexual
union (whether also homoerotic we cannot know) as
less strenuous, more perfect, and more in keeping
with the times. Bluntly put: the Jesus community did
not engage in marriage. They did not regard it as a
sacrament, as later Christian piety would make it.
Like  the Gnostics—or  perhaps  because  of
them—they regarded it as a moral expedient for the
spiritually weak.



POPULAR MYTHOLOGY IN THE
EARLY EMPIRE AND THE
MULTIPLICITY OF JESUS TRADITIONS

T

J- he purpose of this essay is to examine the
implications for our evaluation of traditions about
Jesus of the dynamics of mythmaking (or mythopoesis)
in the early Roman Empire. When the popular
cultural contexts within which stories about Jesus
were first told or retold are taken into account, it
becomes apparent that they are likely to be
characterized by far more creativity, improvisation,
idiosyncrasy, and inconsistency than has hitherto been



assumedby most New Testament scholars. Far from
being careful and cautious in their handling of such
traditions, the earliest Christians appear to have been
largely indiscriminate or partisan in their judgments
and, for the most part, show little concern about
questions of historicity that so preoccupy current
scholarship. This does not render any attempt to study
the historical Jesus impossible, but it does demand a
high level of historical agnosticism on many matters
that is rarely conceded by current authors.

The period between the origins of traditions
about Jesus and the composition of written texts
referring to him has been poorly conceived in much
New Testament scholarship. Most scholars have
tended to underestimate or pass over the potential for
mythmaking in the initial years of movements that
made claims, of one kind or another, about the figure
of Jesus. It i1s usually argued that such activity is only
evident in later traditions about Jesus, and largely



restricted to mnoncanonical sources, visible 1n such
details as, for example, the speaking cross of the
Gospel of Peter or the petulant miracles of the child
Jesus in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. Where present
in the canonical accounts, it is usually thought to be
largely confined to either the beginning or the end
of narratives about Jesus' life—the points at which,
for example, the synoptic Gospels most obviously and
significantly diverge and conflict (one needs only
compare the birth narratives of Luke and Matthew).'
Invention within the main body of traditions about
Jesus 1s often presumed to be limited to i1maginative
embellishments of a discernible historical tradition
transmitted by his first followers—accretions that can
be removed through the application of appropriate
criteria (though there is, of course, much dispute as
to what these criteria might be).” There are two
common assumptions that lead most scholars to have
faith in the notion of a recoverable, underlying core
that contains authentic data about the historical Jesus



that is not fundamentally indistinguishable and
inseparable from myth:

(1) First, 1t i1s assumed that the central traditions
about Jesus originated with, and were
somehow determined by, the teachings and
actions of the historical Jesus himself.

(i1) Second, it is assumed that core traditions
were transmitted and controlled by
communities of believers in Jesus that either
corporately or through the ongoing authority
given  to eyewitnesses guarded  against
significant innovation.

As we shall see, both these assumptions are
questionable. In fact, the license and creativity of
those who relayed stories about Jesus is likely to have



been so great that the association between many
traditions and specific historical events that may have
been their original genesis is largely unrecoverable.

POPULAR MYTHOLOGY AND
THE EARLY ROMAN EMPIRE

Definition of "Popular"

It 1s 1mportant to begin with some brief remarks
about the use of the term popular in the context of
this essay. By using this term I want to draw attention
to the understandings and experiences of myth that
were prevalent in the early empire and to note that
these do mnot necessarily equate with ideas and
concerns of the literary elite that tend to dominate
our interpretations. I use the term popular here, as 1
have elsewhere in studies of method in the analysis



of the church at Corinth,” early Christian attitudes
towards magic and healing,” illness,” the imperial
cult, and economics,” to draw attention to practices
and beliefs that appear to be widespread and common
in the empire but are generally neglected by those
whom I believe do not take time to establish a plau-
sible context of interpretation; those who eschew the
difficult questions about not just the presence but also
the prevalence of practices and Dbeliefs when
establishing the "background" of early Christianity In
short, I am keen that we recognize what E. P.
Thompson has called (albeit in a different context)
"the enormous condescension of posterity"® that has
left most people in history without a history,
something that has adversely affected our
understanding of the context with which the earliest
Christians lived. I am not alone in this desire to take
the popular cultures of the early empire seriously,’
but it still remains an underdeveloped perspective.



[ must emphasize that in using the word popular 1
do not necessarily assume a homogeneity amongst the
non-elite of the early empire (as though the
non-elite  of  the empire were a lumpen,
undifferentiated mass  without ethnic, religious,
gendered, economic, or other differences, many of
which were important to them and should be to us).
Nor do I rule out the possibility that there are areas
where popular cultures and elite cultures intersect
and overlap. For example, Aesop's Fables are often
taken as evidence, par excellence, of popular culture
in the Roman empire,'’ but we know that they were
also the subject of expensive art in the empire too
(Philostratus the Elder, Imagines; 1.3) and attracted the
attention of the highly educated—indeed, according
to one tradition Socrates spent the last night of his
life versifying some of these fables (Plato, Phaedo,
61b).

Indeed, in the area of mythology, traditions could



be in some sense shared across most population
groups. This is perhaps most obvious with literary
traditions. Homer's poems were, for example, the
formative and most widely known texts in the
empire. Their cultural significance 1is visible in
numerous ways. For example, the Borysthenes on the
Black Sea, originally Greek colonists,'' allegedly
continued to know them by heart although they lost
the ability to speak Greek (Dio Chrysostom, Orationes,
36.9). They were sufficiently prominent that the
poems were even the subject of discussion in rabbinic
literature.'> Heraclitus, a first-century commentator on

Homer, could say:

From the earliest age, children beginning their
studies are nursed on Homer's teaching. One might
say that while we were still in swathing bands we
sucked from his epics as from fresh milk. He assists
the beginner and later the adult in his print. In no
stage of life, from boyhood to old age, do we ever



cease to drink from him. (Quaestiones Homericae;

1.5-6)"

Such a picture was not limited to the educated and
wealthy but is confirmed in a wide range of literary
and material remains that tell us of the enduring and
popular reception of Homer amongst all classes
within the empire.'"* Knowledge of his work is
evident everywhere, including in material of a
peculiarly popular provenance, such as amulets'” and
do-it-yourself oracles.'® There is also evidence that
literary mythologies or recastings of traditional myth
that were of a more recent origin, by the likes of
Ovid and Virgil, could similarly be rapidly and
enthusiastically embraced by the wider populace.'’

Nonetheless, the term popular should remind us
that our concern does not begin and end with
literature of this kind if we want to understand myth
and mythopoesis in the early empire. We need to



cast our net rather more widely. It is important to
examine literary remains that tell us both directly and
indirectly about popular conceptions of myth. The
works of Strabo, Pausanias, or Julius Hyginus should
attract most attention, as they give us our most
detailed knowledge about local myths, but there is
much also to learn from ideas about gods and heroes
implicit, for example, in other forms of writing, such
as the popular slave biography, the Vita Aesopi\ the
book of dream  interpretations  produced by
Artemidorus; or paradoxographical literature (a
popular genre that recounted marvels, see Aulus
Gellius, NoctaeAtticae, 9.4.9ff) "> Even graffiti can, on
occasion, tell us something."” It is also vital to take
account of the material culture of the empire. The
archaeological record of the eastern Mediterranean
should remind us that people inhabited a world full
of myths. As Riipke, for example, has noted, this is
visible in the decorations of temples—from the cult
statues or their miniatures, figure ensembles on



temple pediments, the contents of the friezes that
decorated the entablature that ran along the outside
of a temple, the acroteria (terracotta decorations on
the four corners of the roof of a temple, and on the
gable ends) that often depicted mythological scenes or
the attributes of gods, and the antefixes, often
decorated with the faces of gods.”” In addition we
should add formal paintings that depicted scenes from
myths also adorned temples and other public spaces
and were regularly commented upon, for example, by
Pausanias (e.g., Periegesis, 1.3; 1.15) but have left little
trace today, although the wall paintings of houses in
Pompeii, especially the House of the Tragic Poet,
may give us some intimations of their character.”'
Such  visual representations were clearly very
influential on the ways that stories were known and
interpreted ("poets and painters make equal contribu-
tion to our knowledge of the deeds and the looks of
heroes," Philostratus the Elder, Imagines, 1.1). Indeed,
we should also not overlook private or semipublic



material culture too, from paintings (on plaster,
boards, or canvas), to the plethora of domestic
artifacts, the precious "small things" that Deetz has
reminded us are so central to the ways that past
people constructed their lives and allow us to get an
insight into the character and content of ideas that
were significant and widespread: we can learn much,
for example, from the mythical iconography evident
or evoked in such things as cooking utensils, brick
stamps, oil lamps, figurines, vase paintings, coins, bath
tokens, jewelry, amulets, and grave markers.>

Of course, it 1s not always easy to make sense of
some of this data and to gauge how typical or
representative i1t might be. The renderings of myth
are also sometimes perplexing. For example, what
should we make of the scrap of a second-century CE
Homer hypothesis found at Oxyrhynchus that omits
any reference to the activity of the gods?”’ Many of
the visual representations of myths or artifacts
associated with them are not just hard for us to



interpret but appear to have left the ancient viewer
confused or undecided too (e.g., Pausanias, Periegesis,
5.18.6-7; see also Periegesis, 1.35.7-8).24

A number of key modes of transmission of
popular mythology are also now largely
unrecoverable. Songs and oral traditions about the
gods and heroes, which were probably the main ways
that myths were transmitted, are largely lost to us,
with occasional exceptions recoverable from the pages

. 2
of Strabo or Pausanias.?’

We hear only indirectly
about the visual representations of myths that
accompanied festivals (e.g., Apuleius, Metamorphoses,
11) or public games (what Coleman refers to as the
"fatal charades" that are familiar from some
martyrdom accounts where Christians and others
were dressed up as gods and made to enact famous
mythical scenes).”® We know virtually nothing about
the most popular form of theatrical entertainment in
the first-century Roman Empire, the mime (see

Cicero, Pro Rabirio Postumo, 35; Athenaeus



Deipnosophistai, 1.20d; Philo, In Flaccum, 34, 38, 72; 75),27
even though these functioned to give popular form
to myth, both ancient and modern (the mimes were
not silent but accompanied by songs and dialogue; see
Lucian, De Saltatione 29-30, 63, 68). Mime artists were
capable of rapidly forging new myths, when events
required it, that could provoke powerful, even violent,
reactions 1in their audience (not least through their
roles at funerals; see Cassius Dio, 56.29.1).28

However, problems of evidence and interpretation
aside, the attempt to focus upon popular mythology is
one worth undertaking. Nonetheless, we should note
that negative judgments on the value of the cognate,
though distinct, business of studying popular religion
in the empire might make our subject matter
somewhat contentious. Peter Brown dismissed the
notion of popular religion in his influential The Cult
of the Saints, describing it as a two-tier approach
derived from the prejudices of commentators.”’



Eisner is quite right to note that

there is much that was right about Brown's position,
especially his criticism of the lazy thinking that
blamed anything a scholar disapproved of on the
vulgar habits of the masses. But one of the problems
of the abandonment of two tiers is that the whole
of popular religion becomes merely that which is
sanctioned and tolerated by the elite, liable to
change through a "slow but sure pressure from on

The revisiting of popular religion in the early
Roman Empire 1s long overdue, although important
work, such as Frankfurter's seminal study of religion in
Roman Egypt,”' is indicative of what can be gained
by such a focus, alerting us to the ways in which
worshipers sustained, innovated, and appropriated
meanings through their own rituals and interpretations
unsanctioned by elite and priestly classes intent on



trying to control the forms of practice and tradition
that should predominate.

Definitions of Myth

It 1s also important, at this stage, to define what is
meant in this essay by myth. Definitions of myth are
numerous > but few bear much resemblance to the
meaning of the Greek term mythos that will be the
focus of this essay Although the meaning of this
word changed over time, it can be usefully thought
of as referring to a story, or more precisely, a popular
story of a god or hero.”> As Dowden notes, by the
first century BCE it seems to have been common to
think of myths as including matters that were neither
true nor probable (Rhetorica ad Herennium, 1.13).*
Wiseman remarks, "Such a story may be (in our
terms) historical, pseudo-historical or totally fictitious,

but if it matters enough to be retold, it can count as



a myth.">

This conception of myth might, to some, seem
rather anemic. As Fritz Graf has noted, an enormous
semantic gap has arisen between what was meant by
mythos (or the Latin fabula) and modern meanings of
myth as a consequence of processes begun in the
eighteenth century.’® Most definitions today assume
that myth can be described rather more precisely and
are predicated on the notion that the term should be
limited to hoary old tales about a time long before or
apart from the world of the teller, involving
nonhuman beings and extraordinary events. Myths are
assumed to be bearers or generators of significant
meanings about, for example, society, morality,
psychology, ontology, cosmology, history, or ritual life.
"They are more than stories that lack empirical
validation; they serve as symbolic statements about the
meaning and purpose of life in this world."’

The question of the definition of myth has been



even more confused by die unhelpful distinction
between myth and legend so ingrained in the thinking
of New Testament scholars (largely, as a result of the
ongoing legacy of form criticism, and notably Martin
Dibelius and Rudolph Bultmann).”® As Graf says, such
attempts at categorization are "irrelevant at best,
misleading at worst: it 1s a matter of our own cate-
gories and there is no scholarly consensus as to what
these categories mean."”’ It has also been complicated
by fact that many of those studying the historical
Jesus have preferred, in the last few decades, to use
the terms narrative or story 1in preference to myth,
because these words are less emotionally charged and
allow critics to sidestep questions of historicity
implicit in the latter.*’

Although I think that Mack 1is quite right to
complain that contemporary scholarship concerned
with Christian origins has suffered as a consequence
of its failure to engage with what he terms "modern

nédl

myth theory, and outputs of the Society of Biblical



Literature's Seminar on Ancient Myths and Modern
Theories of Christian Origins demonstrate what can
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be gained by attending to just such approaches,
the purposes of this essay, a narrower, rather more
prosaic understanding of myth as a story about a
popular figure that includes material that is neither true
norprobable will be used without any theoretical
assumptions about the function or meaning of such

material.

THE CHARACTER OF MYTH IN
THE EARLY ROMAN EMPIRE

So, having explored what we mean by popular
mythology in the early empire, we need now to say
something of its fundamental character before briefly
elucidating some of its central features. Gould's
remarks are particularly apposite:



The... absence of finality is characteristic of Greek
myth. Greek myth is open-ended; a traditional story
can be re-told, told with new meanings, new
incidents, new persons, even with a formal reversal
of old meaning.... The improvisatory character of
Greek myths is not just a literary fact.... It is not
bound to forms hardened and stiffened by canonical
authority, but mobile, fluent and free to respond to a

changing experience of the world.*

Of course, what Gould says here refers
predominately to Greek myth, and some might feel
that it 1s therefore of little consequence for
understanding the way myth could be conceived in
other cultural contexts, primarily 1in the eastern
Mediterranean, 1n which we know the earliest
Christians lived. However, a tendency towards
mythmaking was an inextricable characteristic of
popular Hellenism (still a wvalid concept, though one



requiring  substantial critical reflection),”  and
Hellenism was a dynamic, component part, in some
manner, of all cultures within the eastern empire
(indeed, in many ways, it was constituted by these
cultures, taking different forms in different locations,
through processes of fusion and hybridization). While
in no way wishing to downplay the differences
between, for example, Roman and Greek cultures and
religion, differences that preoccupied writers such as
Plutarch in his Questiones Romanae and Questiones
Graecae, we should not assume, for example, that
Romans and those influenced by Roman culture did
not approach myth in the same way and have the
same capacity for mythmaking. As Wiseman has
shown, the notion that the Romans did not have their
own myths is really a legacy of Romanticism and does
not reflect the evidence: "The Romans were not a
people without myths. They too had stories to tell
about  their  gods, their  forefathers and the
achievements of their city."” We need to rid



ourselves of some age-old prejudices about Roman
culture that continue to shape interpretations today;

"

Kurt Latte's description of the Romans as "an
unspeculative and unimaginative people"” who simply
borrowed and left undeveloped the myths of the
Greeks is not accurate as we can see from a cursory
examination of, for example, Ovid's Fasti, the poem
about the Roman sacred calendar.*® Elsewhere in the
empire, Frankfurter's work on Roman Egypt shows
just such mythic dynamism as characteristic of religion

*7 and we can see something similar in the cult

there,
of Magna Mater (Cybele) that continued to develop
in Phrygia and throughout the empire, amongst the
Anatolian diaspora and others in Greece and Rome

long after the formal importation of the Goddess into
Rome in 204 BCE *

Nor should it be thought that Jews were
somehow exceptions, uninfluenced by the prevailing
cultural forces that shaped the lives of others in the



region, and with which they had lived for centuries.”
As has been recently argued, we need a revised
analytical paradigm for understanding the
relationship between Hellenism and Judaism, and
Alexander might well be right that this should now
be "always in favour of similarity rather than
dissimilarity."® One only needs to look at the
tendencies in traditions about such key first-century
figures as Yohanan ben Zakkai’' or the unhistorical
and fantastical narratives that found their way into
the Talmud®® or Philo's De Vita Mosis to see that
mythmaking was as common among Jews as anyone
else in the early empire (and such an attitude to
myth is not in any way dependent upon syncretism
or Jewish involvement 1in religious practices of
Hellenism).

So, having established the open-ended nature of
mythmaking in the early empire, let us now make a
few further remarks about its character before
returning to the question of the early Christian



traditions about Jesus.

The Fecundity of Myth

Myth in the early empire was not conservative.
Pausanias at times despaired because of its constant
mutations. He complained, "Those who like to listen
to the miraculous are themselves apt to add to the
marvel, and so