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INTRODUCTION

The study of the New Testament and of Christian Origins is of perennial
importance. The meaning of Christianity’s first writings and the shape of
Christianity’s earliest developments are of more than antiquarian interest.
They bear existential significance for both Christian believers and those
who despise Christian belief. Because coming to right conclusions about
Christianity’s beginnings seems all-important, yet the evidence support-
ing any conclusion about those beginnings is elusive and debatable, the
controversial character of the compositions and of the history to which
they bear witness is unavoidable.

The 35 essays collected in this volume represent one scholar’s sporadic
and non-systematic contributions to a number of important and contro-
versial issues in the study of the New Testament and Christian Origins,
written over a period of 35 years, and presented without revision. Much
has changed in scholarship over these three decades: the center of the
academic study of early Christianity shifted definitively from Europe to
the United States, and in this country, progressively toward the sociologi-
cal and ideological framework of the secular university and away from the
concerns of the church. With this shift has come as well the development
of new methods intended to replace or supplement the formerly hege-
monic historical-critical approach. The American university context has
encouraged interaction with a variety of disciplines beyond those of his-
tory, philosophy, and theology (which had, for over two centuries, shaped
European biblical scholarship). From the use of psychoanalytic catego-
ries to interpret the parables of Jesus to the rise of so-called ideological
criticisms, recent decades have been marked by a spirit of liberation and
experimentation. Perhaps the most significant and enduring of the new
approaches have been the ones that have served to focus readers on the
actual shape of the compositions: in the gospels, the development of lit-
erary or narrative criticism, and in the letters, the recovery of rhetorical
analysis.

My own work falls squarely within these last developments, which
agree on two critical points: first, the final stage of compositions is deci-
sive for interpretation, and second, ancient compositions make argu-
ments, whether through story or through discourse or through both. From
the start of my work on Luke-Acts, then, I argued that the upshot of a
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commitment to the literary unity of Luke’s two-volume composition was
a commitment to determining the rhetorical argument being worked out
by the author across his entire story. Likewise in my earliest work on Paul,
I searched for the rhetorical function of his polemic against false teachers.
Such attention to the literary/rhetorical character of the New Testament
compositions has also directed my explorations into contemporary Greco-
Roman and Jewish materials; the point has consistently been either to
provide analogies to the rhetorical turns of the New Testament, or to put
the New Testament compositions into genuine conversation with ideas,
symbols, and rhetorical tropes found in their cultural milieu.

As I survey the studies in this collection devoted specifically to the New
Testament, therefore, I note three consistent features. The first is an exe-
getical focus: most of the essays stay close to the particularities of specific
compositions, and refuse to take the accustomed way of reading them
for granted; to the degree that the studies succeed in being genuinely
exegetical, they approach being genuinely original. The second is a con-
cern for methodological (or theoretical) precision and consistency: in a
fairly large number of these studies I concern myself with what questions
can appropriately be put to texts and what answers might appropriately
be expected. The third feature follows from the first two: a willingness
to question conventional wisdom (scholarly “consensus”) concerning the
meaning of New Testament texts and their putative place within early
Christian history. Without a solid grounding in exegesis and method-
ological precision, the adoption of conclusions contrary to those held as
dogmas by the guild might appear as odd or idiosyncratic; but based in
methodological precision and solid exegesis, they deserve serious consid-
eration. Perhaps I should add as a fourth feature of the essays, then, their
contentious character. By my count, at least half of the studies devoted
specifically to the New Testament in this book engage, and frequently
challenge, the views of other scholars. In some cases, as in my reviews
of N.T. Wright on the historical Jesus or of Elaine Pagels on the Gospel of
Thomas, the engagement is direct, sustained, and vigorous. In other cases,
as in my programmatic essay concerning the validity of seeking the Lukan
community, or my review of the NRSV translation of Luke-Acts from the
perspective of literary criticism, the discussion is slightly more detached.
Nevertheless, these studies amply demonstrate, as do my books, that I
have never shied away from intellectual combat, precisely because I am
convinced that controversy in matters of great importance is the inevi-
table result of convictions independently reached and passionately held.
I have never thought that academic consensus was much of a guarantee
of anything, certainly not truth.
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The essays in Part One (“Jesus and the Gospels”) divide nicely between
the controversial and the constructive. The first three essays can be read
in combination with my book, The Real Jesus: The Misquided Quest for
the Historical Jesus and the Truth of the Traditional Gospels (HarperSan-
Francisco, 1996), and take up three aspects of that unfortunately titled
effort: one aspect is the sustained critique of historiographical method;
as The Real Jesus applied this to scholars widely regarded as liberal in
tendency (above all the Jesus Seminar), so my historiographical response
to N.T. Wright applies it to a scholar who has self-designated himself an
opponent of the Jesus Seminar. Bad historical method is bad historical
method, whatever the ideology driving it. A second aspect (“What’s At
Stake”) interrogates the impulses driving a “historical” quest that has
yielded such widely various and unsatisfactory results yet never seems
to quit, reaching the (fairly obvious) conclusion that the quest has never
been about history, but about theology, the quest for a theologically sat-
isfactory Jesus. The third aspect makes the argument that better access to
knowledge concerning the human Jesus is available through another sort
of criticism, namely literary criticism of the canonical gospels (“Learning
the Human Jesus”).

The final three essays in Part One have a more constructive character.
In “The Jesus of the Gospels and Philosophy,” I sketch the ways in which
the character of Jesus in the canonical gospels can give rise to the sort
of serious intellectual inquiry concerning existence that we traditionally
associate with the term philosophy. Each mode of engagement involves a
reading choice: engaging Jesus as a sage among other ancient sages means
reading primarily the words ascribed to him; engaging him as moral exem-
plar through character ethics means dealing with the depiction of Jesus’
ethos through the gospel narrative; engaging the mythic language of the
gospels, in turn, gives rise to ontology; and finally, philosophical reflec-
tion can be turned to the ontological implications of reading itself. One
of the previously unpublished essays in this collection (“Jesus among the
Philosophers”) takes up the challenge of the first option, and places the
Matthean beatitudes of Jesus in conversation concerning the nature of
happiness with three ancient philosophers. The final essay in this section
plays with the notion of a “theology of the synoptic gospels” and presses
the methodological issues such a notion raises.

The studies dealing with Luke-Acts in Part Two can be read in con-
junction with my books, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts
(Scholars Press, 1977) and Prophetic Jesus, Prophetic Church (Eerdmans,
2011), as well as my commentaries on Luke and The Acts of the Apostles
(Sacra Pagina 3 and 5; Liturgical Press, 1990, 1992). But each of the essays
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deals with methodological issues left implicit in the monographs. Is Luke-
Acts capable of providing a picture of the historical Lukan community
(“Finding the Lukan Community”)? I answer in the negative: the larger
literary and religious goals of the work, and its specific rhetorical shap-
ing, disallows a simple movement from Lukan proposition or theme to a
dimension of a Lukan community. How does taking Luke-Acts as a whole
affect the study of its Christology? I respond by showing how the overall
lukan concern for the “prophet and the people” throughout his narrative
serves to focus and organize other Christological elements. How should
parables be read within Luke-Acts? I take the “parable of the pounds” as
a way of demonstrating that, consistent with his use of summaries and
speeches, Luke also uses the parables of Jesus as a means of commenting
on and interpreting the flow of his narrative (“Lukan Kingship Parable”).
How should “salvation” be understood within Luke-Acts? By using Grei-
mas’ analysis of narrative, I do a serious comparison of Luke-Acts and Paul
on this question to show how, for both, salvation is fundamentally a this-
worldly, social, phenomenon: salvation is understood in terms of belong-
ing to a remnant community. How can narrative criticism of Luke-Acts
serve as a framework for testing the adequacy of a contemporary English
translation? I show how the NRSV consistently misses important the-
matic elements in Luke’s story. Is the value of literary criticism nullified
by the history of reader-reception in the early Church? In an exchange
with Kavin Rowe, I try to show the opposite, and argue against folding
interpretation utterly into the history of interpretation. Finally, I add a
short essay which presents some of the elements at work in the narrative
analysis of a single Lukan passage.

Although the study of Paul has always been most important to me, and
although my conception of the Christian reality is very much shaped by
Paul, the actual published work I have done on Paul seems at first glance
to be less than that devoted to other parts of the New Testament. There is
the treatment of each of Paul’s letters in The Writings of the New Testament:
An Interpretation (3rd edition, Fortress, 2010), and a treatment of Romans
in my small commentary, Reading Romans: A Literary and Theological
Commentary (Smyth and Helwys, 1996); there are also studies of Galatians,
Colossians, and 1 Corinthians in my book, Religious Experience: A Missing
Dimension of New Testament Studies (Fortress, 1998). In Part Three of this
collection are four essays devoted to specific problems in the undisputed
letters, two on Romans and two on 1 Corinthians. My essay on the faith of
Jesus in Romans 3:21—-26 is one that I regard as particularly important, not
only for the contribution it made to the clarification of the debate—then
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at a much earlier point—but for the fact that its specific argument linking
faith and obedience, grounded in the rhetoric of Romans’ argument, has
never been rebutted. The essay on the transformation of the mind and
moral discernment, in turn, is closely linked to that on the faith of Jesus,
arguing that “the mind in question” in Romans 12:1-2 is precisely “the
mind of Christ,” and that Paul's employment of virtue language for human
behavior is more closely linked than at first appears to his language about
being led by the Holy Spirit. The two essays on First Corinthians are also
linked, as they take up a serious consideration of Paul’'s language about
the resurrected Christ as “Life-Giving Spirit,” and of the church as “the
body of Christ.” Each essay presses the point that Paul's language about
both Spirit and Body requires of interpreters the willingness to enter into
an imaginative world alien to their own. The essay on Paul’s ecclesiol-
ogy, in turn, shows how the major metaphors for the Christian association
used by Paul assume that alternative construction of reality.

I unapologetically include three essays on the pastoral letters under
the rubric of “Paul,” because I understand these three letters to have been
written under his authorization during Paul’s personal ministry. I have
advanced serious arguments in favor of this position in my commentar-
ies, The Letters to Paul’s Delegates (Trinity International Press, 1996), and
The First and Second Letters to Timothy (Anchor Bible 35A; Yale University
Press, 2001). The essays included here reveal, I hope, that I reached this
position not out of an ideological proclivity—I have never had a theo-
logical issue with the Pastorals being pseudonymous, and the first of the
essays here (“Second Timothy and the Polemic Against False Teachers”)
actually proposes that 1Timothy and Titus were written pseudonymously
on the basis of an authentic 2 Timothy. The other two essays represent
the position I now hold. But all three essays are less interested in proving
something about authorship than they are in clarifying the interpretation
of the letters to Paul’s delegates by placing them in serious conversation,
first with forms of ancient rhetoric, and second with letters that are uni-
versally accepted as Pauline.

Part Four contains five essays on other New Testament compositions.
The two dealing with James (“Reading Wisdom” and “God Ever New”)
were written after my commentary, The Letter of James (Anchor Bible 37A;
Yale University Press, 1995), and a collection of some 15 essays devoted
to this important composition, Brother of Jesus, Friend of God: Studies in
the Letter of James (Eerdmans, 2004). The two dealing with Hebrews can
be read in connection with my commentary, Hebrews (New Testament
Library; Westminster John Knox, 2006). The final study, devoted to John
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and the Coptic Gospel of Thomas, is an exercise in canonical criticism
with an edge: it asks about the effect of anthologization on interpretation;
specifically, how would GT be understood if it were one of the composi-
tions canonized by the church, and how would John be read if it were
found in the Nag-Hammadi collection?

I am particularly pleased to have the opportunity to gather in one place
the 9 essays in Part Five, which take up issues in Christian origins, for
two reasons: first, one of them (“Marriage, Family, and Sexuality”) has not
been published, and the other eight have appeared in publications that
are not readily accessible; second, the essays make what I consider to be a
real contribution to a number of important issues in earliest Christianity.
In these essays, my focus is less on the exegesis of specific texts and more
on broader historical themes. I have always been concerned with issues
having to do with early Christian history—as is evident in my work on
James and the Letters to Paul's Delegates—and these studies provide
further evidence of that concern.

The first of these essays is brief, but has an importance in my own eyes
that I hope a wider readership will confirm. In it, I approach the issue
of diversity and fellowship in earliest Christianity through an analysis of
three distinct historiographical approaches: that of Catholic myth (in the
beginning is unity and diversity results from heresy), that of the Tiibin-
gen School (in the beginning is diversity of ideas and unity results from
a dialectic leading to early Catholicism), and that of contemporary schol-
ars influenced by Walter Bauer (in the beginning is diversity and unity
results from Roman political influence). Each approach focuses on dif-
ferent aspects of history, each has strengths, and each has weaknesses.
Each also has a mythic character. Against this backdrop, I argue that a
better historiography shows that both diversity and fellowship are there
from the beginning and continue in different proportions through the first
three centuries. This essay finds a complement in the essay “Making Con-
nections: the Material Expression of Friendship in the New Testament.”

Three of the studies touch on the delicate issue of earliest Christianity
and Judaism, first in general (“Anti-Judaism”), second in terms of the toxic
character of the New Testament’s rhetoric (“The New Testament’s Anti-
Jewish Slander”), and third, in terms of hermeneutics (“The Bible after
the Holocaust”). My study of the ancient rhetoric of vilification and its
literary employment in the compositions of the New Testament is prob-
ably the essay of mine that has enjoyed the widest readership and appro-
bation. I hope that its inclusion here will enable another generation of
scholars to consider it, for the specter of anti-Semitism is constant within
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this discipline. My response to Emile Fackenheim (“The Bible after the
Holocaust”), in turn, seeks at once to honor the singularity of the experi-
ence of a witness—the holocaust is a novum—and to insist that for the
historian, no event can be so designated. The issue is of real importance
for Christians, and circles back to the question of the historical Jesus. As
witnesses, Christians can and must claim a novum in their experience of
Jesus as exalted Lord and giver of God’s Holy Spirit. But Christians cannot
support or validate that witness through historical means.

This collection contains four essays that I have written as part of the
Emory University center for Law and Religion, usually at the gentle prod-
ding of my colleague, John Witte. In them, I represent the voice of the
New Testament scholar to the larger intellectual community. The first
deals with “Religious Rights and Christian Texts.” I argue that Christian-
ity’s normative texts and history of interpretation alike have supported
a stance inimical to religious rights for others than Christians, and that
both a moral and hermeneutical conversion is required if Christians are
to become full participants in a conversation concerning human religious
rights. The second takes up the particularly difficult topic of proselytism—
specifically the ethics of seeking to persuade others to abandon their con-
victions in order to accept one’s own. My analysis of the practice of witness
in earliest Christianity—including the second century—suggests that
proselytism in the morally problematic sense is not supported by Chris-
tianity’s earliest practice, and only becomes an issue when Christianity
becomes the imperial religion. The third study locates earliest Christianity
within the development of two ancient law systems (Roman and Jewish),
shows the way in which the New Testament texts struggled to express
its own distinctive convictions in tension with those systems, and then
the stages through which this religion began to develop its own peculiar
codes of law. Finally, this collection includes my unpublished essay (first
delivered as a lecture at an Emory conference) on marriage, family, and
sexuality in earliest Christianity. The distinctive feature of this study is
how it shows the complexity of these issues within Christianity, compared
to Judaism and Islam, and the reasons for that complexity.

I owe thanks to many who have helped in the production of these
essays over a period of 35 years. In first place, my teachers: I surely would
not have been able to work the rich vein that is rhetoric among ancient
teachers without the guidance of Abraham J. Malherbe. In second place,
colleagues who invited me to participate in a number of colloquies and
conferences and festschriften, thus forcing me to think through substan-
tive issues; chief in this category is John Witte, who is responsible for at
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least four of these studies. In third place, universities and seminaries who
invited me to lecture on a specific topic, with those lectures eventually
turning into essays; these include Rice University, McMaster University,
Catholic University of America, Fuller Theological Seminary, St. Louis Uni-
versity, Indiana University, and always, Emory University. In fourth place,
the splendid library resources at Yale Divinity School, Indiana University,
and Emory, which enabled me to trace out difficult lines of inquiry. In
fifth place, the research assistants who provided essential and substan-
tial help; among them, Mary Foskett, Amanda Stevenson, Richard Adams,
Jared Farmer and Christopher Holmes, who in the last stages performed
monumental labors in standardizing texts and notes, putting them into a
consistent format. In sixth place, the editors of Novum Testamentum Sup-
plements, Professors Margaret Mitchell and David Moessner, who invited
me to compile this collection. In seventh place, but actually always in first
place, my dear wife Joy, who has always supported my every endeavor, no
matter how obscure or apparently pointless. To all named, and to many
others unnamed, my heartfelt thanks.

Emory University
June 27, 2012



PART ONE

JESUS AND THE GOSPELS






CHAPTER ONE

THE HUMANITY OF JESUS:
WHAT’S AT STAKE IN THE QUEST FOR THE HISTORICAL JESUS?

The quest for the historical Jesus is itself a most peculiar historical phe-
nomenon. Despite the impression that might be given by the news media
and even some contemporary questers, this form of intellectual inquiry
has been going on with varying degrees of intensity since the early eigh-
teenth century.! Albert Schweitzer’s classic 1906 account of the quest
from Reimarus to Wrede was itself a very large book, even though his
survey was by no means complete.? Schweitzer’s analysis of the quest also
seemed for a time to end it.?

1 C. Allen, The Human Christ: The Quest for the Historical Jesus (New York: Free Press,
1998) 92—119, shows the way such late-seventeenth-and early-eighteenth century freethink-
ers as Anthony Collins, Matthew Tindale, John Toland, and above all, Thomas Chubb
anticipated most later versions of the historical Jesus.

2 A. Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of Its Progress from
Reimarus to Wrede (New York: MacMillan, 1968). Schweitzer concentrated primarily on
the quest within German scholarship, with a side glance to such French productions as
Renan’s Vie de Jesus (1863). To augment Schweitzer's account, see M. Goguel, Jesus and
the Origins of Christianity, vol. 1: Prolegomena to the Life of Jesus, (1932; New York: Harper
and Brothers, 1960) 37-69; Allen, The Human Christ; and D. Pals, The Victorian “Lives” of
Jesus (San Antonio, Tex.: Trinity University Press, 1982). The peculiar manifestations of the
American scene are well catalogued by P. Allitt, “The American Christ,” American Heritage
(November 1988) 128-141.

3 Schweitzer had shown on one hand that much of the earlier Jesus research was a
form of projection in which investigators found in Jesus an idealized version of themselves.
On the other hand, he concluded that genuine historical research must choose between
two unhappy options: either the gospels are utterly unreliable regarding the identity and
ministry of Jesus, or (if they are reliable) the Jesus they present is so totally different from
the present as to be unassimilable. In suggesting, however, that what has eternal valid-
ity in Jesus is his speech that can communicate to each individual at any time his own
eschatological vision of reality, Schweitzer also pointed the way to a renewed search (see
Quest, 401—402).
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But the quest began again as a small trickle in the 1960s,* eventually
became a major tributary,5 and is now again in full flood, with new ver-
sions of Jesus available at Barnes and Noble almost monthly.®

4 Within German scholarship, the influence of Bultmann and Barth helped delay a
renewed quest, even though Bultmann’s Jesus and the Word (New York: Scribner’s, 1958),
was a significant response to Schweitzer’s implied invitation. Within the Bultmann school,
E. Kdsemann'’s 1953 lecture, “The Problem of the Historical Jesus” (see Essays on New Tes-
tament Themes, [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964] 15-47), was pivotal. Kdsemann sought
a position between the skepticism of Bultmann and the positivism of such questers as
E. Stauffer, Jesus and His Story (New York: Knopf, 1960), and J. Jeremias, New Testament
Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus (New York: Scribner’s, 1971); see E. Kdsemann, “Blind
Alleys in the ‘Jesus of History’ Controversy,” New Testament Questions Today, (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1969), 23—65. The Prospects for a new quest were sketched for American
scholars by J.M. Robinson, A New Quest of the Historical Jesus, Studies in Biblical Theology
23 (London: SCM Press, 1959), who also provided valuable bibliographical information on
the search between the time of Schweitzer and Kédsemann (see pp. 9—25).

5 More accurately, perhaps, a series of tributaries that intersected and interconnected
in several ways and at several stages. Two can be noted in particular. The first has spe-
cialized in dissecting layers of narrative materials in order to find those sayings of Jesus
that are regarded as authentic. Here we find the work of Jeremias and his successors on
the parables (see, e.g., J. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus [New York: Scribner’s, 1963]; J.D.
Crossan, In Parables: The Challenge of the Historical Jesus [New York: Harper and Row,
1973]; D.O. Via, The Parables: Their Literary and Existential Dimension [Philadelphia: For-
tress Press, 1967]; and R. Funk, Parable and Presence: Forms of the New Testament Tradition
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982]); of Perrin on the other sayings of Jesus (see Rediscov-
ering the Teachings of Jesus [New York: Harper and Row, 1967]), and eventually the work
of Robert Funk and the Jesus Seminar (see RW. Funk and R. Hoover, The Five Gospels:
The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus [New York: Macmillan, 1993]). The other has
developed out of Schweitzer’s eschatological emphasis and has sought to interpret Jesus’
mission within the context of a reconstructed Judaism. Here we find among others the
work of E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); Sanders, The
Historical Figure of Jesus (London: Allen Lane, 1993); G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew: A Historian’s
Reading of the Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983); Vermes, Jesus and the World of
Judaism (London: SCM Press, 1983); J. Riches, The World of Jesus: First Century Judaism in
Crisis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); R.A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of
Violence: Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine (San Francisco: Harper and Row,
1987); J.H. Charlesworth, Jesus within Judaism: New Light from Exciting Archeological Dis-
coveries (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1988); and N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God:
Christian Origins and the Question of God, vol. 2 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996). For a
helpful guide, see B. Witherington, The Jesus Quest: The Third Search for the Jew of Nazareth
(Downers Grove, IlL: Intervarsity Press, 1995).

6 In L.T. Johnson, The Real Jesus: The Misguided Quest for the Historical Jesus and the
Truth of the Traditional Gospels (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), I survey the
work of the Jesus Seminar and the productions of B. Thiering, Jesus and the Riddle if
the Dead Sea Scrolls: Unlocking the Secrets of His Life Story (San Francisco: HarperSan-
Francisco, 1992); J. Spong, Born of a Woman: A Bishop Rethinks the Birth of Jesus (San Fran-
cisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992); Spong, Resurrection: Myth or Reality? (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1994); A.N. Wilson, Jesus (New York: Norton, 1992); S. Mitchell, The
Gospel According to Jesus (New York: HarperCollins, 1991) M. Borg, Jesus, a New Vision:
Spirit, Culture, and the Life of Discipleship (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987); Borg,
Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: the Historical Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary



THE HUMANITY OF JESUS 5

The question I want to pose is the simplest one imaginable. Why is
there such a quest for the historical Jesus? The question is simple but has
several parts. Why, after some seventeen centuries of Christianity, did it
suddenly seem important to inquire historically into the figure of Jesus?
Why did so many presumably meticulous scholars using the same meth-
ods applied to the same materials come up with such dramatically differ-
ent results? Why after so much attention, energy, and intelligence devoted
to the quest does it not appear to have reached a conclusion much to any-
one’s satisfaction? And finally, in the light of the quest’s obvious inherent
difficulties and failure of all previous efforts, why does the quest not only
continue today but flourish to an extent that, to some observers, makes
it seem a topic uniquely capable of generating passion among biblical
scholars?

Schweitzer’s powerful analysis of the first quest provided some answers
to these questions. The historical study of Jesus began due to Enlighten-
ment in Europe. At the time, two related convictions became popular
among those considering themselves to live in an age of reason.” The first
was that for religion to be true it had to be reasonable;® the second was

Faith (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994); J.D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The
Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991); Cros-
san, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994); Crossan,
The Essential Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994); Crossan, Who Killed Jesus?
Exposing the Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Gospel Story of the Death of Jesus (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1995); and J.P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus:
vol. 1, The Roots of the Problem and the Person (New York: Doubleday, 1991), and vol. 2, Men-
tor, Message, and Miracle (New York: Doubleday, 1994). Because of the decision to restrict
my focus, I was not able to touch on such other fascinating examples as J. Bowden, Jesus:
The Unanswered Questions (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989); M. Smith, Jesus the Magician
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1978); and H. Boers, Who Was Jesus? The Historical Jesus
and the Synoptic Gospels (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989). For a more positive view
of many of these same books, see R. Shorto, Gospel Truth: The New Image of Jesus Emerging
from Science and History, and Why It Matters (New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1997).

7 The task is provided impetus, of course, by the realization that the “biblical world” is
not coextensive with “the real world,” a realization that was forced on consciousness both
by science and by world exploration. The presumption that the biblical world was simply
descriptive of the real world could no longer naively be maintained; in some fashion, faith
was now required to respond to the discourse of science and history in a more fundamen-
tal manner. On this, see H. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and
Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).

8 The first casualty was the miraculous element in biblical stories, challenged by the
rationalists and decisively jettisoned by D.F. Strauss in his Life of Jesus Critically Examined
(1835). What was not appreciated for a considerable length of time was the way that the
definition of “miracle” in terms of the breaking of the “laws of nature” was already a fun-
damental capitulation to a Newtonian universe that is itself challengeable on a number of
grounds; see, e.g.,, W. Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence: How Modern Thinking
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that history was the most reasonable measure of truth.® The claims of
Christians about Jesus must therefore also meet those standards. Not sur-
prisingly, the quest for Jesus was driven most by those deeply dissatisfied
with a Christianity that grounded its supernaturalism and sacramentalism
in the figure of Jesus, and who therefore sought in a purely rational Jesus
the basis for a Christianity purged of its superstitious elements.’? The deist
Thomas Jefferson perfectly represented this desire in his scissoring out of
the gospels anything that smacked of the superstitious or supernatural
in order to find in its pages a Jesus who was a simple teacher of morality
applicable to all humans.!! That first search yielded such unsatisfactory
results because there are major obstacles to determining what is histori-
cal about Jesus.!? Although generous compared to what we have for some
ancient figures, the evidence concerning Jesus is still slender and frag-
mentary. From outside observers we have only enough to support the
historicity of his place and time, mode of death, and movement.!® The
rest of our evidence comes from insiders, all of whom considered Jesus
not to be a figure of the past alone, but above all a presence more power-
fully alive and active because of his resurrection than before his death.'#

about God Went Wrong (Louisville, KY.: John Knox/Westminster Press, 1996), and S. Mait-
land, A Big-Enough God: A Feminist’s Search for a Joyful Theology (New York: Henry Holt,
1995).

9 See Schweitzer, Quest, 13-57; Allen, The Human Christ, 92-119. Once more, a legiti-
mate premise—history has to do with human events in time and space and can there-
fore speak only about such events—can imperceptibly turn into an illegitimate inference:
what history cannot speak about does not or cannot exist. To take only the most obvious
example, if the resurrection cannot be demonstrated historically, the resurrection must
not be real. There are actually two fallacies here. The first makes the historian’s capacity
to demonstrate an event of the past the test of its occurrence. The second makes history
the sole legitimate way to apprehend reality.

10 For examples, see P. Gay, Deism: An Anthology (Princeton: D. Van Nostrand, 1968),
and in particular, T. Chubb, The True Gospel of Jesus Christ Asserted (London: Thomas Cox,
1737). See also W. Baird, History of New Testament Research, vol. 1, From Deism to Tiibingen
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 31-57. For the most explicit contemporary expression
of the same position, see R. Funk, Honest to Jesus: Jesus for a New Millennium (San Fran-
cisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 23—29, 300—314.

I Thomas Jefferson, The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth (Washington D.C.: USGPO,
1904: New York: Henry Holt, 1995).

12 See my The Real Jesus, 105—26.

13 The primary Jewish sources are Josephus, 4./18.3.3, 18.5.2, and 20.9.1: and scattered
references in the Babylonian Talmud (e.g., Sanh.43a and 106a). The Greco-Roman sources
are Suetonius’ Claud. 25.4, Tacitus’ Ann.15.44.2-8, Pliny the Younger, Ep.10.96, and Lucian
of Samosata, De mort. Peregr.1—13. By the late second century, the attack on Christians by
Celsus’ True Word reflects knowledge of earlier sources.

14 The point deserves underscoring: noncanonical writings are, if anything, even more
“mythological” in their view of Jesus than are the canonical. By no means do they dimin-
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Everything they wrote about him was colored by these convictions. There
are seemingly intractable limits to the degree any search can disentangle
what really happened from such biased sources.!> The two basic options
are to use the narrative framework of the gospels while trying to correct
them for bias and implausibility, or to abandon the gospel framework and
salvage some of the more historically plausible pieces from the wreck-
age. Since the gospel narratives themselves disagree both in content and
sequence, the first option requires making choices between them.!® Disre-
garding their narrative altogether, however, means that some other plau-
sible framework must be found for the pieces of the Jesus tradition which
one has deemed authentic.'”

The first option was followed by most classical historians and early
questers.!® The procedure raises the question whether one has been suf-
ficiently critical, or whether one has simply retold the biblical story.!®

ish the “resurrection/faith” perspective, even though they may understand it differently. In
none of these extracanonical sources is Jesus regarded as merely human. Even the Jewish-
Christian gospel fragments associated with the Ebionites or Nazoreans have explicit men-
tion of the resurrection (see E. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 1, Gospels and
Related Writings, ed. W. Schneemelcher [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963], 117-165).

15 For a short discussion of the criteria used to sift authentic from inauthentic among
the sayings of Jesus, see my The Real Jesus, 20-27, 128-133. In addition to the intrinsic
difficulties attending any effort to trace the stages of any tradition in the absence of con-
trols, it is too seldom noted that the entire selection of material now available to scholars
derives from those who shared the resurrection perspective. The best such methods can
do, furthermore, is determine the earliest form of a tradition, not whether a specific saying
actually derived from Jesus. Finally, the results of such demonstration do not themselves
constitute the set of all that Jesus might have said and done, but only a subset of a prese-
lected body of sayings. Even if their authenticity is demonstrated, that does not by itself
disqualify the authenticity of other sayings that the investigator cannot verify by such
criteria.

16 There is no need here to demonstrate what is immediately evident to anyone open-
ing the pages of a synopsis: the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke share a substantial
amount of material, language, and order of presentation, but they also vary substan-
tially in all three; John’s gospel differs so markedly that it ordinarily does not appear in a
synopsis.

17" A collection of sayings does not by itself constitute a coherent identity; for that, some
sort of narrative framework is required. Once the narrative of the gospels has been dis-
missed as an invention of the evangelist, and once the construal of Jesus offered by the
New Testament epistolary literature had been dismissed as irrelevant, then the way is
open to using some other sociological or anthropological model as the framework within
which the “authentic pieces” can be fitted.

18 Thus, the first quest eliminated John in favor of the Synoptics and then sought
(through the solution of the “Synoptic Problem”) to determine which of the three Syn-
optics was likely to have been the earliest—and presumably, best—source for the life of
Jesus.

19" An egregious example is A.N. Wilson’s Jesus, which basically moves through the four
accounts, picking from them eclectically to construct what seems to the author to be a
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The second option, favored by more recent questers, raises the question
whether the selection of certain pieces and the fitting of them to new
patterns is anything more than an imaginative exercise that reveals much
more about the arranger than about Jesus.20

This brings us to the question why so many scholars using the same
methods on the same materials have ended with such wildly divergent
portraits of Jesus. To list only a few that have emerged: Jesus as roman-
tic visionary (Renan), as eschatological prophet (Schweitzer, Wright), as
wicked priest from Qumran (Thiering), as husband of Mary Magdalen
(Spong), as revolutionary zealot (S.F.G. Brandon), as agrarian reformer
(Yoder), as revitalization movement founder and charismatic (Borg),
as gay magician (Smith), as cynic sage (Downing), as peasant thauma-
turge (Crossan), as peasant poet (Bailey), and as guru of oceanic bliss
(Mitchell).2! The common element seems still to be the ideal self-image
of the researcher. It is this tendency that led T.W. Manson to note sardoni-
cally, “By their lives of Jesus ye shall know them.”22

In the light of such difficulties and such mixed results it is appropriate
to ask why historical Jesus research, far from ceasing in fatigue or frustra-
tion, is flourishing. The answer cannot be simply that, like the Matterhorn
or Everest for the mountain climber, Jesus is simply “there” as a subject
who must be considered by any self-respecting historian. Historical Jesus
research, in fact, is not primarily carried out by professional secular stu-
dents of antiquity. For the most part, they show themselves remarkably
ready to follow the storyline of the gospels as a reliable sketch of Jesus’

plausible sequence of events. The absence of any criterion for selection beyond personal
taste does not appear to embarrass the writer.

20 The main examples here are ]J.D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus, who tries to get as
much mileage as possible out of the designation of Jesus as “a Mediterranean Jewish Peas-
ant,” and M. Borg, who invokes the categories of “charismatic chasid” and “Revitalization
Movement Founder” to provide controls for his selection of evidence.

21 S.G.F. Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots (New York: Scribner’s, 1967); J.H. Yoder, The
Politics of Jesus: Vicit Agnus Noster (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1973); G.F. Downing,
Christ and the Cynics: Jesus and Other Radical Preachers in First-Century Tradition (Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic Press, 1988); Crossan’s Jesus: A Revolutionary Life, where the
thaumaturgic element is stressed much more; K.E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, and Through
Peasant Eyes: A Literary Cultural Approach to the Parables in Luke (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1983).

22 T.W. Manson, “The Failure of Liberalism to Interpret the Bible as the Word of God,”
in The Interpretation of the Bible, ed. CW. Dugmore (London: SPCK, 1944), 92. See also
M. Kahler: “What is usually happening is that the image of Jesus is being refracted through
the spirit of these gentlemen themselves,” in his The So-Called Historical Jesus and the
Historic, Biblical Christ (1892; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), 56.
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ministry, and the account of Christian origins in the Acts of the Apostles
as at least fundamentally credible.2? The need to keep scratching at these
sources seems to be an itch felt mainly by Christian scholars, who mix a
considerable amount of theological interest into their history.2*

Perhaps the renewal of historical Jesus research in the past two decades
has derived from a sense that the advance of knowledge now makes suc-
cess more likely than it had been in the previous quests.? This century,
after all, has been one of unparalleled growth in discoveries about the
ancient Mediterranean world. All this information, however, while won-
derfully illuminating virtually every aspect of life in Jesus’ world, does
not add substantially to our knowledge of his life in that world.26 The
archeological discoveries at Qumran and at Nag-Hammadi created those
expectations at first, but most scholars today regard them of limited value
for knowledge about Jesus.?” It is also true that many of the contemporary

28 See, e.g., M. Grant, Jesus: A Historian’s Review of the Gospels (New York: Scribner’s,
1977), and A.N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963).

24 Schweitzer noted of the first quest: “The historical investigation of the life of Jesus
did not take its rise from a purely historical interest; it turned to the Jesus of history as an
ally in the struggle against the tyranny of dogma” (Quest, 4). In this respect, the first quest
was simply one aspect of the self-understanding of historical criticism as carried out by
Christian (and above all, Protestant) scholars, namely to complete the Reformation by iso-
lating by means of historical analysis that essential core of Christianity by which all forms
of Christianity should be measured. Built into this perception are two premises that were
seldom challenged: that the origins of a religion define its essence, and that the nature of
religion can be defined by historical criteria. On the presence of Protestant theological
tendencies in the study of earliest Christianity, see J.Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the
Comparison of Early Christianities and Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1990), 1-35, and L.T. Johnson, Religious Experience: A Missing Dimension in
New Testament Studies (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998).

25 According to J.M. Robinson, New Quest, the availability of “new sources” is one of the
reasons for a new quest (59—63).

26 From the side of the Greco-Roman world, this new knowledge is most impressively
displayed by Crossan, The Historical Jesus, and from the side of Judaism, by Sanders,
Jesus and Judaism.

27 The presence of an eschatologically defined community of Jewish sectarians within
a few miles of the place of John's baptizing ministry remains tantalizing, just as the pres-
ence of the Hellenistic city of Sepphoris just a few miles from Jesus’ home town of Naza-
reth remains intriguing. But it is no more provable that Jesus was connected to Qumran
(though he may have been) than it is that he worked as a carpenter in Sepphoris and
thereby learned Greek aphorisms (though he may have). Historians, fortunately or unfor-
tunately, cannot automatically move from “could have” to “should have” to “would have” to
“did,” without specific evidence supporting such links. For the most enthusiastic embrace
of the notion that the Nag Hammadi writings should be read (as a whole) as providing
access to Jesus fully on a par with the canonical Gospels, see M. Franzmann, Jesus in the
Nag Hammadi Writings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996).
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questers place great stock in the Coptic Gospel of Thomas found at Nag-
Hammadi as a new source of information for Jesus,?® but they have con-
vinced each other more than they have the rest of scholars that the Gospe!
of Thomas truly is a source for the sayings of Jesus as early as the canonical
gospels rather than a composition dependent on them.??

Help also seemed to be available from the use of social scientific
models applied to the first-century Mediterranean world.2® Once more,

28 See, for example, SJ. Patterson, The Gospel of Thomas and Jesus (Sonoma, Calif.:
Polebridge Press, 1993); J.S. Kloppenborg, et al., Q-Thomas Reader (Sonoma, Calif.: Poleb-
ridge Press, 1990); R. Valantasis, The Gospel of Thomas (London: Routledge, 1997). This
approach has been exploited most fully by Funk in The Five Gospels and by Crossan in
The Historical Jesus.

29 Caution concerning the overly optimistic use of the Gospel of Thomas as a source
for the historical Jesus derives from four considerations. First, the possibility that the
sayings in the Gospel of Thomas resembling those in the canonical Gospels are in some
fashion dependent on them cannot easily be dismissed. Among studies holding out this
possibility are R.McL. Wilson, Studies in the Gospel of Thomas (London: Mowbray, 1960);
B. Gaertner, The Theology of the Gospel of Thomas (London: Collins, 1961); F.M. Strickert,
“The Pronouncement Sayings in the Gospel of Thomas and the Synoptics,” diss., Univer-
sity of Iowa, 1988; J.-E. Menard, L’Evangile selon Thomas, Nag Hammadi Studies 5 (Leiden:
Brill, 1975); W. Schrage, Das Verhaltnis des Thomas-Evangeliums zur synoptischen Tradi-
tion und zu koptischen Evangelienuebersetzungen, BZNW 29 (Berlin: A. Toepelmann, 1964);
H. Montefiore and H.E.W. Turner, Thomas and the Evangelists (London: SCM Press, 1962).
A particularly discerning analysis is provided by Meier, A Marginal Jew, 1:123-39. Second,
an adequate account of the Gospel of Thomas as a whole must take into consideration not
only the links with the canonical tradition but also those with the larger Nag Hammadi
corpus. For example, Gospel of Thomas 75 and 104 speak of a “Bridal Chamber,” a phrase
that finds contextualization in the Gospel of Philip 75:25-76:5; likewise, the woman with
the “broken jar” in the Gospel of Thomas 97 finds its most compelling contextualization
in the Gospel of Truth 26:4—25. Third, the issue of the Gospel of Thomas and the canonical
gospels must take into account the clear evidence that many of the other Nag Hammadi
writings make use of the canonical literature (see C.M. Tuckett, Nag Hammadi and the
Gospel Traditions, ed. J. Riches [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986]). Fourth, the methods of
determining layers of redaction must, in any case, be subjected to the most serious scru-
tiny because of their inevitable circularity; see C.M. Tuckett, “Q and Thomas: Evidence
of a Primitive ‘Wisdom Gospel? A Response to H. Koester,” Ephemerides Theologicae
Lovanienses 67 (1991): 346—360.

30 .M. Robinson considered a “new concept of history and the self” as a reason for
legitimating a new quest after the failure of the old. What he meant, however, was a highly
theologized attempt to discover the church’s kerygma in the sayings of Jesus as revelatory
of his “self-understanding.” The results of this approach are shown most dramatically in
G. Bornkamm’s Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Harper and Row, 1960). The new quest, in
contrast, makes explicit use of social-scientific models as a means of arguing by analogy
and of amplifying and clarifying the sparse data from antiquity. For the general perspective
of this approach, see B. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthro-
pology (Louisville, KY.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), and R. Rohrbaugh, ed., The
Social Sciences and New Testament Interpretation (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996).
For the use of such models, see especially Crossan’s use of Harold Lenski’s class analysis
in The Historical Jesus, 43—46.
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however, no matter how theoretically interesting, models are only as good
as the data to which they are applied. They cannot by themselves supply
the deficiencies in specific information.3! Thus, even if we were to grant
the accuracy of the category “Peasant” as applied to Jesus,3? the classifica-
tion is of limited use in determining what a specific historical person so
designated could or could not have done or thought in that world.33
Finally, many scholars trained in the methods of source and form criti-
cism had become convinced that by means of stylistic and thematic analy-
sis they could discriminate between layers of redaction within a single
composition and, on that basis, virtually “discover” new sources within
old ones.34 Paying little heed to those who thought such methods highly
subjective and arbitrary, they considered themselves to have found the
alchemist’s stone that could finally break through the barrier that had
stymied the earlier quest.3> They could sort through the various strands

81 See, e.g., the way in which theory tends to trump evidence in W.R. Herzog, Parables
as Subversive: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville, KY.: Westminster/John Knox
Press, 1994).

32 See Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 45-46, 124-136; In contrast, Meier provides nuanced
comments on the difficulty of sorting out Jesus’ precise socioeconomic status in A Mar-
ginal Jew 1:278-315.

33 Two observations are in order. The first is that the Roman empire was, in truth, a
highly stratified social system, but it was equally one of social mobility and change (see
W.A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul [New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1983]). The second is that even in stratified worlds, the performance
of individuals is distinctive and cannot be deduced from the supposed norm. Crossan him-
self notes the pertinence of Petronius’ character Trimalchio (The Historical Jesus, 53—58).

34 Source criticism, form criticism, and redaction criticism are all variations of the same
sort of diachronic approach that was formerly called “literary criticism,” namely, the effort
to create a historical sequence out of extant literary compositions by means of literary
detection. For an accessible survey of such approaches, see S.L. McKenzie and S.R. Haynes,
To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application (Lou-
isville, KY.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 29—99. Such procedures operate on the
premise that literary “seams” (changes in vocabulary, perspective, theme) are invariably
indicators of “sources” that have been stitched together over the process of time rather
than rhetorically shaped “signals” within the composition itself. The detection of “layers”
is usually based on the premise that distinguishable ideological strands are incapable of
being held simultaneously. Thus, both Bultmann and the Jesus Seminar insist that “sapi-
ential” and “eschatological” elements within the gospels (or Q) must come from different
periods of time, even though there are extant noncanonical writings (e.g. the Testaments
of the Twelve Patriarchs) in which they comfortably coexist.

35 The quest described by Schweitzer was in reality the pursuit of the literary compo-
sition that gave best access to Jesus. When Markan priority had been established, then
it seemed imperative either to accept its portrayal of Jesus as an eschatologically moti-
vated prophet, or to challenge its historical accuracy. The new quest follows on the chal-
lenge to Mark by Wilhelm Wrede that led to the development of form criticism. All of the
gospels (including the Gospel of Thomas) are taken as theological constructions by the
evangelists—the task of the historian is to assess the pieces used by each evangelist.
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of discrete tradition and find those that went back to Jesus himself as
opposed to those that betrayed the influence of the early church.36 New
information, new models, and new methods encouraged the new questers,
who believed that their efforts would yield more scientifically respectable
results.3”

By 1999, however, it has become abundantly clear that these hopes
are not to be realized, and that the old circularity, far from being tran-
scended, is only more obvious. It is surely not entirely a coincidence that
the liberally inclined academics of the late twentieth century have found a
Jesus who is not embarrassingly eschatological, not especially Jewish, not
offensively religious, a canny crafter of countercultural aphorisms who
is multicultural, egalitarian, an advocate of open commensality, and a
reformer who is against the exclusive politics of holiness and for the inclu-
sive politics of compassion. And best of all, he is all this as a charismatic
peasant whose wisdom is not spoiled by literacy.3®8 What more perfect
mirror of late-twentieth-century academic social values and professional
self-despising could be imaged? Nor is it surprising that at the opposite
end of the cultural and religious spectrum, more evangelically oriented
Christians are finding a Jesus who is precisely eschatological, devoted to
purity and holiness, and a champion of the politics of restoration within
Judaism.3? Clearly, scholars’ preunderstanding of Jesus deeply affects their
way of assessing the data.4°

36 There is a direct line of continuity here between the methodological principals
of the very conservative Joachim Jeremias in The Parables of Jesus and those employed by
the Jesus Seminar in The Five Gospels. The gospels are seen as fundamentally distorting the
memory of what Jesus said; in order to get back to the “real Jesus,” one must peel away
those parts of the gospel that reflect the tradition’s perspective. What in Luther had been
an appeal to the gospels against the tradition of Catholicism became in critical scholarship
an appeal to Jesus against all tradition. What has characterized the new quest is that this
opposition is carried to the gospel narratives themselves. The only sources available for
learning about Jesus are themselves fundamentally unreliable in what they report about
Jesus.

87 Although not formally associated with the Jesus Seminar, the work of Burton Mack
shares the same methodological assumptions and, in the analysis of the hypothetical docu-
ment Q, posits an earliest stratum of Jesus traditions that are fundamentally sapiential
in character, unaffected by eschatology; see B. Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and
Christian Origins (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), and my comments in The
Real Jesus, 50-54.

38 This portrait is an amalgam of those in Crossan, The Historical Jesus; Borg, Jesus, a
New Vision; and Funk, Honest to Jesus.

39 See the portraits drawn by Sanders, Jesus and Judaism; Wright, Jesus and the Victory
of God; and B. Chilton, Pure Kingdom: Jesus’ Vision of God (Grand rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
1996).

40 Robert Funk is simply the most transparent example. In his opening address to the
newly formed Jesus Seminar in 1985, Funk already enunciated the image of Jesus that was
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If neither the intrinsic interest of the subject matter nor the possibility
for success accounts for the perpetuation of the quest for the historical
Jesus, then perhaps the searchers are driven by some sense of compul-
sion. They work at this difficult and discouraging task out of a sense of
necessity. To turn it another way, they will not give up on this task, no
matter what its odd permutations, for to give it up would mean to lose
something of essential value. This conclusion makes a lot of sense to me
and corresponds to the almost fierce dedication I sense in conversation
with questers, a devotion that survives any criticism of their perspectives,
procedures, or results.#!

It is tempting to attribute such futile expenditure of time and energy
to nonintellectual motives. It may be that the compulsion in some cases
is economic and professional. Scholars need to publish to keep their jobs.
And publishers have found that nothing in the field of religion sells like
Jesus books. Those who have been educated only within these methods
and know how to pursue only this one task are likely to keep publishing
in it and are likely to find ready outlets for their productions, no matter
how much the entire enterprise is challenged.*?

The compulsion may, in some cases, also be deeply personal. Is it acci-
dental that many contemporary questers were raised in a fundamentalist
context that demanded an unswerving loyalty to the “literal” meaning of

required (see Forum 1, no. 1 [1985]: 10-12). It is no surprise, then, to find precisely that
Jesus “determined” by the votes of the Seminar in The Five Gospels (1993). But the degree
to which Funk was willing to ignore the very criteria established by the Seminar in order
to “find” the Jesus he desired only became apparent in Honest to Jesus, 143—216.

41 In the various debates and discussions I have had with questers after the publica-
tion of The Real Jesus, I have been struck by the elusiveness of the conversation. When I
challenged the quest on the grounds of historical method, the response tended to be in
terms of theological legitimacy of the quest; when I challenged the theological premises on
the basis of classic Christian belief, the response tended to be in terms of historiography.
For a sample, see the published form of the exchange at the 1996 AAR/SBL meeting, in
C.A. Evans, A.Y. Collins, W. Wink, and L.T. Johnson, “The ‘Real Jesus’ in Debate,” Bulletin
for Biblical Research 7 (1997): 225-54.

42 Statements such as this one are guaranteed to generate resentment, as I discovered
in response to the observation in The Real Jesus 2—3, that the members of the Jesus Sem-
inar were not drawn from the most notable research institutions in the United States.
My statement was taken by readers as elitist, when in fact it was intended as the most
sober sort of qualification of the Seminar’s own posture as representing the best in criti-
cal scholarship. Therefore, I want to stress here that I am not, in making the observation
in the text, questioning either the intellectual ability or the moral integrity of questers.
I am rather asserting something important about the shape of New Testament scholarship
today. The proliferation of the premises and procedures exemplified in the search for the
historical Jesus points to a crisis in biblical scholarship that I try to address in The Real
Jesus, 57-8o0.
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the text in support of doctrine?#3 For some, the pursuit of critical schol-
arship has literally been a conversion to another faith system. The free-
dom given by the doctrines and practices of scholarship offers salvation
from the bondage to the literalism of a narrowly defined tradition. But a
world defined by literalism is difficult to escape. Repulsed by the Jesus
they associate with their own oppressive rearing, some still cannot break
free of Jesus or of the texts of oppression and must spend their lives, like
obsessives unable to get past a primordial trauma, walking the same small
circle again and again.*+

Such explanations clearly do not, however, apply to all those engaged
in historical Jesus research,*> and I raise them only to say that even if such
motivations were at work it would still be necessary to consider the overt
reasons given (when they are given) for engaging in this search. And it is
to these overt—if often unexpressed—motivations that I now turn.

In one way or another, the quest of the historical Jesus appears to rest
upon the twofold conviction that (a) the humanity of Jesus is important,
indeed, essential for Christians to maintain and (b) historical knowledge
is the best way to apprehend Jesus’ humanity. If this is so, then it is perti-
nent to inquire more persistently and precisely into this conviction. In the
remainder of this chapter, I will consider some of the possible permuta-
tions, asking whether the double premise of the questers is, in fact, either
necessary or correct.

At the most basic level, it might be argued, the historical study of Jesus
is required in order to ensure that Christianity is not based simply in myth.
Thus, if we can show that Jesus was a Jew of the first century, then he can
be called “real” in the sense that Socrates is real, as opposed to, let us say,
Osiris or Attis, namely, the religious figuration of natural processes. Jesus
cannot thereby be reduced either to a societal ideal or mass neurosis. This
is certainly a legitimate aim. But several observations are in order.

The first observation is that securing this much historicity is extraordi-
narily easy. Only the truly eccentric mind can fail to draw the appropriate

43 To some extent at least this must account for the scarcely controlled rage against
“Televangelists” and “Fundamentalists” expressed, for example, by The Five Gospels,
1-35, and J.S. Spong, Born of a Woman, 1-14—and more or less equated with “creedal
Christianity.”

44 This impression is most vivid in R. Funk’s Honest to Jesus, in which Funk’s personal
story, reconstruction of Jesus, and vision for Christianity connect in the theme of “leave-
taking and homecoming.”

45 Indeed, the monumental research of Meier, A Marginal Jew, seems to be singularly
lacking in such factors.
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conclusion from available evidence, namely, that Christianity is linked to
a Jew who was legally executed under Roman authority.*¢ Establishing
that much historicity is a half hour's work. It does not account for the
extraordinary efforts of the Jesus questers.

The second observation is that the history-versus-myth distinction is
itself a bit dangerous, if it is then taken as equaling “real” versus “unreal.”*”
A more sophisticated sense of myth recognizes that the mythic is language
seeking to express a depth of meaning that transcends the categories of
analysis. In this sense, the statement “God is at work in history” is as surely
mythic as is the statement “God was at work in Jesus.” If history demands
that the subject studied be reduced entirely to its categories of cognition,
then history must disallow all religious language.*® Another motivation
for pursuing the historical Jesus is to save Christianity from Docetism.
Docetism refers to the conviction among some early Christians, particu-
larly the Gnostics, that Jesus’ humanity was not real but only an appear-
ance; the divine word simply inhabited some available human flesh in its
sojourn on earth.*® This is in reality a variation of the previous motiva-
tion, except that it involves an explicitly theological concern. Whether
Jesus’ humanity was real or not, a divine artifice is of no concern to the
secular historian, who is content if Christianity is based on illusion. Still
less should a secular historian worry if what Christians proclaimed about
Jesus was not in continuity with what Jesus himself proclaimed.’® Such

46 An outstanding example of such a mind is .M. Allegro, The Sacred Mushroom and
the Cross: A Study of the Nature and Origins of Christianity within the Fertility Cults of the
Near East (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1970). The title pretty much says it all.

47 It was precisely this easy and deceptive equation that led to my (ironic) title, The
Real Jesus. John Meier makes important distinctions between the “reality” of any figure of
the past and the limited capabilities of any historical reconstruction; see A Marginal Jew
1:21-40; 2:340, 682, 778.

48 For a (not entirely satisfactory) response to this premise, see C.S. Evans, The Histori-
cal Christ and the Jesus of Faith: The Incarnational Narrative as History (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1996).

49 The claim that the quest for the historical Jesus was necessary as a protection against
docetism was made explicitly by J.D. Crossan in the first of his entries in the Spring 1996
Internet debate sponsored by HarperSanFrancisco and involving Crossan, Borg, and myself
(“Jesus 2000”). Crossan claimed that my strong position concerning the resurrection as the
basis of Christian faith was in effect a variation of Gnosticism. I found this a classic exam-
ple of historical reductionism, in which a theological conviction concerning the humanity
of Jesus (which I strongly affirm) is identified with a process of historical reconstruction
(which I strongly reject as the appropriate path to that Humanity).

50 This is a concern especially of the Second Quest, associated with Ernst Kédsemann,
who stated candidly, “The clash over the historical Jesus has as its object a genuine theo-
logical problem” (“The Problem of the Historical Jesus,” 34), which he identifies as “enthu-
siasm,” or the tendency of a resurrection faith to dissolve the preached Christ “into the
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concerns derive from a faith commitment that makes the human figure of
Jesus the measure for Christian confession.

Again, some observations are in order. It is not at all clear, in the first
place, that if Jesus’ humanity were docetic, history would be in a position
to detect it, since history, like all empirical disciplines, depends entirely
on the observation and analysis of phenomena. It cannot declare on the
ontic status of things, only on their appearance; history gives no access to
the noumenal. And since history can only negotiate that set of “appear-
ances” of Jesus recorded in the gospels, it is not able to declare whether
those appearances were of a “real human” or only of an “apparent human.”
This motivation for doing historical Jesus research is also somewhat odd
in that it is based on the same sort of creedal premise that questers fre-
quently castigate for “theological tyranny” and the suppression of the
historical Jesus. Here is a case where the creed seems to give even as it
takes away.

But is the charge accurate in the first place? Does the Christian creed
actually diminish the humanity of Jesus? Certainly it does not do so explic-
itly. The Nicene Creed, for example, declares that Jesus was “conceived of
the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was
crucified, died and was buried.” The only transcendental element in this
summary is the mode of conception by the Holy Spirit. That Jesus was
conceived, however, and born of a specific woman, suffered, and died a
form of violent execution under a specific historically locatable Roman
prefect, and finally was buried—these seem to stress rather than diminish
Jesus’ humanity.5!

Perhaps, however, I am being overtly literal. Perhaps the real complaint
about the creed or “Creedal Christians” is that, despite their protestations
to the contrary, their explicit conviction concerning Jesus’ divine nature,

projection of an eschatological self-consciousness and becoming the object of a religious
ideology” (“Blind Alleys,” 63). For Kédsemann, therefore, the quest for the historical Jesus
was the quest for “criteria” as a “discerning of the spirits” (“Blind Alleys,” 48), namely, to
discover “whether the earthly Jesus is to be taken as the criterion of the kerygma, and if so,
to what extent” (“Blind Alleys,” 47). For this aspect of Kdsemann’s work, see B. Ehler, Die
Herrschaft des Gekreuzigten, BZNW 46 (Berlin: DeGruyter, 1986), 161—269.

51 Not least because the creed, as a regula fidei drawn from the canonical scriptures
themselves, points to the fuller narrative expression of these convictions in the New Tes-
tament gospels and letters. It is certainly true that these notes on Jesus’ humanity are
preceded and followed by thoroughly mythic claims concerning his ultimate origin in God
and his future role as judge of humanity, but these contextualize Jesus’ humanity rather
than suppress it.
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or their conviction that he continues to live as the resurrected one as life-
giving Spirit, means that in effect his humanity is not taken sufficiently
seriously: Jesus’ humanity is just a sort of abstract proposition, without
any specificity.

Is this claim true? Have creedal Christians made the humanity of Jesus
a mere cipher? The evidence, I suggest, is mixed. There is considerable
evidence that the humanity of Jesus receives scant attention in much con-
temporary Christian preaching, especially the forms that portray Chris-
tian existence not as a path of discipleship in the way of the cross, but
purely as a salvation from psychic troubles and a placement on the path
to worldly success. Indeed, the lack of attention to the humanity of Jesus
in the church is in all likelihood the strongest element in the popularity of
current historical Jesus research. People are eager to hear about the per-
son of Jesus of Nazareth and do not hear about him often enough within
the community of faith.

But it should also be emphasized that such neglect is not the neces-
sary corollary of a creedal faith. Here is where the easy equation between
creedal Christianity and “fundamentalism” and “literalism” becomes most
obviously distorting. The very same patristic theologians who spun such
fine distinctions concerning Nature and Person preached sermons that
meditated on the gospels in great and specific detail. To take but one
example, hear this Christmas sermon from Leo the Great. After speaking
of Jesus’ humility and service to humans, Leo concludes:

The works of our Lord, dearly beloved, are useful to us, not only for their com-
munication of grace, but as an example for our imitation also—if only these
remedies would be turned into instruction, and what has been bestowed
by the mysteries would benefit the way people live. Let us remember that
we must live in the “humility and meekness of our Redeemer,” since, as the
Apostle says, “if we suffer with him, we shall also reign with him.” In vain
are we called Christians if we do not imitate Christ. For this reason did he
refer to himself as the Way, that the teacher’s manner of life might be the
exemplar for his disciples, and that the servant might choose the humility
which had been practiced by the master, who lives and reigns forever and
ever. Amen.52

52 See Leo the Great, Sermon 25:5-6 (25 December 444); citation from St. Leo the Great,
Sermons, The Fathers of the Church g3 (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1996), 103—4. See also Sermon 37:3—4; 46:2—3; 59:4—5; 66:4—5; 70:4—5; 72:4—5; likewise,
Caesarius of Arles, Sermon 11; Jerome, Homily 88; Origen, Homilies on Luke 20:5; 29:5-7;
34; 381-3.
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And if the high Middle Ages can be called the apex of abstract and propo-
sitional theology, it can also legitimately be called an age of unparalleled
devotion to the humanity of Jesus in prayer, meditation, music, and art.>3
The frescoes of Giotto were not made by someone unappreciative of Jesus’
humanity.

But such attention to Jesus’ humanity within the tradition, it may be
claimed, focuses on his universal human characteristics rather than the
historical particularities of his time and place. Most specifically, some
object, it is the Jewishness of Jesus that creedal Christianity suppresses.>*
Before taking up this issue, it should be recognized that the ground of
objection has shifted once more. Not simply the humanity of Jesus but
what aspect of his humanity is now at question. The ancient church
focused on the character of Jesus as exemplary of virtue. Contemporary
questers focus on his social and ideological location in antiquity as a Jew.
It is not immediately obvious, however, why one focus is more serious
about Jesus’ humanity than the other.

Why should Jesus’ Jewishness be of such signal importance apart from
specific theological convictions concerning special revelation within Israel?
The obvious answer is that in a post-Holocaust world the neglect of Jesus’
Jewishness is considered as fundamental to the long and tragic story of
Christian anti-Semitism.>> And it is certainly true that, to the degree Jesus’
humanity has either been subsumed into his status as God’s Son or has
been abstracted from his Jewish identity, Christians have found it easier
to distance themselves from and stand in hostile opposition to Judaism.
For these reasons, all of the historical data concerning Judaism in the first
century which has become available within the past forty years has had
the most positive effect in contextualizing Jesus, the nascent Christian
movement, and the very language of the New Testament. Like all other
critical scholars, I affirm the absolute necessity of learning as much about
the historical circumstances of the New Testament as possible in order to

53 Among countless examples, see Thomas a Kempis, Imitation of Christ 4:7-12; Bernard
of Clairvaux, On the Song of Songs, Sermon 20; Francis of Assisi, Rules of 1221, chaps. 1—2,
9; see also Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High
Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).

54 See in particular G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 15-17, and Jesus and the World of Judaism,
49-51.

55 See, e.g., R. Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism
(New York: Seabury, 1974); A.R. Eckhardt, Jews and Christians: The Contemporary Meeting
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986). The concern is explicit in Crossan’s Who
Killed Jesus.
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understand its symbolic structure and its claims.>¢ Not least among the
values of such historical study is the relativization of the rhetoric of the
New Testament concerning the Jews.57

The pursuit of historical knowledge in order to place the New Testa-
ment in context is not the same thing, however, as pursuing a historical
reconstruction of the figure of Jesus. As I mentioned earlier, none of the
new knowledge (or reexamined old knowledge) concerning Judaism in
the first century appears to touch directly on Jesus himself. The primary
result of this knowledge is to increase our sense of the complexity of Jew-
ish life both in Palestine and in the Diaspora, and to engender a sense of
caution about simple declarations concerning what it meant to be a Jew.58
To construct a single narrative or portrait of Judaism in first-century is to
distort the evidence of history.5°

A further historical distortion occurs when a single strand within the
complex world of Judaism is isolated and stabilized (or, one might say,
hypostatized) in order to provide a coherent framework to place the Jesus
traditions salvaged from the deconstructed gospel narratives. This is, in
fact, what is done in several recent historical Jesus publications: Judaism
is used to provide a norm against which to measure Jesus.6° Such studies
claim to root Jesus in Judaism, but in reality one or the other aspect of that
complex and living tradition is singled out and reified as a category into
which Jesus can be placed. He is a charismatic Jew, or an eschatological
Jew, or a Jewish peasant.

56 See L.T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1986), especially the introduction and epilogue.

57 These convictions are displayed in a number of my own writings, including “The
New Testament’s Anti-Jewish Slander and the Conventions of Ancient Polemic,” Journal
of Biblical Literature 108 (1989): 419—41, and “Religious Rights and Christian Texts,” in
Religious Human Rights in Global Perspective, ed. J. Witte and J.D. van de Vyver, 2 vols.
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1996), 1:65-95.

58 See Johnson, “New Testament’s Anti-Jewish Slander,” 423—430.

59 This is the major flaw in the otherwise impressive effort of N.T. Wright, Christian
Origins and the Question of God, vol. 1, The New Testament and the People of God (London:
SPCK, 1992). His concern to construct a single narrative framework leads to a tendency to
speak in terms of “mainline Jews” (see p. 286), in much the same manner as G.F. Moore
spoke of “Normative Judaism” (in his Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era,
2 vols. [1927; New York: Schocken Books, 1971]).

60 In a 1987 lecture called “Jesus within Judaism” at Christian Theological seminary in
Indianapolis, I demonstrated this tendency in H. Falk, Jesus the Pharisee: A New Look at
the Jewishness of Jesus (New York: Paulist Press, 1985); Vermes, Jesus the Jew; and Sanders,
Jesus and Judaism.
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Such categories, in turn, are used as boundaries to what Jesus could and
could not have done as a human person. A charismatic Jew would not be
interested in observance of the law, an apocalyptic Jew must have been
committed to the restoration of the temple, a peasant Jew could not read
and write. But history has to do precisely with the way actual living people
in the past have drawn attention to themselves for the strange and won-
drous ways in which they have confounded their settings and condition-
ing. Julius Caesar is not every Roman, nor is Socrates every Athenian. To
reduce Jesus’ possibilities to what was available to a hypothetical Jewish
construct is not to do history but to engage in sociological typecasting. So
much does recent historical reconstruction tend to stabilize and hyposta-
tize fluid and complex traditions in the service of “finding” a specific and
comprehensible Jesus, in fact, that I propose reversing the charge that the
questers customarily make against the tradition: Do they not end up being
just as abstract as the creeds of Christianity ever were?

The final motivation for Jesus research is the conviction that Jesus’
humanity is in some fashion or other normative for Christian identity.
There are three different ways of articulating this conviction. Two of them
lead to some sort of historical reconstruction. The third does not.

The first way to express this has been the most consistent within histor-
ical Jesus research from Reimarus to Robert Funk.®! It begins with a triple
conviction: first, that Christianity is not a uniquely or divinely revealed
truth but is rather, like all religions, a cultural construction elastic in its
capacity to reinvent itself; second, that Christianity in its present state dis-
torts its important humane values by various forms of superstition, begin-
ning with the notion of divine revelation; third, that as the central symbol
of Christianity, Jesus must be the repository of the positive humane values
without the distortions of the supernatural claptrap.5?

The quest for a purely human Jesus is, then, the search for a purely
human Christianity, the desire for a Jesus without dogma is a desire for
Christianity without dogma, the conviction that Jesus must have been
a simple moral teacher a reflection of the conviction that Christianity
ought to be a matter of simple morality without sacrament or institutional
superstructure.3

61 See Allen, The Human Christ, 92—119.

62 See Funk, Honest to Jesus, 300—314; see also the final sentence in Crossan’s The His-
torical Jesus, “If you cannot believe in something produced by reconstruction, you may
have nothing left to believe in” (426).

63 See Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 417—426.
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Questers of this sort suffer the agonies of unrecognized reformers and
prophets. They can't stand the Christianity practiced in the churches, but
can't stand to leave it either; they regard the Jesus portrayed in the gospels
to be as corrupted as the Jesus preached from the pulpit, but they can-
not imagine their lives without reference to Jesus. Most of all, they can-
not understand why other Christians do not want to accept the liberation
they offer.5 Their solution is to craft a Jesus who suits their sense of what
Christianity ought to be. And since images of an ideal Christianity differ
according to personal perspective, so do such questers come up with the
bewildering variety of “historical” Jesuses that I have catalogued above.
The most recent versions clearly represent a reaction against the sup-
posed individualism and otherworldliness of present Christianity; thus, in
one way or another, Jesus and his mission are defined in social or political
rather than in religious or spiritual terms.®°

The second articulation of the conviction that Jesus’ humanity is nor-
mative for Christians is the conviction that what Jesus said and did before
his death, indeed his vision of reality, is normative for Christians because
in those words and actions and perceptions God was expressing the norm
for human life. This is, in effect, a way of expressing the doctrine of the
incarnation. The resurrection of Jesus only validated what was there all
along but could not be seen: that Jesus was the unique revelation of
God.56 A traditional enough understanding in many ways—why should it
demand a historical reconstruction?

64 Funk, Honest to Jesus, 11-14.

65 The sort of sociopolitical renderings of Jesus offered by Borg and Crossan need to be
challenged historiographically in terms in terms of the adequacy of the portrayal of the
historical/social situation and the selection of the evidence from the gospels. But in terms
of their theological agenda, such reconstructions can be challenged as well on two counts:
(1) Their tendency to reify Judaism and—contrary to their good intentions—perpetuate
the picture of a good Jesus (for a politics of compassion/unbrokered kingdom) against
a bad Judaism (which has a politics of holiness or participates in a brokered kingdom).
This is a mild form of the Marcionism that has long infected forms of Christianity that
focus on what is unique about Christianity/Jesus as what is essential to Jesus/Christianity.
(2) Their reduction of religious sensibility to the level of political position, which repre-
sents an impoverished view of reality, not to mention traditional Christianity, which has
based itself on the conviction that Jesus was less about the rearrangement of the structures
of society than the transformation of the very structures of existence.

66 Ernst Kasemann (“Blind Alleys,” 27, 29, 31) quotes Joachim Jeremias (“The Present
Position in the Controversy Concerning the Problem of the Historical Jesus,” Exposi-
tory Times 69 [1958]: 333—-339) to this effect: “The incarnation implies that Jesus is not
only a possible subject for historical research, study, and criticism, but that it demands
all of these...according to the New Testament, there is no other revelation of God but
the Incarnate Word ... The Historical Jesus and His message are not one presupposition



22 CHAPTER ONE

It does so if the gospels are taken as inadequate historical sources for the
“real Jesus” rather than as witnesses and interpretations of him in the light
of faith. If the way to get at what God was expressing in Jesus demands
“getting behind” the gospels, in order to reach that elusive human person
in whom was embodied revelation, then some sort of sifting and rearrang-
ing of the gospel materials seems to be required. The theological character
of this motivation is immediately apparent. History is put in service of
the search for a pure revelation that is all the more mythic because it is
presumed to be available somewhere beyond the contingent perspectives
of the sources.

What is most paradoxical here, however, is the fusion of the contingent
and the necessary. History has to do with contingent, the singular, and the
unrepeatable. In what sense can the “history” of Jesus—the specifics of his
place and time and words and gestures—be normative? How can these
serve, that is, as a necessary frame of reference for all other “histories,” in
the lives of those who live in quite different times and places, and who
must interact with quite different circumstances, who must speak with
different words and who must act with different gestures? This is, at root,
the mystery of the incarnation, that Kierkegaard recognized as the absurd
yet compelling conjunction of the necessary (eternal) and contingent
(temporal).67 Christians claim that in the contingent events of Jesus’ life,
the “eternal” of God is revealed, yes. But it is not possible for the specifics
of any (unrepeatable) human existence to be normative for others—by
definition.

If the historical is to bear normativity, must it not be through some
pattern found in the person of the past which is in fact applicable to all
others? Here is the failure in logic in the well-meaning efforts of those
believers who are also questers.58

among many for the kerygma, but the sole presupposition of the kerygma”; the quest for
the historical Jesus is therefore the gaining of revelation: “we can venture on [this road]
with confidence, nor need we fear that we are embarking on a perilous, fruitless adven-
ture.” Compare N.T. Wright, “A truly first-century Jewish theological perspective would
teach us to recognize that history, especially the history of the first-century Judaism, is the
sphere where we find, at work to judge and to save, the God who made the world” (Jesus
and the Victory of God, 662).

67 S. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Princeton University Press, 1944),
498-515. I recognize that my use of the “eternal” here is not the same as Kierkegaard'’s.

68 Tt is also, of course, the failure of arguments such as those used to support the exclu-
sion of women from ordained ministry on the grounds that Jesus and the apostles were
male. The same logic could be extended to demand that all priests be Jewish, wear beards,
and live in Palestine.
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Marcus Borg says, “To follow Jesus means in some sense to be ‘like him,’
to take seriously what he took seriously,” which, he proposes, gives disci-
ples “an alternative vision of life.”69 He is partly right: to be a disciple must
be to be like Jesus in some fashion, and that means having a different
vision. But he is, I think, seriously in error when he explicates that as “tak-
ing seriously what he took seriously,” for it defines the pattern and vision
in terms of the specific historical circumstances of Jesus’ unrepeatable life,
which are not only largely unrecoverable but also largely irrelevant.”®

When Borg goes on to characterize Jesus’ historical mission as one in
which he opposed the “politics of holiness” that dominated Judaism with a
“politics of compassion,” he ends up with what turns out to be an abstract
pattern that is applicable only to some humans in some circumstances.
He is a bit like an engineer who tries to persuade us of the usefulness of
bridges in general but is able to construct only a bridge capable of span-
ning one size river.

This brings us at last to the third way of thinking about Jesus’ humanity
as normative for all Christians, a way that characterized Christianity from
the time of the writing of the New Testament to the period of the Enlight-
enment, when the quest for the historical Jesus began in Europe. This clas-
sical form of Christianity based itself on belief in the resurrection, which
means that the response of faith is directed not to a set of facts about a
man of the past who had died but to a person who had entered into the
life of God so fully that he continues to be present as life-giving spirit.”*

It was this resurrection experience that shaped the church’s memory of
Jesus’ words and deeds and that led it to understand the deeper dimen-
sions of his humanity, so that it came to see that even before entering
through into his glory this human person carried the full weight of the
divine presence and was the incarnate revelation of God.

69 Borg, Jesus, a New Vision, 17.

70 Funk recognizes this when, after laboring to recover Jesus’ distinctive vision of real-
ity, he then adds, “To accept Jesus’ sense of the real naively is also a potential mistake...
[W]e must test his perceptions of the real by our own extended and controlled observa-
tions of the world. We need not and should not place blind faith in what Jesus trusted.”
Honest to Jesus, 305.

7 See my The Real Jesus, 133-140, and Writings of the New Testament 120, 87-140, as
well as my most recent book, Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1999). The position I develop in The Real Jesus bears a real resem-
blance to the classic argument of Martin Kéhler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the
Historic, Biblical Christ (1892; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), a point effectively made
in a review of The Real Jesus by Sharon Dowd in Lexington Theological Quarterly 31, no. 2
(1996): 179-183.
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Yet within the writings of the New Testament this resurrection faith did
not translate into a denial or neglect of Jesus’ humanity. Just the opposite.
It deserves repetition that, apart from the pathetically few scraps of infor-
mation about Jesus found in Greco-Roman and Jewish sources, absolutely
everything we know about the human person Jesus—including every bit
of data used by every so-called historical reconstruction of Jesus—derives
from these believers who met and worshipped in the name of the living
Lord and said Amen to God through him. This information is contained
not only in the gospels but in the earliest Christian correspondence dating
from as early as twenty years after Jesus’ death: the letters of Paul, of Peter,
and the anonymous Letter to the Hebrews all contain specific historical
information about Jesus.”?

It is above all, of course, the gospels that report on Jesus’ deeds and
words, with a specificity so detailed and acute that everything learned
about Palestine in the last hundred years has served to support the por-
trait of life in that place found in the gospel narratives and the parables
of Jesus.” Those who confessed Jesus as risen Lord can hardly be accused
of neglecting his humanity if everything we know of his humanity derives
from them!

At the same time, the New Testament writings and, above all, the gos-
pels show no obsessive concern with an exhaustive record of Jesus’ words
and deeds, or even a preoccupation with getting the sequence of his deeds
or the wording of his sayings perfectly accurate. This is so much the case
that the entire quest for the historical Jesus has been confounded by the
casualness of our primary sources on just these points.

There is one aspect of Jesus’ humanity, however, on which the New
Testament witnesses show remarkable unanimity, and that is Jesus’ char-
acter, or what might be called the basic pattern of his life. They agree also
that this pattern or character is also the norm for Jesus’ followers.”

72 For the information about the human Jesus found in the New Testament epistolary
literature, see my The Real Jesus, n17-122, and more fully in Living Jesus.

73 This remarkable convergence and confirmation has held out the tantalizing prospect
of being able to push even further, to Jesus himself, when in fact it only enables us to better
grasp the literary presentation of Jesus within the Gospels with the sense that—despite
their diversity—they construct a figure that all historical investigation shows to be thor-
oughly at home in that world.

7 My basic position here is in many ways similar to that of H. Frei, The Identity of Jesus
Christ: The Hermeneutical Bases of Dogmatic Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975).
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Notice the conceptual shift involved in recognizing this emphasis
within the New Testament texts. To speak of character is to speak of
persons—including historical persons—in a way that is different from
that employed by historical Jesus researchers. According to questers at
either end of the ideological spectrum, the person of Jesus can be located
by the discovery of his authentic sayings, either apart from or in concert
with his verifiable deeds. Each saying of Jesus, it is assumed, bears an
“understanding of the world” or a “vision of reality” that either indicates
or is constitutive of Jesus as a person. Likewise, each deed is an “enact-
ment” of such a vision or understanding. Now, the importance of what
people say and do should be obvious and can never be simply neglected.
There is, therefore, a legitimacy to approaching the gospel materials with
such an interest.

There is, however, the basic problem that an adequate inventory of
Jesus’ sayings and deeds is simply not available. And even if the ones made
available to us in the sources were all tested and found to be authentic,
they would represent a tiny portion of what Jesus spoke and did. More
problematic still, however, is the premise that a person can be understood
even if one were in possession of all the facts about them—all their words
and deeds.

It is far more adequate generally to think of persons in terms of their
character, that is, in terms of those traits, dispositions, attitudes, and
habits that underlie, generate, and are articulated by specific deeds and
sayings. To be a person is less a matter of event than of existence. To
a considerable extent, a person’s character is both what is more impor-
tant about him or her—even historically—and what is often most elusive
about him or her. The reason why “one’s story” is thought to be particu-
larly revealing of self is not because such reportage is necessarily more
accurate or comprehensive at the level of facts, but because narrative nec-
essarily involves an interpretation of the facts. The continuous writing of
biographies about figures such as Thomas Jefferson and John F. Kennedy
has less to do with acquiring of new facts than with the need to assess
character. And each new interpretation of character is accomplished by
the placing of the “facts” into a different narrative.

Since the gospels were written from the perspective of faith in Jesus
as the resurrected son of God, we might expect to find him consistently
portrayed in the gospels as a triumphant, glorious figure. But the oppo-
site is the case: Jesus is portrayed in the gospel narratives as the obedi-
ent one who gives his life in service for the sake of others, and who calls
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others to follow him in the same path of obedient service.”> So much is
this portrayal common to the four gospels that in other respects differ so
greatly—even in the Gospel of John, in which the resurrection perspec-
tive is all pervasive—that literary critics have no difficulty in discerning
the “Christ figure” in works of literature such as Melville’s Billy Budd and
Dostoevsky’s The Idiot. This figure is, of course, that of an innocent person
whose suffering is redemptive for others.

This portrayal of Jesus, I repeat, is found in the gospels, not in the indi-
vidual sayings and stories but in their narrative shaping as such. It is an
image of Jesus that is accessible not through historical analysis but through
literary and religious apprehension.”® The Jesus who moves through the
pages of the canonical gospels can be located as a historical person of
first-century Palestine, but his identity, his character as a human person,
can be grasped only by grasping the literary presentation of him in these
narratives.

More remarkably, this is also the character of Jesus found in Paul’s let-
ters, our earliest Christian writings. It is well known that Paul’s apprecia-
tion of Jesus is entirely from the perspective of his resurrection; this is not
surprising, since he did not know Jesus in his mortal life and encountered
him first as powerful Lord mystically identified with the church Paul was
persecuting. For Paul, then, Jesus is above all “Lord,” the one before whom
every knee should bow. But by no means does Paul reject the significance
of Jesus’ humanity.””

75 See the development of this argument in The Real Jesus, 141-166, and in Living
Jesus.

76 See the helpful distinctions between the Jesus “of the text,” “behind the text,” and
“before the text” in Sandra M. Schneider’s, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testa-
ment as Sacred Scripture (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 97-179. I am speaking
of the Jesus “of the text,” as the one who is literarily accessible. The Jesus “before the text"—
that is, the Jesus confessed as resurrected—is accessible through religious response. As I
argue in Living Jesus, the construction of the living person who is Jesus involves a complex
conversation between religious experience and literary texts among believers.

77 The exclusion of evidence from Paul as a possible control for the image of Jesus
derived from the gospels is one of the most glaring ways in which much of the most recent
quest for the historical Jesus reveals itself as driven by ideological as much as historical
interests. To prefer the evidence from the (at best mid-second century) Gospel of Thomas
to that available from our earliest datable witness to Jesus confounds all the rules of sober
historiography.
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In his letters Paul reports very few words of Jesus, though when he does
he regards them as authoritative (see 1 Cor 7:10; 9:14; 11:23—25). And he tells
no stories about Jesus’ wonders.”®

It appears that Paul is not primarily interested in telling the story of
Jesus as a narrative about a figure of the past.”® His passionate concern
is for the process by which the Holy Spirit replicates the story of Jesus in
believers’ lives in the present. Those who live by the Spirit, he says, should
also walk by the Spirit (Gal 5:25). And the Spirit's work is the transforma-
tion of human into the new humanity created after the image of Jesus.
Paul seeks to inculcate in his readers what he calls “the mind of Christ”
(1 Cor 216) or what he refers to in another place as “the law of Christ”
(or perhaps better, the “Pattern of the Messiah”), which he spells out as
“bear one another’s burdens” (Gal 6:2).80 In his letter to the Philippians,
Paul presents the “mind that was in Christ” as the model for his readers to
follow as they “look not only to their own interests but also to the interests
of others,” namely, that attitude of Jesus which led him to liberate himself
from the need to cling to his equality with God in order to devote himself
utterly to humble obedience to God, even to his death on the cross.8!

And repeatedly in his letters, Paul exhorts his readers to lives of self-
donation for the building up of others, appealing as support for such
behavior to the one “Who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20).
It is entirely fitting that one of the very few direct quotations of Jesus pro-
vided by Paul is the perfect expression of the pattern I have been describ-
ing in Jesus’ own words:

I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus
on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given
thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in
remembrance of me.” In the same way he took the cup, also after supper,

78 This is not, as sometimes supposed, because Paul has an aversion for the miraculous;
just the opposite: he repeatedly celebrates wonderworking in connection with the mission
(1 Thess 1:5; Gal 3:5; 1 Cor 2:2, 4:20; 2 Cor 12:12; Rom 15:18-19).

7 Although allusions like that in Gal 3:1 remind us that Paul may well have told the
story of Jesus’ passion in his preaching.

80 For the importance of an implied narrative about Jesus in the theology of Paul,
see R.B. Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ: An Investigation of the Narrative Substructure of
Galatians 3:1—4:11, SBLDS 56 (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983), and L.T. Johnson, Reading
Romans: A Literary and Theological Commentary (New York: Crossroad Press, 1997).

81 See S.E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis of the function of the
Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990).
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saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you
drink it, in remembrance of me.” (1 Cor 11:23-25)%2

The gospels and Paul—and, we could add, Peter and Hebrews also—
remember as most important in Jesus his character, the way he disposed
his freedom toward God and his fellow humans.83 And this pattern of the
Messiah, this character of Jesus, was what they drew as normative for all
those who sought to live by the Spirit of the one who now shared God’s
own life. But in Paul and Peter and Hebrews, this character of Jesus, this
pattern of a certain way of being human which serves as a model for other
humans, is also not accessible to history, but must be apprehended liter-
arily and religiously.

The quest for the historical Jesus—in all its permutations—has pro-
vided no image that matches this one in particularity or life. The main
accomplishment of the quest, both early and late, has been the discredit-
ing of the gospel portraits of Jesus, at an enormous cost. The alternatives
offered by historical reconstruction reveal themselves as fantasies and
abstractions, held together by scholarly cleverness, incapable of sustain-
ing even close examination, much less of galvanizing human lives. The
Jesus they present is a dead person of the past. For those, in contrast,
whose lives are being transformed by the Spirit of the Living One, the
Jesus depicted in the literary compositions of the New Testament is rec-
ognized as true, both to his life and to theirs.

82 For discussion, see Johnson, Religious Experience.

83 For the discerning of this pattern in the other New Testament writings, see Living
Jesus, and for the understanding of Jesus’ freedom, see L.T. Johnson, Faith’s Freedom:
A Classic Spirituality for Contemporary Christians (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991).
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LEARNING THE HUMAN JESUS:
HISTORICAL CRITICISM AND LITERARY CRITICISM

In the contemporary controversy over the historical Jesus—a controversy
that, like a virus, tends to reoccur in Christianity under conditions of
stress—there are some areas of agreement as well as areas of sharp dis-
agreement. All participants in the discussion agree, for example, on the
importance of knowing the human Jesus. Simply as the pivotal figure in
the shaping of Western culture, the human being Jesus must be engaged.
Ignorance of Jesus when studying the character of European or American
civilization is as inexcusable as omitting consideration of Muhammad in
seeking to understand the culture of the Middle East, or skipping over
Confucius when trying to grasp Chinese culture.

All agree as well that Jesus demands engagement as the founding
figure of Christianity, the largest world religion numbering some two bil-
lion members, and growing with particular impressiveness in Asia, Africa
and Latin America, a lively corpse indeed despite all premature obituaries
pronounced over it. Within the many rival parties that make up Christian-
ity, furthermore, all agree that the humanity of Jesus somehow functions
as the model and measure for Christian discipleship. Getting Jesus right,
they agree, matters.

The persistence of the controversy both within and outside the church,
furthermore, has made all participants agree that people are hungry to
know Jesus. I mean ordinary people, those usually referred to as lay peo-
ple by academic and ministerial professionals. As a human being, Jesus
is compelling, fascinating and elusive; for believers and unbelievers alike,
the man from Nazareth is worthy of serious consideration. Both seek to
find out about Jesus through publications available at book stores more
than in preaching from Christian pulpits. For non-Christians, this is a
natural reflex, since the church has long since lost a substantial portion
of its intellectual and moral credibility. For Christians, it is a necessary
tactic, since preaching seldom takes up the humanity of Jesus in a manner
that actually leads to real knowledge. To a remarkable extent the current
stage of the controversy, despite generating some substantial scholarly
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efforts,! has been characterized by the production of publications directed
to a lay audience.?

The main point of disagreement concerns the best way of getting to
know Jesus. One position holds that Jesus is best learned through the
practices of faith in the church: through prayer, worship, the reading of
Scripture, and encounters with saints and strangers. This position is based
on the premise that Jesus is not a dead man of the past but a living Lord of
the present, and that the tradition of the church, beginning in the Gospels,
got Jesus right when they viewed all of his story from the perspective of
his resurrection and exultation, for that is who he now truly is. The “real
Jesus” in this perspective is not a figure of the past but of the present, not
an object of scholarly research but the subject of obedient faith. Critical to
this position is the conviction that faith is itself is a mode of cognition that
makes contact with what is real even if empirically unverifiable.3

Such a strong position simply rejects the adequacy of historical study
for getting at Jesus as he truly is. Not surprisingly in a world where even
Christians are defined by the categories of modernity, not least in the
assumption that only what is in principle verifiable can be the object of
real knowing, it is a position that is seldom explicitly stated, although I

! Particularly deserving of respect for the clarity and rigor of their methods and for the
degree of real historical knowledge they bring to bear on the subject are John Dominic
Crossan, The Historical Jesus, and J.P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus,
3 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1991, 1994, 2001).

2 In addition to the two books I will mention below, my own thoughts on the issue can
be found elsewhere in The Creed: What Christians Believe and Why It Matters (New York:
Doubleday, 2003), and in the following articles: “The Humanity of Jesus: What's at Stake
in the Quest for the Historical Jesus,” in The Jesus Controversy: Perspectives in Conflict, with
John Dominic Crossan and Werner Kelber (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International,
1999); “A Historiographical Response to Wright’s Jesus,” in Jesus and the Restoration of
Israel: A Critical Assessment of N.T. Wright’s Jesus and the Victory of God, ed. C.N. Newman
(Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity Press, 1999), pp. 206—224; “The Search for the Wrong
Jesus,” Bible Review 11 (1995): 138—142; “Who Is Jesus? The Academy vs. the Gospels,” Com-
monweal 122 (1995): 12—14; “The Jesus Seminar’s Misguided Quest for the Historical Jesus,”
Christian Century 113 (1996): 16—22; “Response to Criticism of The Real Jesus,” Bulletin of
Biblical Research 7 (1997): 249—254; “Learning Jesus,” The Christian Century 115 (1998): 1142—
1146; “Is History Essential for Christians to Understand the Real Jesus?” The CQ Researcher 8
(1998): 1089; “Learning Jesus in Liturgy,” Theology, News and Notes 46 (1999 ): 20—23; “Know-
ing Jesus Through the Gospels: A Theological Approach,” The World of the Bible 3 (2000):
19—23; “The Eucharist and the Identity of Jesus,” Priests and People 15 (2001): 230—235; “The
Real Jesus: The Challenge of Contemporary Scholarship and the Truth of the Gospels,” in
The Historical Jesus Through Catholic and Jewish Eyes, ed. B.F. LeBeau et al. (Harrisburg,
Penn.: Trinity Press International, 2000), pp. 51-65.

8 These are the positions I argued first in The Real Jesus, and more positively in Living
Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998).
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think it fundamentally correct and have argued it in another place. To
be more precise, I think it the correct position for those who claim to be
Christian in any meaningful sense of the term, for it is difficult to under-
stand why the name “Christian” should continue to be claimed by anyone
who did not confess Jesus as exulted Lord present in the Spirit. The main
objection to the position, indeed, is that although it may be satisfying to
Christians, it appears to close the conversation concerning Jesus for those
who do not share such faith. It does so by unacceptably expanding the
notion of “human” beyond ordinary usage. Perhaps it is appropriate for
believers to speak of about the “living Jesus” in the present, but it is diffi-
cult for those outside such faith to accept that Christians are still speaking
about the human being, Jesus of Nazareth.

An equally strong position directly opposes the first by claiming that
the human Jesus is knowable only through historical reconstruction. The
premise here is that Christian tradition got Jesus wrong from the begin-
ning, above all in the Gospels, especially because they interpreted Jesus
from the perspective of faith in his resurrection and exaltation even in
recounting his human ministry. The Gospel accounts, and for that matter,
all New Testament testimony concerning Jesus of Nazareth, must be cor-
rected by critical historiography. In effect, if one is going to speak of the
human Jesus in a manner that makes sense to all participants, he must
be regarded solely as a dead man of the past rather than as an active
subject in the present. In the classic form found in Christianity’s cultured
despisers, more than a historical correction is involved: the recovery of the
“real” (= “historical”) Jesus serves to discredit Christian claims concerning
Jesus.

These strong and intellectually self-consistent positions, with their
clear points of difference, are, alas, less often articulated today than are
a variety of fuzzy mediating positions espoused by those calling them-
selves Christian yet seeking to ground their convictions concerning Jesus
in some form of historical inquiry, either by way of confirming those con-
victions (by more conservative scholars) or by way of correcting them
(by more liberal scholars). Such intellectually fuzzy positions are possible
because the most fundamental critical questions concerning the nature
of historiography (its goals, possibilities, limits) and the treatment of
the sources (above all, let’s face it, the four canonical Gospels and sec-
ondarily the letters of Paul) are either bypassed or dealt with in careless
fashion.
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Thus we find “histories” of Jesus that are, on one side, little more than
retellings of the Gospels of Matthew and John* or the Gospel of Luke®
that offer no reflection on what the term “historical” might mean when
applied to Jesus, and lacking even a rudimentary discussion of the literary
relationships of the four Gospels. On the other side, we find reconstruc-
tions of the “historical Jesus”® that proceed with blithe overconfidence in
source criticism to dismantle the Gospel narratives in order to salvage cer-
tain “authentic” pieces, yet show little awareness of the dominating effect
of ideological commitments (not least to the implicit image of Jesus found
in the Gospel of Luke) in the subsequent reassembling of the pieces into a
portrayal supposedly more historical than the Gospel narratives.

In this essay, I address the question of knowing the human Jesus apart
from faith in his resurrection, that is, totally and completely as a histori-
cal figure. In so doing, I state what I consider the most responsible way of
employing the Gospels as sources for that knowledge. I take up the legiti-
mate uses of history for learning Jesus, arguing for a distinction between
historical study that enables a fuller and more responsible engagement
with the literary figure of the Gospels, called Jesus, and a project of his-
torical reconstruction of Jesus that involves the deconstruction of the
Gospels. Finally, I make the argument that a literary-critical engagement
with Jesus in the Gospels actually leads to a fuller knowledge of him in
his human character.

The Uses of History for Learning Jesus

I begin by straightforwardly asserting the legitimacy and importance—
even for believers—of studying Jesus historically, for all of the reasons
stated in the opening paragraphs of this essay. My assertion is especially
vigorous because I have been understood by my critics to be an opponent
of historical inquiry, whereas my concern has been only with the scholarly
integrity of such inquiry. Jesus can and should be interrogated historically
because he is a historical figure, a real human being whose mortal life
covered roughly the first thirty years of the Common Era. As someone

4 See A. Schlatter, The History of the Christ: The Foundation of New Testament Theology
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997 [1923]).

5 N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God.

6 See especially Funk and Hoover, The Five Gospels; and ].D. Crossan, The Historical
Jesus.
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who occupied time and space in the past, he is the legitimate subject of
the discipline that inquires into events and persons in the time and space
of the past.

If Jesus is the subject of historical inquiry, furthermore, he should be
treated in precisely the same way as other human figures of the past, such
as Socrates or Napoléon or Christopher Columbus. Historiography cannot
be redefined because Jesus is its subject. If historiography cannot declare
concerning the divine claims made for a Roman emperor such as Augus-
tus, neither can it declare concerning Jesus as the incarnate one. If histo-
riography cannot adjudicate claims to miracle-working by Apollonius of
Tyana, neither can it adjudicate such claims in the case of Jesus. On this
point, I agree wholeheartedly with the first great historical Jesus quester,
David Friedrich Strauss: history must concern itself only with what falls
within time and space as potentially verifiable.”

I also willingly agree that when appropriate historiographical methods
are used, important things can be said about Jesus as a historical figure.
By appropriate methods I mean those that are used by critical historians
in the study of other events and figures: the identification of all plausi-
ble sources as primary and secondary, and first-hand and second-hand;
the testing for bias; the evaluation of specific points of information; and
finally, on the basis of the lines of convergence among all the sources,
reaching tentative conclusions concerning the event or figure in question.
The ideal, to be sure, is the construction of a narrative, especially one that
contains motivations, but sometimes the evidence does not allow more
than a set of probable statements. In all cases, the limits of the verifiable
evidence must be respected. I consider as inappropriate the methods of
source criticism that seek earlier sources within literary compositions and
use such putative earlier sources as leverage against the literary composi-
tions; the results yielded by such procedures are far too circular and arbi-
trary to be considered legitimate.

In the case of Jesus, the very slender evidence provided by outsider
sources (the Roman historians Suetonius and Tacitus, the Jewish histo-
rian Josephus, the indirect polemic of the Jewish Talmud)® are important
above all as providing some controls for insider sources (those written
by Christians); the information provided by Paul and the Letter to the

7 D.F. Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973 [1835/
1846]).

8 For evidence, see F.F. Bruce, Jesus and Christian Origins Outside the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974).
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Hebrews, in turn, is important both in itself and as providing further
controls for the later gospel compositions. As everyone acknowledges,
the most problematic sources are the narrative Gospels, because of their
distinctive combination of literary interdependence (among the Synop-
tics) and independence (in John as well as in the distinctive portraits of
Matthew, Mark, and Luke). It is simply impossible fully to harmonize
these accounts while retaining any credibility as a historian. Neverthe-
less, when read within the controls provided by the other sources, the
narrative Gospels also offer points of genuine convergence at the level
of historical facts about Jesus that the historian can affirm with varying
degrees of probability—probability being all that any history can yield.

The historian can assert, for example, with the highest degree of prob-
ability that Jesus existed as a Jew in the first century, that he was executed
by Roman authority in Palestine, that a movement arose in his name and
proclaiming him as risen Lord spread across the Mediterranean world
within twenty-five years and finally, that beginning in that same time
span and continuing for some decades, the writings that came to be called
the New Testament were composed by believers in an effort to interpret
their experiences and convictions concerning Jesus. All these assertions
but the last are confirmed by converging lines of outsider and insider
sources. The final assertion is a historical statement about the human
Jesus because the production of such literature is incomprehensible if one
denies the first three propositions, and it follows logically (and as a matter
of verifiable fact) from the first three propositions.

There is more: the historian can affirm with a very high degree of prob-
ability some of the basic patterns of Jesus’ activity: that he proclaimed
God’s rule as connected to his own words and deeds; that he performed
healings; that he taught in parables and interpreted Torah; that he associ-
ated with marginal elements in Jewish society; that he chose twelve fol-
lowers. The historian can even affirm with considerable probability that
certain specific events reported in the Gospels occurred, for example,
his baptism by John the Baptist, or his performance of a prophetic act in
the Jerusalem temple, perhaps also that he interpreted a final meal with
his disciples in terms of his impending death. This is not an insignificant
yield of historical information concerning Jesus, but it reaches the limits
of what proper historiographical method allows.

The significance of these results is considerable, even for believers.
They show first that Christian faith is based in a real human person, rather
than being based in nothing more than a sheer invention. They show sec-
ond that this human person had very specific characteristics. One cannot



LEARNING THE HUMAN JESUS 35

assert that Jesus was a Gentile rather than a Jew, for example, or a female
rather than a male, or that he died comfortably in bed of old age rather
than violently by execution, and remain within the bounds of historical
plausibility. Insofar as the Christ symbol is attached to the historical per-
son Jesus, about whom specific historical assertions can be made, that
symbol is not infinitely malleable. And although Christians must, if they
are to stay true to their convictions, use mythic language when they speak
of Jesus—God was in Christ, he ascended into heaven—such language is
applied to an actual historical figure, who “was crucified under Pontius
Pilate”—rather than to the figment of individual or collective fantasy.

There is another way in which historical study is important for learning
about the human Jesus. The more we know the historical circumstances
of the first-century Mediterranean world, and in particular, the circum-
stances of Jews in Palestine during an uneasy period of Roman rule, the
better readers we can be of the Gospel narratives. Although Jesus appears
at the most in one paragraph of Josephus, for example, knowledge of
Josephus’ Antiquities and Jewish War are invaluable for the light they throw
on the characters in the Gospels and the historical tensions within which
they lived. Similarly, although Jesus has no demonstrable connection with
the Essenes, knowledge of them gained from Josephus and Philo, not to
mention the library of their writings discovered at Qumran, tremendously
enriches the reading of all the Gospels. The greater one’s historical knowl-
edge, the greater is one’s capacity to read the Gospels responsibly. Indeed,
the refusal to engage such historical study amounts to a refusal to take the
specific, culturally-determined, symbols of the Gospels seriously, and one
might even say, a refusal to take the incarnation seriously.

I repeat the distinction I made earlier: such historical study is in ser-
vice of the fuller appreciation of the Gospel narratives, rather than in ser-
vice of the dismantling of the Gospel narratives in order to reconstruct a
“historical Jesus.” In contrast to the slender amount of genuine histori-
cal fact that is available on the specific figure of Jesus, there is an abun-
dant mass of historical data available to shed light on the meaning of the
Gospel narratives.

The Limits of History

One of the disappointing aspects of recent historical Jesus research is the
tendency in some quarters to trade on the self-designation of “scholar”
and “historian” while at the same time failing seriously to take up the
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entire difficult issue of history and the making of history (historiography),
instead speaking loosely as though history was simply “the past” or “what
happened in the past.” Those who do this simultaneously provide aca-
demic respectability to their reconstruction of Jesus while camouflaging
the all-too-human process of reaching that reconstruction. At least four
limitations inherent in any attempt to write history must be noted.

1. History is not simply “the past” or “what happened in the past” or a
place that exists and to which the historian has access. It is the result,
rather, of a human process of critical analysis and creative imagina-
tion. Historians construct history rather than simply find it. There are
at least two stages to the process. The first consists in the critical evalu-
ation of evidence from the past contained in sources; the second is the
effort to provide a narrative account of events based on that critically
assessed evidence. The fuller the evidence, the better is the chance of
constructing a coherent narrative. The opposite is also the case: the
more meager the evidence, the more difficult it is to provide more than
a tentative sketch. Because of its constructive character, historiography
is also properly revisionist. I do not mean that the historian simply
imposes his or her views on the past; good historians always allow the
evidence to push against such projection. But an appropriate revision
occurs when new evidence comes to light that fundamentally affects
an earlier portrayal. More subtly, the changing perspectives created by
present circumstances (themselves always changing) inevitably causes
the past to be seen in new light. The most obvious example is the eval-
uation of U.S. presidents: Truman left office among the most excori-
ated of chief executives; subsequent events as well as the evaluation of
those events have led to a much more positive assessment of Truman
among presidential historians.

2. History is inherently limited in its way of knowing (past) reality. Its
subject is human activity (or events) in time and space, but only as
these are made available to observation and recording. A history of
Broadway musicals up to 1950, for example, must rely on diaries, adver-
tisements, playbook, memoirs, theater receipts, reviews and scores. It
cannot convey the actual music, the sense of drama, the excitement in
the theater, the smell of greasepaint, the roar of the crowd. Even if the
history takes the form of a documentary film that manages to use old
recordings or pictures, the events cannot be summoned as they were,
as they occurred. To show further what a clumsy instrument history is,
the very phrase “as it occurred” obscures the complexity of sensation,
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movement, perception, that goes into any event. And the noun “event”
itself obscures the fact that, like a copyeditor snipping out a paragraph
for analysis from a manuscript, or like a movie editor snipping out a
frame of film for study, the historian also “creates” an event by con-
structing a frame that sets off certain elements in the constant flow
of human activity in time and space. In one sense, there is simply too
much happening for history to encompass. Even the most voluminous
history of the American Civil War must restrict itself to battles suf-
ficiently major to receive a name, and leave aside the countless skir-
mishes, sniper attacks and forays in which men died but in insufficient
bulk to demand a historical plaque. In another sense, history’s own
subject matter—human events in time and space—Ileaves out much
that is “real” but not “historical.” This is so for the lower end of human
existence: men in the civil war continued to shave and cut their nails
and eat and sleep, but although part of each man’s existence, and pos-
sibly also a major part of every company’s conversation during the war,
such realities seldom rise to the level of historical scrutiny. Likewise
for the upper end of human existence: neither can history properly
address the human states of alienation, reconciliation, compassion,
forgiveness, loneliness and grief that were also most real to men sepa-
rated from family and sometimes fighting former friends. It is simply
not the case that “the historical” equals “the real.”

. Historiography is limited most obviously by its total dependence on
sources. The construction of a satisfactory narrative requires suffi-
cient evidence resulting from the critical analysis of shared human
memory preserved from the past. But how fragmentary and fragile
are the sources bearing those memories! For ancient history in par-
ticular, sources are always partial. In many cases, our knowledge of an
event or person depends on a single source. Sources are, in addition,
inevitably biased. The bias may be a matter of physical perspective
only, but it may also be ideological: demonstrators and policemen
would give widely various accounts of the events at Chicago’s Grant
Park in the 1968 Democratic Convention. What is critical to grasp.
However, is that all present-day knowledge of the past is based on
the subjective judgment of witnesses: somebody saw and had reason
to preserve what they saw in a manner that could be transmitted to
a later time. Such testimonies, especially from the distant past, are
also unevenly preserved; the great Library of Alexandria was not the
only storehouse of knowledge destroyed over the centuries. Single
rather than multiple manuscripts are the norm for many great literary,
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religious and philosophical works of the past. The historian, in short,
is dependent on what was perceived in the first place, what was then
recorded, what was saved and what is still available for scrutiny. A col-
league who is a student of Indian religion once expressed amusement
at the willingness of Western scholars to make sweeping generaliza-
tions about the religious practice of the subcontinent. He observed
that at best a tenth of what had happened was recorded, and at best a
tenth of what was recorded was preserved, and at best a tenth of what
was preserved has been edited, and at best a tenth of what was edited
has been translated for Western consumption! There are good reasons
for historians to be modest about their craft.

4. A final limitation on history is that it can only describe (or construct)
the past; it cannot prescribe for the future. Even though histories and
biographies from the start have provided examples for imitation and
thereby hoped to affect the present, their capacity to guide decision-
making in the present is severely limited. Arguments from analogy go
just so far. Politicians are fond of citing the “lessons of history,” but
good historians know that such lessons are more obscure and ambigu-
ous than sometimes supposed. History by itself is simply not normative
for the present. No Englishman in 1945 would have disagreed with the
proposition that Winston Churchill had saved the nation, the empire
and possibly Western civilization. But that universal agreement did not
keep the British electorate from dismissing him from the prime minis-
try and beginning the dissolution of the empire. Even when communi-
ties agree on their past, that is only one of the factors involved in their
discernment of present need or future goals. Indeed, the better history
is as a descriptive science (“what the war between the states was all
about”) the worse it is at providing norms.

The Limits of History Concerning Jesus

All these limitations are present to such a degree as to make any scien-
tifically respectable effort at constructing a “historical Jesus” daunting in
the extreme. Take the problem of history’s scope: the insider sources are
replete with accounts of “events” that in principle fall outside the ability
of the historian to declare: virgin birth, voices from heaven, exorcisms,
healings, transfiguration, resurrection. Speaking of the resurrection, all
of the insider sources are deeply biased because of their conviction that
Jesus is the present and powerful Lord within Christian communities.
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The resurrection is not only a historically unverifiable “event” within the
Gospel narrative; it is the perspective from which all of the earliest letters
and all the Gospels were composed. When Jesus teaches in the Gospel of
Matthew, for example, it is not as a dead rabbi of the past, but as the living
Lord of the church who is “with them” through the ages. In this respect,
the discovery of Gnostic gospels at Nag-Hammadi offers no help, for in
them, the humanity of Jesus virtually disappears altogether in favor of the
divine revealer.®

The importance of the resurrection perspective for the historian is
that it affects not only the shaping of stories (such as the controversies
between Jesus and the Pharisees and Scribes), but their very selection.
Everything said about Jesus in the narratives of the Gospels derives (at
least in principle) from some witness, and is therefore already a subjec-
tive report, limited in its perspective and comprehension by the nature
of human witnessing. But in addition to that, such witness accounts have
been shaped by years of oral transmission in the preaching and worship
of early churches, as well as interpretation through the lens of Scripture,
and are finally selected and arranged by the individual evangelists. On
top of the individual subjectivity of the original witness—interpretation
is inevitably present even if it were possible to determine “the earliest
stage”—the explicit resurrection perspective (and engagement with the
symbolic world of Torah) is at work in the second and third stages of
transmission. Freeing a specific saying or story from its narrative context,
in short, does not eliminate the resurrection bias that was at work in the
entire process of selection and shaping.

Since the outsider sources available to the historian are so sparse and
have their own bias, dependence on the narrative Gospels of the New
Testament is both inevitable and problematic. The Gospels are most
obviously limited in their scope. They cover at best one to three years of
Jesus’ public life, with only two of the Gospels touching—in dramatically
different ways—on his childhood. A “history” of a figure that deals only
with one to three years is obviously severely limited. But their status as
historical sources is complicated as well by the literary interdependence
of Mark, Matthew, and Luke. However one solves the “synoptic problem,”
it remains the case that, strictly as sources for a history of Jesus, they

9 See L.T. Johnson, “Does a Theology of the Canonical Gospels Make Sense?” in The
Nature of New Testament Theology: Essays in Honor of Robert Morgan, ed. C. Rowland and
C. Tuckett) Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 93-108.
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represent on the major points one witness with variations rather than
three independent sources.

If the majority view on the issue is accepted (and I do accept it), then
Matthew and Luke have used the Markan plotline—extending from John
the Baptist to the empty tomb—as the framework for their own narra-
tives. At the level of plot, the variations each introduces (Matthew’s blocks
of discourses, Luke’s long journey section) does not erase the fact that
they share the same basic “story” they have derived from Mark. Thus, at
the level of plot, the historian is presented with two starkly divergent wit-
nesses, the Gospels of Mark and John. These witnesses disagree on the
most basic points: the length of Jesus’ ministry, the main location where
it took place, the sequence of critical events—quite apart from differ-
ences in specific deeds and modes of speech that are impossible simply
to harmonize. The majority of historical Jesus scholars have chosen to
privilege the Markan (Synoptic) version of the storyline over the Johan-
nine, reducing John to a minor source for specific information rather than
as a competing witness to the shape of the entire story. Yet close examina-
tion of the Markan narrative makes clear that it also is more a theologi-
cal construction than a historical report; thus, Mark clusters temptations,
healings, parables and teachings on discipleship topically rather than, we
must assume, chronologically.

Such discrepancies at the level of plot are more than matched by an
overwhelming number of smaller differences in the available sources.
Even leaving aside the deeds and words of Jesus found only in John, close
synoptic comparison reveals the impossibility of the historian asserting
with confidence concerning any specific formulation, “Jesus said this.”
The same applies to determining the historicity of any specific healing
or exorcism, much less their occasion or sequence. Even in that part of
the story where we find the greatest degree of agreement among all four
Gospels—the passion accounts—the differences are sufficiently numer-
ous and important to make the careful scholar assert as historically plau-
sible only the bare bones of the events. These same factors, together with
the degree to which stories about Jesus are also shaped by reflection on
Scripture (not least in the passion narratives), make it impossible for the
historian responsibly to declare on Jesus’ intentions or motivations, much
less his internal states of mind. The state of the sources simply does not
allow such access. Can inferences be drawn from verifiable facts, such as
Jesus’ choice of the Twelve? Yes, but only with great care, and only to a
limited extent.
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Given the impediments presented by the factors I have enumerated—
and I do not think I have overstated the case—it is all the more remarkable
that historians can assert the not insignificant set of statements concern-
ing the historical Jesus that I have listed earlier in this essay. Although
modest in scope, these statements are supported by the most stringent
analysis and do not overreach what the sources can support. It is also
clear that this set of statements does not constitute a narrative. It is a set
of historical facts rather than a historical account. Restricting oneself to
such a set of statements may frustrate the historian’s longing for narra-
tive, but it preserves the historian from a narrative that is not responsibly
historical.

The consequences of pushing beyond such limitations in order to
construct a historical Jesus are evident in many contemporary publica-
tions that regularly distort historical methods and as a result distort the
sources as well. The consequences are evident in the multiple images of
Jesus offered in such publications, all claiming to be based on historical-
critical methods, yet projecting the author's own ideals so powerfully
on the ancient figure that their portrayals tell the reader far more about
them than about Jesus. Finally, such publications consistently fall prey to
the fallacious supposition that a historical reconstruction has normative
force, so that a “recovery” of the historical Jesus should work to reform
Christianity. Historical Jesus research all too frequently turns out to be,
not historical research at all, but a theological agenda wearing the exter-
nal garb of history.

Another Approach to Learning the Human Jesus

By no means does history’s inability to adequately know the human Jesus
mean that real knowledge of him is impossible. There is in fact another
approach to the human Jesus—through the careful and critical literary
engagement with the Gospel narratives—that is accessible to all who
are capable of such close reading. It does not require knowledge of data
or methods available only to specialists, but it does require intelligence,
critical awareness, discipline and sensitivity to literary art. It does not,
above all, require the elimination, harmonization or deconstruction of
the Gospel narratives. Just the opposite, this approach requires that each
Gospel be considered in its full literary integrity. It is controlled by the
evidence offered by the Gospel narratives themselves, which means that
it is constrained by evidence that is available to all other readers, so that
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conclusions can be established or challenged on the basis of a shared
analysis of those shared texts.

In this approach, the Gospels are treated not as limited and problem-
atic sources for historical reconstruction but as invaluable witnesses to
and interpretations of—precisely in their integrity as narratives—the
human person, Jesus. The Gospels are read literarily rather than histori-
cally. Rather than ask first concerning a word or deed of Jesus, “did Jesus
really do this or say that?” the reader asks first, “what does attributing this
saying or that deed” do to shape the meaning of the character of Jesus
within the narrative? The reader respects the narratives as the medium
of meaning regarding Jesus, and engages the Gospel narratives in the way
that literary critics engage other such narratives, with specific attention to
the literary elements of plot, character and theme. Historical knowledge,
not necessarily of specific events but certainly of social, cultural and lin-
guistic possibilities, serves to enrich such a literary reading and to provide
certain controls to the imagination. In sum, such a disciplined reading
engages the human Jesus as a literary character in the narratives written
about him within fifty to seventy years of his death.

If each of the narrative Gospels of the New Testament is read indi-
vidually with attention to its use of the symbolic world of Torah, and its
portrayal (through the narrative) of Jesus and his followers, the reader is
immediately impressed by the marked diversity of their interpretations.
I do not mean simply all those points of divergence in sequence and word-
ing that have always impressed critics. I mean that such plot and verbal
differences are parts of a larger deliberate literary crafting. Each narrative
shapes a portrayal of Jesus and his followers that, when taken with full
seriousness, is not reducible to the portrait found in any of the others. In
this essay, I cannot develop a complete interpretation of each with sup-
porting textual evidence, but I can offer only a thumbnail sketch by way
of a reminder and an invitation to read.!®

10 For a fuller development of the literary art and portrayal of Jesus and the disciples
in each gospel, together with specific and detailed textual support for the assertions
made here, see L.T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation, 2nd ed.
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), pp. 155-257, 521-557, and Living Jesus, 119-194.
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Narrative as Interpretation

In the Gospel of Mark, the larger historical world is barely evident before
the passion account. The narrative is almost claustrophobicly focused
on the drama in which Jesus is the central character: his battle against
cosmic forces at work in human distress; his conflicts with Jewish reli-
gious leaders; his call and instruction of followers. The narrative focuses
above all on the drama of discipleship and on the portrayal respectively
of Jesus and those he summons as his followers. Because of the compres-
sion and tension built into Mark’s narrative, and because of the complex
compositional techniques he uses to construct that narrative, Mark’s is
not the easiest and most accessible Gospel to read, but the most difficult
and deflecting.

Mark’s Jesus is a complex combination of power and weakness. On the
one side, his proclamation of God’s rule is enacted by powerful deeds of
exorcism and healing that demonstrate the imminent collapse of Satan’s
captivity of humans. On the other side, Jesus is himself captive to the
machinations of his human opponents, who finally have him arrested, tor-
tured and executed under imperial authority. He is himself the mysterion
of God’s rule, who simultaneously attracts and repels even as it reveals
power in weakness and weakness in power. In Mark’s narrative, Jesus’
teachings are correspondingly compressed and cryptic: his parables serve
as much to confuse as to enlighten; his demands turn away followers as
much as draw them; his declarations concerning his own destiny create
fear rather than hope.

The depiction of the disciples in Mark’s Gospel is, in turn, almost
completely negative. Although they are summoned to carry forward his
activities and to “be with him,” they prove both mentally incompetent
and morally deficient. Jesus declares that his parables are intended for
insiders, yet these insiders do not grasp his parables; indeed, they react
to his plain speech as though it was parabolic! They are as “hard of heart”
and slow to understand as outsiders. Above all, they refuse to accept Jesus’
declarations on the demands of discipleship. Their failure to understand is
perhaps explicable because of Mark’s portrayal of Jesus as mysterion. Their
moral failure is more serious. They had been called to “be with” Jesus, yet
as he moves toward his destined suffering and death, he is betrayed by
Judas, denied by Peter and abandoned by all the rest. In their disloyalty,
they failed in their most fundamental responsibility. In Mark’s Gospel,
readers are not to look to the disciples to learn but are rather to look to
Jesus: “this is my beloved Son, listen to him.”
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Matthew follows the Markan storyline from the Baptist to the empty
tomb, thus expressing a fundamental level of agreement with Mark’s nar-
rative. Both by the inclusion of extensive bodies of sayings material, how-
ever, and by the shaping of the narrative around the discourses arranged
by the evangelist, Matthew has opened Mark’s narrative up to a larger
world. Matthew’s Gospel shows unmistakable signs of a church in con-
versation and conflict with a formative Judaism that was organizing itself
around the convictions of the Pharisees and the expertise of the Scribes
into a religion centered in the symbol of Torah. Matthew retains the com-
plex elements of Mark’s portrayal of Jesus as one who is both powerful
and weak, who conquers evil forces yet suffers from evil men. But in Mat-
thew, Jesus not only teaches more extensively—and much less paradox-
ically—than in Mark, but his narrative portrays Jesus as the teacher of
the church who fulfills Torah, who definitively interprets Torah and who
personifies Torah.

The portrayal of the disciples in Matthew’s Gospel corresponds to
the portrayal of Jesus. They are no less problematic than the disciples
portrayed in Mark: Judas betrays, Peter denies (with an oath that Jesus
expressly forbids) and all abandon Jesus. Matthew characteristically has
Jesus call them “you of little faith.” In striking contrast to the disciples
in Mark’s narrative, however, those in Matthew are portrayed as intel-
ligent. They are non-ironically the insiders who understand the parables;
when Jesus asks them, “Do you understand these things?” they respond,
“Yes,” and the narrator does not deny that assertion. The reason for this
change is also clear: Matthew’s disciples must carry on Jesus’ teachings in
the world, as Jesus commissions them, “Go makes disciples of all nations,
teaching them all that I have commanded you.” To carry out this mission,
however morally flawed they are, the disciples must have intelligence.

The evangelist Luke also takes over the Markan narrative and follows it
even more closely than does Matthew both in sequence and wording. But
Luke opens up that narrative even more fundamentally than does Mat-
thew, in two ways: he extends the Gospel narrative into an entire second
volume that continues the story of Jesus in the acts of the disciples, to
form a single, two-volume work (Luke-Acts); and he opens the story of
Jesus and the church to the larger story of Israel within the world history
then dominated by Greek culture and Roman rule. In the Gospel portion
of his story, Luke’s infusion of sayings material and his narrative redaction
works to portray Jesus as the spirit-filled prophet who brings God’s visita-
tion to the people of Israel and, by his good news to the poor (enacted
by his powerful deeds of liberation), divides the people from within, so
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that the marginal elements in society come join the people constituted
by faith in the prophet, while the powerful and pious find themselves
excluded. It is small wonder that virtually every “historical Jesus” on
offer today bases itself on Luke’s narrative; for the public, prophetic and
political Jesus is one most deeply appealing to contemporary sensibilities.
As for Luke’s portrayal of the disciples, in the Gospel they appear as
prophets-in-training. They are not unintelligent or as faithless as the
disciples in Mark, nor as puny in faith but intelligent as the disciples in
Matthew. They are, rather, those who are prepared by Jesus to continue
his mission of service after his death and resurrection, when they will be
empowered by the Holy Spirit. It is in the second volume that his por-
trayals of Jesus’ disciples is fully shown: filled with the Holy Spirit after
Jesus’ resurrection, they continue Jesus’ prophetic mission within Judaism
and in the wider Greco-Roman world, exemplified above all by extending
Jesus’ provocative fellowship with sinners and tax collectors to the inclu-
sion of Gentiles within the people.

I noted above how John’s Gospel diverges from the synoptic pattern
in dramatic fashion. It does not follow the Markan storyline. As a result,
Jesus’ ministry lasts three years rather than two, it is centered in Judea
rather than in Galilee, and the cleansing of the temple occurs at the start
rather than at the end of his ministry. Even more fundamental is the way
John portrays Jesus. He does none of the exorcisms that dominate Mark’s
account and performs only a few healings. Jesus’ manner of speech is even
more divergent. Instead of short aphorisms and parables, he characteristi-
cally delivers long monologues that follow upon extended exchanges with
his opponents. All of Jesus’ teaching of his disciples takes place at the Last
Supper, which is notably lacking in any of the symbolic words found in
the Synoptics.

As Matthew and Luke “open up” Mark’s story respectively to the larger
social contexts of formative Judaism and Greco-Roman culture, so John
also opens the story of Jesus to an explicitly cosmic dimension. John cer-
tainly affirms Jesus’ humanity as the word “made flesh”: his Jesus experi-
ences fatigue and thirst, disappointment, friendship and grief; he asks for
and receives love; he enters into real conflict with his human adversities.
Yet John’s concern to show that Jesus is also the “Word” made flesh makes
him portray Jesus above all as the Man from Heaven, the revealer whose
deeds and words shines the light of God’s judgment into the darkness of
the world’s sin, and who therefore experiences the hatred and rejection
of the world that does not want to walk in the light. In the Fourth Gospel,
individual disciples act as their counterparts in the Synoptics: Judas betrays
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Jesus, and Peter denies him. But John includes “the disciple whom Jesus
loved” as an example of one whose friendship with Jesus enabled fidelity
even to the cross. As a whole, the portrayal of the disciples corresponds to
John's depiction of Jesus: they are his friends for whom he prays they be
consecrated in the truth so that they can bear witness in the world as he
has borne witness, even though they will experience the hostility of the
unbelieving world just as Jesus has.

These brief sketches have suggested that the narrative Gospels of the
New Testament present richly textured and distinctive portraits of Jesus.
Each constructs a narrative that is recognizably that of first-century Pales-
tine. Each displays characters that fit within that province during the time
of its Roman occupation. In each, the portrayal of Jesus fits within that
constructed world. The portrait of Jesus in each Gospel fits within its nar-
rative, but would not fit within the narrative of another Gospel. In each
Gospel, finally, the portrayal of the disciples corresponds to the depic-
tion of Jesus: Mark’s unintelligent and faithless disciples are not the same
as Matthew’s weak but intelligent disciples; the prophetic successors-in-
training found in Luke are different from the friends of Jesus in John. The
“literary character” Jesus whom the reader engages in each narrative is
highly specific and distinctive to that Gospel.

Narrative as Witness

Precisely because of their obvious divergence in their interpretations of
the human Jesus, the Gospels are all the more valuable as witnesses on
those points where they agree—even if their understanding of the point
differs. This is a principle of testimony basic to the demonstration of a
case in law. If four neighbors offer distinct explanations for something
they saw or heard the previous night, that difference in explanation (it
was a thunderclap around 11:45, it was a gunshot exactly at midnight, it
was a dog barking at 11:50, it was a truck backfiring at around midnight)
tends to confirm the fact that there was a loud noise in that area between
11:45 and midnight.

I have already stated that the convergence of the Gospel narratives
confirm only a few of these facts concerning Jesus. But there is another
question of divergence and convergence on which they offer the most
important sort of witness, namely the question of Jesus’ character (ethos).
The question of character—what kind of person is this?—is at the heart
of historical inquiry at the level of the individual, that is, of biography.
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Even when all the available facts concerning a figure have long been avail-
able, new studies can be written precisely because the question of charac-
ter remains open. Is the subject good or evil, a positive presence among
other humans or negative, and in what fashion? It is a question that nar-
rative is distinctively capable of addressing. Narratives, indeed, can get
character right even when they get some facts wrong. It is possible, for
example, to get every biographical fact about Mother Theresa correct,
yet ascribe her life of (apparently selfless) service to nefarious motives.
It is also possible to be mistaken on one or another biographical fact,
yet accurately estimate and communicate Mother Theresa’s character.
As it happens, the four Gospels, which disagree on so many specific facts
concerning Jesus of Nazareth, show a remarkable level on convergence in
their witness concerning his character.

The character of Jesus as depicted in all four Gospels is not complex or
filled with ambiguities. It is profoundly simple and straightforward, and
is clearly displayed within the gospel story. I do not mean to suggest that
it is an abstraction. The opposite is true: the Gospels agree on the factual
elements identified earlier: he is a Jewish male of first-century Palestine
who chooses twelve followers, who performs healing, proclaims God’s
rule, who teaches in parables and interprets Torah, and who is crucified
by order of the Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate. He is baptized by John, and
he “cleanses” the temple. Each of the Gospels, furthermore, renders Jesus
still more concretely by using the symbols drawn from Torah, such as Son
of Man and Prophet. The depiction of Jesus’ character lies within all the
dense specificity of description of him in each Gospel.

The most obvious element defining Jesus’ human character is his obe-
dient faith in God, whom he calls Father. Jesus is defined above all by
his relationship with God. Negatively, this can be described in terms of
the sorts of allegiance available to all humans that he eschews. Jesus is
clearly not captive to the classic appetites for pleasure (although neither
is he portrayed as an ascetic like John), possessions and political power.
Neither is he driven by the need to meet the expectations of his followers
or to thwart the hopes of his opponents. He responds rather to what he
perceives to be God’s will, as located in the specific circumstances of his
life. The decisive expression of Jesus’ obedience is found in the acceptance
of his death as his Father’s will even when, filled with anguish, he desired
to live.

The second major element in Jesus’ character as depicted in all the
Gospel narratives is his self-disposing love toward other people. Because
he is defined above all by obedience to the will of God, and that will is
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disclosed moment by moment in the needs of others, Jesus is free to
respond to others with the poverty of accessibility. The degree of availabil-
ity ascribed to Jesus by the Gospels is literally astonishing: he approaches,
touches, embraces persons of every status and situation, just as he is
approached by and touched by persons of every sort of affliction and
need. Ancient literature offers no real parallel to such human accessibility.
Jesus’ “meekness” and “lowliness” is not a matter of self-suppression, but
a matter of self-giving without regard to self.

The Synoptic Gospels portray such availability to others through the
narratives themselves—as in the Markan passages in which Jesus is
repeatedly deflected from his own intentions by the needs of others—as
well as by self-referential statements made by Jesus that speak of him as
a servant who gives his life as a ransom for many and that interpret the
bread and wine he shared with his disciples before his arrest as his body
and blood given for them. In John it is expressed metaphorically in say-
ings about bread given for the life of the world, and the shepherd laying
down his life for the sheep and the seed that must die for the sake of new
growth. It is expressed narratively by Jesus’ symbolic washing of his dis-
ciples’ feet at the final meal he shared with them. In the Gospels, Jesus is
innocent in the original sense that he does no harm to others and seeks
only to do good to them. The depiction of his suffering in these narratives
has both poignancy and power precisely because it comes on one who has
done nothing to deserve it.

The Gospels also converge in their understanding of the nature if dis-
cipleship. I have shown how the portrayal of the disciples within each
narrative differs significantly. In what respect, then, do they converge?
Although they disagree concerning the degree to which Jesus’ follow-
ers met the standard, they agree on what the standard is: discipleship is
measured by the character of Jesus. To be a follower of Jesus does not
mean doing the specific actions he did, or repeating the words he spoke.
It means having the same sort of character as a human being, to be radi-
cally obedient to God alone and to serve fellow humans unselfishly. There
is no hint in the Gospels of an understanding of discipleship as sharing
in prosperity or success or power; indeed, these are explicitly rejected in
favor of the image of the servant willing to suffer for the sake of others.

What is even more striking is the way in which the same character
traits of radical obedience to God (faith) and self-disposing love toward
others are ascribed to Jesus by the earliest Christian epistolary literature
that speaks of the humanity of Jesus. The letters of Paul, the Letter to
the Hebrews and 1 Peter all refer to the humanity of Jesus in terms of his
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character, and the elements they single out are the same ones on which
the Gospel narratives converge. In their exhortations to readers to “put
on the Lord Jesus” (Paul) or “look to Jesus” (Hebrews) or “follow in his
footsteps” (1 Peter), these compositions single out the same qualities for
believers: faith in God defined in terms of obedience, and loving service
toward the other. Despite all the obvious disparity among these composi-
tions, as among the Gospels, the New Testament compositions taken as a
whole agree most impressively on the point concerning the human Jesus
we most need to know: what sort of character he had and the sort of char-
acter into which Christians seek to be transformed.

Conclusions

I have argued in this essay that although properly executed historical
study can yield significant results—a set of highly probable facts con-
cerning Jesus and a rich context for reading the Gospels more responsi-
bly—history also has severe intrinsic limitations that are exacerbated in
the case of Jesus. The effort to bypass or overcome these limitations has
resulted in depictions of Jesus that lack historiographical integrity. I have
argued further that although the canonical Gospels are problematic as
sources for historical reconstruction, they are excellent witnesses to the
humanity of Jesus precisely in the way the respective narratives diverge
in their portrayal of Jesus and the disciples yet converge on the question
of Jesus’ human character and the nature of discipleship. I conclude this
essay with four observations concerning the advantages offered by this
approach to the humanity of Jesus.

1. This approach is publically accessible to all who can read narratives
intelligently and are willing to expose their readings to others in public
exchange. It does not require a special methodology beyond attention
to the simple and widely known literary categories of plot, charac-
ter and theme. Most of all, it does not require the dismantling of the
narratives that are our earliest explicit interpretations of the human
Jesus; rather, it demands that those narratives be treated in their liter-
ary integrity and that meaning is sought in the narrative rendering of
Jesus as such.

2. Such a narrative reading yields an understanding of Jesus that is far
richer and more nuanced than the sociological reductions offered by
many “historical Jesus” publications. The interplay of difference and
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similarity is a positive invitation to contemplate a human being who
could give rise to such complex interpretations and, at the same time,
draw the reader to the perception of the same “character” within the
diversity of each literary representation.

Paradoxically, approaching Jesus as a literary character within the
Gospel narratives also provides out best access to history with respect
to Jesus. It is the case, first of all, that the past two centuries of inten-
sive archeological research have tended to confirm rather than discon-
firm the details provided by the Gospels; indeed, the Gospels remain
our best historical source for early information concerning important
elements of Palestinian Judaism, for example, the Pharisees, Scribes,
and Sadducees. Even when the Gospel accounts most conflict with
other historical knowledge, such as the dating of the imperial census
at Jesus’ birth (in Luke) or the intricate legal process recounted in the
passion narratives, they are sufficiently in line with that other knowl-
edge to enable serious historical conversation. Most remarkable is the
manifest rootedness of the literary character Jesus in the Palestinian
Judaism of the first century under Roman dominance. Even though the
traditions of Jesus’ sayings and deeds were transmitted orally within
faith communities for some forty years before the first of these Gospel
narratives was composed—passed on for decades, it should be noted,
as much outside Palestine as within, for none of our evangelists seems
to have had firsthand experience of that place or time—]Jesus’ healings
and exorcisms, his parables and his aphorisms all make most sense in
that setting. Even more, it is impossible to imagine the Jesus of the four
canonical Gospels as a character in any other time or place than the
one these narratives imagine.

. Finally, the Jesus whom we engage and come to know as a human

character in the canonical Gospels is also the historic Christ. It is this
fully-rounded literary character that provides the basis for the “Christ-
Image” in literature, so recognizable a way of being human that it can
be mistaken for no other. More important, it is the Jesus of the Gospels
who caught the attention and won the deepest devotion of the saints
and reformers throughout the history of Christianity, a Jesus far more
radical and demanding than any conjured by the quester’s art. It was
not a scholarly historical reconstruction but the Jesus of the Gospels
that galvanized Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther, Martin Luther King,
Dorothy Day and Mother Theresa. Historically, Christianity has never
been renewed or reformed by a historical Jesus, but it has always been
renewed and reformed by closer attention to the Jesus of the Gospels.
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A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL RESPONSE TO WRIGHT'S JESUS

Assessing N.T. Wright's Jesus and the Victory of God! in any specific respect
is daunting for a number of reasons. The most obvious is that its 662 pages
offer a portrait of Jesus that is both highly detailed and extensively, per-
haps even exhaustively, argued. Wright's exposition, furthermore, is intri-
cately interconnected at every part. The explanation of each part depends
on the overall construal, while the overall construction evokes in support
the steadily mounting bits of evidence that have been adduced. Wright’s
approach is thoroughly synthetic rather than analytic. He thinks of his
procedure in terms of testing a hypothesis (JVG 131-133). Others might
think that Wright's search for a singular and simple explanation runs the
risk of circularity and totalization. In either case, his presentation more
easily invites affirmation or dissent with regard to the whole than it does
a critical assessment of the parts.

Adding to the difficulty of response, the volume under consideration
represents only the second part of a six-volume project whose overall
target is purportedly the question of “God” in the New Testament. Evalu-
ating Wright's historical reconstruction of Jesus must take into account
the argument already established in The New Testament and the People of
God? (as his constant references to that volume as support for positions
in the present volume make obvious), but in principle it ought also to
consider the further stages, which have yet to appear. The publication of
What Saint Paul Really Said® amplifies somewhat the brief sketch of Paul
found in The New Testament and the People of God, but the interdependent
character of Wright's argument means that the evaluation of any portion
apart from the whole is hazardous.

In this essay I take up Wright's historiographical method and practice
in his two major volumes already in print, because these are so critical to
the fair evaluation of his overall project. It is in considering how he goes

1 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Fortress Press, 1996).

2 Wright, The New Testament and the People of God: Christian Origins and the Question
of God, vol. 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).

8 N.T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of
Christianity? (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1997).
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about doing history that the most searching questions might be raised
concerning the adequacy of his reconstruction.

Placing Wright’s Project

Recognition is due to Wright's accomplishment: the project thus far com-
pleted is marked not only by size and ambition but also by great energy
and intelligence. This is by any measure a significant contribution to the
entire historical Jesus debate. Nor is it the case that Wright develops his
argument in a scholarly vacuum. His engagement with other scholars is
lively if sometimes uneven. He gives a great deal of attention to what he
calls the “traffic on the Wredebahn,” represented by the Jesus Seminar,
Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan (JVG 28-82). In light of this, his
failure give anything other than passing recognition to John P. Meier’s
monumental historical Jesus project? is all the more striking and puzzling,
particularly when Wright agrees with Meier in significant ways (e.g., the
eschatological character of Jesus’ ministry) and, especially, when in some
cases (e.g., the miracle stories) Meier’s general discussions are so rich and
useful. In contrast, Wright's debt to the late Ben F. Meyer’'s work on The
Aims of Jesus is frequently and gratefully noted.®

Wright's work is also remarkably consistent in its adherence to a theo-
retical model. The model was worked out in part two of The New Testa-
ment and the People of God (31-144) and is followed faithfully in Wright’s
reconstruction (see JVG 125-144). This model seeks to cover the complexity
of the data and yet retain simplicity (NTPG 99—-100). Simplicity is achieved
primarily by a heavy emphasis on the “continuity of the person” or “con-
sistency in thought” (NTPG 107-109). Wright's model demands coherence
between story, symbol and praxis in an individual us well as in a specific
culture, and it assumes that questions, controversies, aims and intentions
equally reveal a consistent internal logic (JVG 139). The strength of the
model is its simplicity and clarity. The weakness, I will argue, is that sim-
plicity is achieved at the cost of a more adequate reading of the evidence.
But Wright cannot be faulted for failing to present his theory from the
start.

4 ].P. Meier, A Marginal Jew; Wright's index lists only six references to Meier's massive

project (JVG 55, 84, 147, 395, 615, 631).
5 B.F. Meyer, The Aims of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1979).
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Wright's portrait of Jesus, finally, has considerable plausibility. He
follows Albert Schweitzer rather than William Wrede in regarding the
Synoptic Gospels as fundamentally reliable sources for the historical
Jesus, and he follows Schweitzer rather than the Jesus Seminar in taking
“Jewish eschatology as the key to understanding Jesus” (JVG 123).6 He dif-
fers from Schweitzer primarily in his this-worldly, political understanding
of Jewish eschatology. Wright follows E.P. Sanders in taking Jesus’ praxis
as the starting point for historical reconstruction and agrees with Sand-
ers on the pivotal importance of Jesus’ symbolic action in the temple.”
He differs from Sanders primarily in giving considerable credit to the
Gospel accounts of Jesus’ conflicts with Pharisees and in attaching such
controversies to a different political agenda. At the very least—and this is
no small thing—Wright convincingly demonstrates that the pieces of the
Gospel tradition dismissed by the New Quest can be used as the basis of
an equally plausible construal of Jesus sponsored by the Third Quest. As
mention of his scholarly antecedents indicates, Wright's portrait of Jesus
is significant not so much for its novelty as for its reclamation of a reading
currently less in favor and for its attempt to secure that reading by show-
ing how it makes better sense of all the data.

Despite the different result, however, Wright's project resembles those
of other Jesus Questers in two critical respects. First, the choice of pattern
very much determines the selection and interpretation of the pieces. This
does not, on the surface, appear to be the case on either side: the New
Quest makes a great commotion about its scientific process of isolating
the authentic pieces of the Jesus tradition analytically and then moving to
the resulting portrait, whereas Wright is clear about his use of the pattern
of the prophet and does not appear to make any real systematic discrimi-
nation among traditions with regard to reliability. In both cases, however,
appearances deceive. The Lukan parable of the prodigal is a good exam-
ple. It is the master parable for Robert W. Funk, the pure representation of
the vision of Jesus, even though it does not meet any of the fabled criteria
for authenticity.® But it is equally important for Wright, not because it
has passed any tests but because it can be read (at least to his satisfac-
tion) as an allegory of the same master-script that Jesus both follows and

6 A. Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus; Schweitzer, The Mystery of the King-
dom of God (1901; London: A & C Black, 1925).

7 Especially E.P. Sanders, jesus and Judaism, and Sanders, The Historical Figure of
Jesus.

8 See R.W. Funk, Honest to Jesus.
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enunciates—the script of Israel’s exile coming to an end in the triumph
of God (JVG 125-131).

A second way in which the New Quest, as represented by Funk and his
associates, and the Third Quest, as represented by Wright, agree is on a set
of uncritical assumptions concerning history.® Both have remarkable con-
fidence in the historian’s ability to move from literary judgments to his-
torical conclusions when working with ancient sources. The New Questers
think they can dissect sayings material into discrete slices. Wright thinks
he can align the sayings of Jesus with specific prophetic passages in such
fashion as to reveal Jesus’ own intentions. Both tend to elide the critical
distinction between historical reconstructions—always a fragile and cre-
ative task entirely dependent on the accidents of source survival—and
“what really happened.” In Wright's case, this manifests itself most in lan-
guage that declares what Jesus hoped to accomplish, as though tentative
guesses in the direction of the probable goals of reported actions could
lead, largely by way of repetition, to confident assertions concerning Jesus’
specific and coherent aims (e.g. JVG 132, 163, 167, 309 n. 246, 604-11).

Finally, both Wright and the New Questers are confident that history
has implications for theology—that is, history has a normative function.
It is not Funk but Wright who declares, “If Jesus was as Reimarus, or
Schweitzer, or Sanders, have portrayed him, then the church needs at
the very least to revise its faith quite substantially” (NTPG 22). Wright is
even more insistent than any of the New Questers that history and the-
ology must cohere: “I wish in the present work to share the concern of
[Questers like Reimarus] for rigorous historical construction, and also to
work towards a new integration of history and theology which will do
justice, rather than violence, to both” (JVG 122).

In his preface, he declares, “At every stage I found myself coming face
to face with historical problems, and (since I could not abandon my basic
Christian beliefs without becoming a totally different person) with the
question of how, if at all, history and belief might cohere”; and he con-
cludes that in the process of his investigations, “my view of Jesus within
his historical context has substantially developed and changed. So, inevi-
tably, has my understanding of what Christianity itself actually is, and the
nature of my belief in it” (JVG xv, emphasis added). Note the word inevi-
tably: in the “integration” of history and theology, it appears that historical
construction is the dominant factor to which theology must conform.

9 For my discussion of these points, see L.T. Johnson, The Real Jesus, 1-58.
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In the conclusion to the present book, Wright states, “A truly first-
century Jewish theological perspective would teach us to recognize that
history, especially the history of first-century Judaism, is the sphere where
we find, at work to judge and to save, the God who made the world” (JVG
662). The statement is remarkable on a number of counts, not least in
its understanding of God’s revelation, as well as for its easy equation
between “history as scholars’ historical reconstruction or the past” and
“history as what happened in the past” But I cite it here simply to note
how unabashedly Wright asserts the fundamentally theological character
of historiography on Jesus, which, for him, has high stakes: “if [New Tes-
tament theology] does not contain the decisive proclamation of Jesus, it
cannot itself be the be-all and end-all of the divine revelation, the ultimate
locus of authority the ‘thing’ that all the study of the New Testament is
bent towards finding” (NTPG 23, emphasis original).

As T have pointed out in another place, these assumptions about his-
tory and historiography stand in need of serious challenge.! At the heart
of the historical Jesus debate are the epistemological issues that are sup-
pressed or bracketed by Third and New Questers alike:

1. the limits of historiography as a way of knowing

2. the need to define what is meant in any specific instance by the
“historical”

3. the non-normative character of historical reconstruction apart from
the decisions of contemporary communities

Unless and until Questers of any stripe seriously engage the epistemologi-
cal challenge, conceptual confusion and methodological imprecision will
continue to haunt the entire enterprise.

Historiographical Comments

It is tempting—but impossible—to take on Wright's historiographical
practices in detail, particularly since the sheer length of his argument
may well tempt other readers to leave unattended its major weaknesses.
In a review of The New Testament and the People of God, 1 pointed out
several traits that were already problematic in that volume, above all the

10 Tbid., 81-104.
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tendency to create an artificially unified worldview out of the complex
world of first-century Judaism.!! That tendency is even more prominent in
Jesus and the Victory of God, as it necessarily must be, if Wright is to follow
the logic of his model. Readers need to be aware, however, of the fallacy of
moving from the observation that certain prophetic and Second Temple
texts contain a theme concerning exile and God’s victory to the empirical
claim that “in Jesus’ day many, if not most, Jews, regarded the exile as still
continuing” (JVG 126; see also xvii. 445). One cannot simply move from
the presence of a literary theme (even a frequent one) found in literature
that happened to have been preserved to a shared psychology among a
populace; above all, one cannot make an empirical claim that such an
outlook was present among “many, if not most, Jews” in Jesus’ day.

A handy checklist for the errors in historiographical argumentation
found in Wright's work is David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ Fallacies,'?
which I was reading concurrently with my study of Wright's Jesus and the
Victory of God. Fischer does not provide a complete compendium, but he
seeks to encourage better thinking among historians by noting the sorts
of errors in logic made by famous practitioners of the craft. Fischer would
have termed Wright's illicit elision from the literary to the empirical as
one of two forms of fallacy—either the “aesthetic fallacy” (if it works logi-
cally, it must have happened factually) or the fallacy of generalization
he calls “statistical sampling” (if some people thought this way, everyone
must have thought this way).!3

Another form of erroneous historical logic identified by Fischer is
the “black and white fallacy,” which he defines as the “misconstruction
of vague terms” either by obscuring differences or artificially sharpen-
ing them. The form this fallacy takes in Wright is in his habit of forming
of false alternatives. “If Jesus is not the last prophet,” says Wright, “he is
a false prophet” (JIV 364). Really? Are those truly the only alternatives
available? More precisely, Wright has here committed the fallacy of the
excluded middle or “false dichotomy.”#

I Johnson, Journal of Biblical Literature 113 (1994): 536—538.

12 David Hackett Fischer, Historian’s Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought
(New York: Harper & Row, 1970).

13 See ibid., 87, for more on the aesthetic fallacy; see ibid., 104, for more on the fallacy of
statistical sampling. It is amusing, apropos the Jesus Seminar, to note that in 1970 Fischer
parodies the “fallacy of prevalent proof” by imagining a group of scholars settling a histori-
cal problem by “resorting to a vote” (ibid., 52)!

14 See ibid., 276—277, for more on black-and-white fallacy; see ibid., 9-12, for more on
the fallacy of the false dichotomy.
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Similarly, after stating that “most first century Jews would have seen
themselves as still, in all sorts of senses, ‘in exile,” Wright continues,
“I would ask critics to face the question: would any serious-thinking
first-century Jew claim that the promises of Isaiah 40-66, or of Jeremiah.
Ezekiel, or Zechariah, had been fulfilled?” (JVG xvii). Even if we refrain
from asking which of the many promises and predictions Wright has in
mind, we must still note that he excludes the possibility that the very issue
of fulfilling these promises may not have been posed by most Jews in the
first place, not least because they did not inhabit the eschatological story
line that he has made normative.

Perhaps the most egregious example of black-and white fallacy is the
way Wright tends to caricature any understanding of religion that is not,
by his definition, political. On the same page, he contrasts the “contours
of Second-Temple Judaism” to the “bland and anachronistic landscape
of moralism,” and he opposes a “claim about eschatology” to “a piece of
‘teaching’ about ‘religion’ or ‘morality,’ ... the dissemination of a timeless
truth” (JVG 433). His favorite negative epithet is, in fact, “timeless” (see
JVG 650), indicating once more how “history” in this work is not only one
mode of knowing but an entire value system already heavy laden with
theological significance (cf. JVG 122).

Earlier, Wright dismisses the view that Jesus might have taught “a dif-
ferent sort of religion, namely, an interior spiritual sort” in this fashion:
“This is clearly no good. If it were true, Jesus would have been simply
incomprehensible, a teacher of abstract and interior truths to a people
hungry for God to act within history. The people were asking for bread and
freedom, not thin air” (JVG 92); and, a few pages later, “in such a world,
to be non-political is to be irrelevant” (JVG 98). Now these statements are
patently disconfirmed by much ancient evidence, most obviously in the
many forms of Gnostic spirituality within Hellenism, Judaism and Chris-
tianity. They also show circularity in argumentation.’®> Not only does he
caricature the religion of the interior as “thin air” but he unfairly suggests
that such a religious posture is less “political” than one preoccupied with
social arrangements, when in fact, the Epicurean withdrawal from public
in the name of a quietist piety could be regarded as having significant
political implications (see Plutarch, Against Colotes). More striking still,
these citations show that the issue for Wright appears to be less whether
Jesus did or did not do something than whether it has matched Wright's

15 See ibid., 49-51, for the “fallacy of circular proof.”
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understanding of what he should have done in order to be a politically
relevant—and therefore, in his judgment, religiously significant—figure
of the first century.

The notion that the majority of Jews still thought of themselves as
“somehow in exile” and that all “authentic Jews” were searching for a
restoration of Israel on the historical (that is, political) plane is central
to Wright's entire reconstruction. He states in his preface that he is “not
attempting to reduce everything to a single theme” but that he is using
the term “exile as shorthand” for the “expectation that Israel’s god would
once again act within her history” (JVG xviii, emphasis original). I pause
here first to observe how the phrase “God acting in history” works well
rhetorically but—as shown by Rudolf Bultmann’s famous response to
Oscar Cullmann’s Christ and Time—is conceptually very fuzzy.' More to
the point, Wright's subsequent use of exile exemplifies what Fischer terms
the “fallacy of ambiguity,” defined as “the use of a word or an expression
which has two or more possible meanings, without sufficient specification
to which meaning is intended.”'” Precisely because the term functions as a
kind of symbolic shorthand, Wright is able to draw all kinds of equations
and inferences that a more precise usage might disallow. Thus, his discus-
sion of the forgiveness of sins (JVC 268—74) might just barely be brought
within the theme of “return from exile,” but it is neither a necessary part
of that theme nor explicable only in terms of that theme.

I conclude these comments on Wright's historiographical practices
with his treatment of the Pharisees (NTPG 181—203; JVC 369—442). In the
Gospel accounts the Pharisees obviously play a key role as opponents of
Jesus over matters of the law. They neither express nor are given any spe-
cific eschatological views. If they consider themselves, as did “most Jews
in Jesus’ day,” as still in exile, the Gospels do not say how. Neither does
the Jewish historian Josephus—our other major source of knowledge of
the Pharisees—emphasize their eschatology, except to distinguish them
from Sadducees with respect to their belief in the resurrection. Josephus
mostly stresses the Pharisees’ concern for the strict observance of the
laws, thereby agreeing with the Gospels as well as with Paul, who is our
only first-hand Pharisaic voice of the period before the war of 66—70 C.E.

16 See Rudolf Bultmann, “History of Salvation and History,” in Existence and Faith:
Shorter Writings of Rudolf Bultmann (Cleveland: World Publishing, 1960), 226—240.
17 See Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies, 265.
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If all this evidence is taken at face value, then the Gospel accounts make
good sense. The Pharisees appear in the stories concerning them fairly
much as they are described by Josephus, the disputes over the observance
of Torah fit within a context of intra-Jewish dispute over the meaning of
allegiance to God, and the opposition between Jesus and the Pharisees
could well have escalated to a point where he was vulnerable to serious
criticism and worse. In none of this would there be a need for diverging
eschatological visions or competing political agendas.

Wright, however, is particularly given to that fallacy Fischer calls “the
fallacy of one-dimensional man.”® In this case the one dimension is
political. Authentic Judaism must also be a political Judaism. The Gospels
must therefore he read against the backdrop of a revisionist view of the
Pharisees and of Wright's own conviction that everything Jesus said and
did must fit within a specific eschatological script. Following Jacob Neus-
ner’s argument that the Pharisees began in politics and ended in piety,'®
Wright gathers all the evidence from Josephus of Pharisaic involvement in
anti-Roman activity before 135 C.E. Fair enough. It's not a great deal, but
it's some. It should he pointed out, however, that there is no connection
drawn in the sources between such activity and any Pharisaic ideology.
In other words, the involvement of Pharisee X in a struggle against Pilate
may or may not have been because he was a Pharisee. It may equally be
the case that Rioter Z was a choleric and revolutionary fellow who also
happened to be a Pharisee. But for Wright, all human activity must flow
consistently from some group ideology or story. Any resistance to Rome
by a Pharisee must therefore represent a Pharisaic political posture.

Wright then takes the tensions between the House of Shammai and the
House of Hillel within the Pharisaic movement?? also in political terms,
with the stricter Shammaites now representing an even stronger line of
resistance to Rome than the Hillelites. Once more note the elision: being
stricter in halachah must equal a more resistant political posture as well.
Then, Wright takes the usual assumption, that the house of Shammai was
more numerous and powerful before 70 C.E. than the House of Hillel, to
argue the Pharisees as a whole during the time of Jesus were so hard-line
against Rome that they were virtually equivalent to Zealots. Finally, since
all praxis must flow consistently from a story, the Pharisees can be seen

18 Tbid., 201—-203.

19 Jacob Neusner, From Politics to Piety (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973).

20 Our sources here are Mishnaic and Talmudic, and the disputes they describe are
Halachic rather than political or eschatological.
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as sponsoring a restoration from exile that was actively resistant to Rome,
not only ritually but, if necessary, also by force.

Having (literally) created this portrait of the Pharisees, Wright can then
portray the conflicts between them and Jesus in terms of rival political
programs for the restoration from exile. Jesus’ inclusionary ministry is
one of passive resistance and non-violence, involving the reinterpreta-
tion of the social symbols of Judaism. The Pharisees advance a program
of restoration that is exclusionary and confrontational, willing to exercise
violence in order to protect the traditional understanding and restore
the kingdom of Israel. Since the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees
involved politics from the start, it is much easier to understand the con-
flicts between such political programs as leading to a political resolution
through a choreographed state execution.

As T stated from the start, Wright has managed to construct a plau-
sible scenario. But historiography—as Wright himself recognizes—must
move from the plausible (it is possible and makes sense) to the probable
(there is a stronger reason for thinking it happened this way and not some
other way), and the only way to the probable is through the assessment of
specific historical evidence. In his presentation of the Pharisees, I would
argue that Wright has stretched the evidence very far indeed, making a
secondary element in one source (Josephus) into the dominant and defin-
ing element of the Pharisees. In the process, Wright is forced to conclude
that all our sources—Josephus, the Gospels, the Talmud, and presumably
also Paul—have, for reasons of their own, suppressed this political dimen-
sion (NTPG 202).

In short, at some critical junctures, Wright has taken those pieces of
evidence that fit his overall schema and rejected or reinterpreted the
pieces that don’t. Thus he says concerning Josephus’ emphasis on the
Pharisees’ belief in the resurrection, “This belief, however, is not merely
to do with speculation about a future life after death. As we can see from
some of the early texts which articulate it, is bound up with the desire for
a reconstituted and restored Israel” (NTPG 200). Note how slippery this is:
if the resurrection is “not merely to do” with the future life, it nevertheless
certainly does at least have much to do with it! Josephus, furthermore,
does not connect this belief with a hope for political restoration.

And the texts that Wright claims to be “bound up with” a restored Israel
(Ezek and 2 Macc) are not specifically Pharisaic. In 2 Maccabees, further-
more, the specific passages dealing with the resurrection of the Macca-
bean martyrs (2 Macc 6—7) are not in the least connected to a this-worldly
restoration of Israel’s political fortunes.
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Historians must—and often do—stretch the limits of evidence in order
to find meaningful patterns or to test hypotheses. But they must expect
to be challenged if they do it on this scale. Wright relies on supposition,
tenuous links and possible combinations for his construction. But positive
evidence is lacking where he most needs it. He has not made the historical
case concerning the Pharisees. Instead, he has committed what Fischer
calls “the historian’s fallacy,” which is the tendency to assume that what
the historian knows the subjects of inquiry also must have known and
acted upon as well.2!

Suppose we grant that each and every Pharisee espoused the ideologi-
cal views Wright ascribes to the Pharisees as a whole and that each and
every Pharisee acted upon these views with utter consistency, as part of
a coherent political program (and if we grant this, we are granting more
than any serious historian should). We would by no means thereby grant
that each and every Pharisee thereby also knew that this was what they
were doing—not to mention that the Pharisees could recognize in Jesus’
symbolic actions a political program that was in some ways akin but in
other ways inimical and threatening to theirs—so that all of the Pharisees
responded to Jesus on this basis and this basis alone.

Likewise, suppose we granted that Jesus had the entire eschatological
scenario ascribed to him by Wright in his head at every moment, that he
acted consistently with that scenario in all his actions and that he even
knew that this was what he was doing. We could by no means thereby
allow that Jesus also knew their program in detail and that he shaped his
own program consciously as a counter to that of the Pharisees, so that it
shared their dream of restoration but eschewed their violent methods.

Wright has the characters in the Gospels acting out a script that was
available to none of them because it has only been constructed by con-
temporary scholars. It would have been far better if he had heeded his
own salutary warning:

“We have no means of knowing whether Caiaphas would have been
aware of the speculations on this point which we have already studied.
(We may remind ourselves that we do not know who in the first century
read which non-biblical books; also, that there may have been dozens
or even hundreds of texts familiar then and subsequently lost.) Nor do
we have any idea whether Jesus had himself been influenced by the

21 Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies, 209—213.
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non-biblical texts we have studied, or whether his own use was original to
himself, albeit parallel to others roughly contemporary” (JVG 643).

A good reminder, needing only the addition of “biblical writings” to make
it adequate. Yet Wright proceeds to ignore his own warning in his ever
more elaborate speculations about what might have been. The length of
his argument, with its insistent repetition of points that have not been
demonstrated but only asserted, places Wright in proximity to that form
of “fallacy of substantive distraction” Fischer lists under arguments ad
Verecundiam (“appeal to authority”) namely, “a thesis which is sustained
by the length of its exposition.”?2

The Gospels and Christian Origins

I move now to a substantive review of two elements in Wright's project
that are interconnected and critical to the evaluation of his historical
Jesus. The first is his relatively uncritical use of the Gospels as sources;
the second is his (so far) minimalist view of the resurrection.

1. The Gospels as Sources

In The New Testament and the People of God (371-443), Wright provides his
most sustained account of the compositions in the New Testament, under
the (not surprising) rubric of “stories in early Christianity,” treating in turn
the four Gospels, Paul and Hebrews, before considering form criticism.
Although he considers some basic themes in these materials, his single
organizing thesis is that they all represent subversions of Israel’s shared
story. In other words, his partial survey of New Testament literature serves
mainly to make a point that no one would dispute, namely that these
compositions represent reinterpretations of the symbolic world of Torah.
What Wright does not do in this section is consider the difficult critical
issues concerning literary relationships between the sources, nor does he
assess the difficulties their respective forms of the “story” present for his-
torical reconstruction. He spends considerable time demonstrating what
needs no proof and no time dealing with what most requires attention.
At the beginning of The New Testament and the People of God, Wright
asserts that “Jesus’ own theological beliefs cannot be read off the surface
of the text” (22), a statement that appears to respect the difficulties of

22 1bid., 287.
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getting at Jesus’ ideas and motivations through the evangelists’ literary
representations. Subsequent statements, however, move in another direc-
tion. He insists that the Synoptic writers considered themselves to be
writing a “history of Jesus” (NTPG 397) in which the perspective of the
resurrection was not determinative (NTPG 398). This history of Jesus, fur-
thermore, was of a special sort; the early church “told Israel-stories about
him” (NTPG 4o01), and the Gospels “are, in fact, Jewish-style biographies,
designed to show the quintessence of Israel’s story played out in a single
life.... The Gospels are therefore the story of Jesus told as the story of Israel
in miniature” (NTPG 402). Yet, “the evangelists’ theological and pastoral
programme has in no way diminished their intent to write about Jesus of
Nazareth” (NTPG 403). In these statements, Wright seems intent on main-
taining the character of the Gospels as accurate historical records basi-
cally unaffected by literary shaping, while at the same time he is insisting
that they tell the story of Jesus as the story of Israel in miniature.

The only way these tensions can be reconciled is if Jesus himself
was following a scriptural script such as Wright has proposed and if the
Gospels are “performances” of that basic script. But to suppose this is to
ignore the most obvious thing about the Gospels: they not only place the
emphasis differently, they are truly different scripts. If Wright wants to
avoid the deconstructive path of the New Questers and work with the
New Testament compositions as stories, then he must deal with each of
their stories in all their specificity, before seeing how some historical script
might underlie them.

Just as his analysis of sources consisted simply in assertions support-
ive of his central thesis, Wright fails to supply a rationale for the way he
actually uses the New Testament as evidence for his historical reconstruc-
tion. Why, for example, has he made no use of the historical evidence in
Paul’s letters concerning the human Jesus? Even more pertinently, why
has he not dealt with John as a source for the historical Jesus? In his pref-
ace, Wright admits that his reconstruction “has been conducted almost
entirely in terms of the synoptic tradition,” but he provides no reason why
he has not even considered John'’s possible use. I will return to this point,
for Wright's plea that he omitted John in the interest of brevity and his
hope that he might be able to work with John in the future simply do not
suffice (JVG xvi).

In his use of the Synoptics themselves, moreover, Wright appears to
be bound by no consistent principle of selection or use. He relieves him-
self of the necessity of taking differences between accounts seriously by
appealing to the premise that stories circulated in oral tradition in slightly
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different forms (JVC 133—-36). He can construct major parts of his thesis by
the use of one of the Gospels without seriously taking that composition’s
literary and religious interests into account. Note, for example, it is Luke-
Acts that provides Wright with the framework for his presentation of Jesus
as prophet—the theme is much less developed in the other Synoptics. It is
Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount that he takes as his text for Jesus’ teach-
ing, rather than Luke’s Sermon on the Plain, even though large sections
of that discourse are clearly peculiar to Matthew. It is Mark’s apocalyptic
discourse that he takes as Jesus’ version, even though Luke’s differs in
significant ways. He provides no reason why he follows now one Gospel
and now another; indeed he fails even to acknowledge that this is his
procedure.

More disturbing is his sometimes casual assessment of material. See
again the basic prophetic mindset he attributes to Jesus. After listing
the passages referring to Jesus as a prophet (JVG 164-65), Wright notes
that these include statements from the triple tradition—Luke, Matthew
and John. He does not state why in this case John’s evidence is signifi-
cant. Then he claims that “apart from Acts 3:22 there is nothing in the
New Testament, outside the gospels, about Jesus as a prophet.” Actually,
Acts 7:37 could be added, as could Revelation 19:10. Wright then asserts
that although the Gospels have a “Moses-typology,” they have only tan-
gential allusion to the specific idea of a “prophet like Moses” (JVG 166).
In fact, however, John's Gospel has a specific and important “prophet
like Moses” theme (Wayne A. Meeks important monograph is missing
from Wright's bibliography),?® and the most substantial scholarship on
Luke-Acts in the past thirty years has demonstrated just how central the
theme of the prophet like Moses is to Luke’s work.2* The point here is
that Wright's assessment of the data—and above all his failure to reckon
with the specific compositional tendencies of the sources—undercuts his
confident assertion that “we are here in touch with firmly authentic tradi-
tion, preserved against all the tendencies that may be presumed to have
been at work” (JVG 165-66).

At times Wright will take the specific wording in a specific Gospel pas-
sage as a critical clue to Jesus’ intentions. On Mark 13, for example, he
writes, “The scriptural background is in fact threefold, and very instruc-

23 W.A. Meeks, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Christology,
Supplement to Novum Testamentum 14 (Leiden: Brill, 1967).

24 For discussion and bibliography, see L.T. Johnson, “Luke-Acts,” The Anchor Bible Dic-
tionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 4:403—420.
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tive for what we must hypothesize as the mindset of Jesus, reusing Israel’s
prophetic heritage, and retelling its story, consistently with his entire set of
aims” (JVG 349, emphasis added; see the entire argument in detail, JVG
149—60). At other times, he can ignore the clear statement of the source
in favor of his own reading. Thus, although the Synoptics clearly identify
John with Elijah, Wright insists that “Jesus adopts the style of, and con-
sciously seems to imitate, Elijah” (JVG 367), even though his evidence for
this is drawn only from the stories in Luke that all scholars recognize as
specifically Lukan redaction. Wright treats the Gospels as reliable reports
of Jesus’ actions and words and intentions when they agree with his thesis;
when they do not, he ignores or corrects them in light of the master story
that Jesus “must” have been following.

2. Christian Origins

Corresponding to Wright's inconsistency with regard to the sources is his
minimalist understanding of the resurrection. I do not mean to suggest
that the resurrection is less than critical for Wright; he agrees with Sand-
ers that Jesus’ followers would not have survived longer than those of John
without the resurrection (JVG 110). The resurrection was “the only reason
they came up with for supposing that Jesus was anything other than a
dream that might have come true but didn’t” (/VG 659). The relevance
of Jesus, continues Wright, depends entirely on what view one takes of
the resurrection. I call his view “minimalist” because Jesus’ resurrection is
described primarily as the resuscitation of Jesus as an individual, rather
than an eschatological event affecting his followers as well, and as some-
thing that served to ratify who Jesus already was rather than cause a fun-
damental process of interpretation of his paradoxical life and death: “The
resurrection thus vindicates what Jesus was already believed to be” (NTPG
400, emphasis original), Wright clearly emphasizes continuity, rather than
discontinuity, between the earthly ministry of Jesus and the resurrection.

Wright's understanding of the Gospel accounts and of the resurrection
comes together in the statement at the end of this book, which comes as
close as anything to addressing the transition between Jesus and the faith
of the church:

But if he was an eschatological prophet/Messiah, announcing the kingdom
and dying in order to bring it about, the resurrection would declare that he
had in principle succeeded in his task, and that his earlier redefinitions of
the coming kingdom had pointed to a further task awaiting his followers,
that of implementing what he had achieved. (JVG 660, emphasis original)
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Once more, then, continuity. But is this, in fact, what we find in our earli-
est evidence concerning Christian convictions about Jesus?

It is impossible to review all the New Testament evidence here, but
it can be stated with considerable confidence that the New Testament
compositions apart from the Synoptics show few traces of continuity
with Jesus’ understanding of his mission (as Wright sketches it). In What
Saint Paul Really Said, Wright presents a maximal case of such continuity,
depending heavily on Romans and portions of Galatians and Philippians.2®
And even in these letters (which do not constitute all of Paul) the evi-
dence is stretched uncomfortably to fit the thesis that Jesus and Paul were
reading from the same scriptural script concerning God’s triumph.

Most of Paul, and most of the New Testament literature in general,
focuses on Jesus as the risen Lord, that is, as the powerful source of life
and the victor over the cosmic forces that hold humans captive to sin
and death. These writings do not slight Jesus’ humanity in the least. Jesus’
humanity is significant, however, not because of what he said or did as a
prophet of Israel but because of how he revealed God’s reconciling work
for humans in the pattern of his life. It is not the prophetic vision of Jesus
that is cited as normative; it is his character as the obedient son who gave
his life in service to others. When Paul refers to “the mind of Christ” (1 Cor
2:16), he gives no indication that he means Jesus’ understanding of Israel’s
story and how he was to bring it to completion; Paul means, instead, an
attitude or disposition of heart that expressed itself in self-donative ser-
vice. And if one were to ask Paul whether it were more important to know
where they were in the storyline of God’s triumph in history or to live lives
worthily of God in imitation of Jesus, Paul’'s answer would emphatically be
to focus not on what is next but on what should be done now. And if this is
the case with Paul—who does after all, maintain a passionate connection
to Israel as a people and a lively sense of God’s eschatological victory—it
is even more the case in the other New Testament epistolary literature.
The risen Lord is worshiped as the source of eternal life for all who believe
in him; his humanity is the pattern for obedient faith in God.

Wright could object to this by observing that this epistolary literature
was addressed primarily to Gentile believers and, in any case, was preoc-
cupied with the implementation of what Jesus had achieved rather than
with the memory of his mission and vision. It is the Gospels, he might
say, that provide the definitive evidence for a clean continuity between

25 See L.T. Johnson, “Which Paul?” First Things 8o (1998): 58—60.
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Jesus and the church’s understanding of him. But precisely here is where
Wright's lack of a critical analysis of the Gospels and above all his failure
to account for John, weakens his argument. If one follows the two-source
solution to the Synoptic Problem (the literary relationship between Mat-
thew, Mark and Luke), then Mark’s story line is the basic source for both
Luke and Matthew (to which Q offers sayings material as a supplement
but not an alternative story line). If one prefers Matthean priority, then
Luke used Matthew, and Mark epitomized them. In either ease, we have
basically only one “Synoptic witness” to the portrayal of Jesus in Wright,
not three. The question therefore becomes urgent: why should this version
be preferred to John as providing historical access to the words, deeds and
even self-consciousness of Jesus? The question becomes even more acute
when it is noted that there are at least as many links between John and
Paul as there are between Paul and the Synoptics. Just as with Wright’s
standardized “story of Israel” the complexity of first-century Judaism is
reduced to a single eschatological strand, so with Wright's “historical
Jesus” the complexity of witnesses to Jesus is reduced to a single Synoptic
strand. And that strand, as I have indicated, has been reduced even fur-
ther by Wright's distillation of the distinctive witnesses of Matthew, Mark
and Luke into single voice.

There is still a further difficulty with Wright's position, for in fact none
of the Synoptic Gospels as such contain precisely the Jesus he now puts
before us. In order to come up with his Jesus, in fact, Wright needs to
abstract some elements from each of the Synoptic Gospels and amplify
these elements by aligning them with a presumptive master story. No less
than the New Questers, despite his apparent greater fealty to the Gospel
narratives, Wright ends up enucleating his simple Jesus from their more
complex compositions. And if this is the case—if Wright's Jesus never
existed until Wright constructed him—then serious questions must be
put to his claim to have gained access to the very perceptions of Jesus26
as well as to the premise that the resurrection simply validated who Jesus
had been all along. If none of Wright’s chosen sources, the Synoptic Gos-
pels, got it right, then who did? Only Wright himself?

26 Wright speaks of Jesus “regarding” his ministry as in some way unique (JVG 163) and
as in continuity with the great prophets (JVG 167). Jesus “envisaged his own work,” and he
“really did believe” he was inaugurating (JVG 197). Jesus “expects” a great event within a
generation or two (/VG 207). “Jesus’ understanding of his own vocation belonged closely
with an implicit understanding of his own self” (JVG 222). Jesus “regarded himself” as
Messiah (JVG 489), and so forth.
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Another Approach to the Jesus of the Gospels

I began this essay by stating that Wright’s portrait of Jesus had consider-
able plausibility, as it does. In fact, his portrait of Jesus is not that far from
the one constructed by the evangelist Luke, for whom also Jesus is above
all a prophet. But Wright’s work is flawed in the same way the work of the
New Questers is flawed—Dby his trying to go past the limits established
by the evidence. By trying to establish an absolutely clear and consistent
historical Jesus, Wright paradoxically ends with another in a series of soci-
ological stereotype Jesuses, one who must think and act in accordance
with the role assigned him. By trying to prove too much, Wright commits
any number of fallacies and ends up with a position that is logically and
historiographically unsound.

Like those he opposes, Wright distorts an essentially complex process
by trying to make it simple. He dislikes those views of the resurrection
that emphasize its radical character because such a view seems to estab-
lish nothing but discontinuity between the early church and Jesus. And
he is partly correct. In his reaction, however, he goes much too far in the
other direction, ending with an emphasis on continuity that is simply not
credible or consistent with the evidence of the sources taken as a whole.
Above all, Wright cannot demonstrate that scriptural prophecies and the
Synoptic accounts “fit like a glove” (JVG 602) simply because the Gospel
writers themselves made that fit, especially since Paul, Hebrews, 1 Peter
and, above all, the Gospel of John all offer interpretations of Jesus that
resemble those in the Synoptics with respect to their use of the symbolic
world of Torah but that differ in the texts they employ and the specific
images they create.

I would suggest that a more useful path to the rapprochement Wright
seeks between history, literature and theology is to recognize the distinc-
tive and interdependent role played by each rather than reduce them to
one. I would also suggest that the construction of the multiple images of
Jesus in the New Testament results not from a simple, linear process but
from a complex and dialectical one.

We can begin by recognizing there are a number of important points
concerning the human Jesus that can he established historically—that is to
say, with a high degree or historical probability. And, as I have suggested,
these points are compatible with the basic lines of a prophetic ministry
that proclaimed the rule of God, that called people to repentance as part
of a faithful Israel, that included the outcast of society and that involved
preaching, teaching, and healing. There is every reason to think that Jesus
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was baptized by John in the Jordan, that he chose special followers, that
he performed a prophetic gesture in the temple, that he shared a last meal
with the disciples and that he was executed as a messianic figure. Properly
historical evidence is sufficient to make these statements. There was, in a
word, a Jesus to remember, and we can say some things about him.

But then we must also recognize the critical importance of the resur-
rection, which was far more than a simple resuscitation from the dead.
The sources themselves witness that the resurrection involved as much
discontinuity as continuity, demanding that Jesus be viewed in a new way
because of his present life as powerful Lord. The memory of Jesus after
his death was inevitably selected and shaped by the experience of the
church, above all by the experience of the resurrection, which was under-
stood not as something that happened only to Jesus in the past but espe-
cially as something that touched those who worshiped him in the present.
The memory of Jesus past could not but be affected by the experience of
Jesus present. If there was a Jesus to remember, then, this was also a Jesus
remembered through the influence of that power the Christians called the
Holy Spirit.

From the first, the process of remembering Jesus involved seeing him
in the light of Scriptural prophecies. There is no reason to think that Jesus
did not himself refer to the scriptures with reference to his mission. But
we cannot demonstrate that he did, or which texts he himself might have
used. What the evidence does make clear is that from the very beginning,
as shown primarily by Paul’s letters, the significance of Jesus—if you will,
the theological appreciation of Jesus—was mediated by an interpretation
of Jesus that read him into Torah and read Torah into his work and his
death and his resurrection. It is even possible that church learned this
practice from Jesus. But it is imperative to note that the only interpreta-
tions we are able to verify are those made by the compositions them-
selves. These rereadings of Scripture took a variety of forms, as we see by
comparing Romans to Hebrews, 1 Peter to Revelation. We see it also by
comparing the Gospel of John to the Gospel of Matthew or the Gospel of
Luke. The texts chosen are different, the resulting themes are different,
but the instinct to read Jesus through Scripture remains constant.

This process of interpreting Jesus through and in Torah reaches one
form of crystallization in the narrative Gospels now found in the New
Testament. And here is where the specifically literary character of these
narratives must be taken seriously. It will not do (to use one of Wright’s
favorite phrases) to assert that each of the Synoptic Gospels “more or less”
tells the same story. That is obvious from their literary interdependence.
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But what is equally clear from a close reading of each of the Gospels is
that each Gospel’s own way of interpreting Jesus through Torah is distinc-
tive. Each of them gives its own meaning to the work of Jesus and, above
all, its own interpretation of Jesus vis-a-vis the people Israel. Nor will it
do to ignore that diversity by choosing from all these Gospels (and only
them) those elements that fit the master plot Wright has discerned in the
Scripture, thereby creating a single story that is not found as such in any
of them.

Indeed, if we were to look for a unifying element in the Gospels (includ-
ing that of John), it would be found not in the historical details of Jesus’
activity, nor in the Scriptures that are brought to bear on that activity, but
in the deep agreement concerning the basic character of Jesus as obedient
servant and the basic character of discipleship as following in the path
that he followed. In a word, it is not the historical specificity of Jesus’
words and deeds but rather the pattern of humanity he reveals within his
historical specificity that forms the heart of the Gospel story.

A proper appreciation of the dialectical process by which the Gospels
came into being would recognize the historicity of Jesus as a first-century
Jewish man who acted as a prophet. It would recognize the radical change
in the perception of Jesus brought about by his scandalous crucifixion and
his surprising resurrection into God’s own life, a change in perception that
led to a reexamination of the Scripture in the light of these experiences.
It would recognize, finally, that the Gospel narratives contain a variety of
images of Jesus, each of which contains some elements of historical fact
and event, each of which testifies to his powerful presence as Lord, each
of which advances an understanding of discipleship in imitation of his
suffering service and each of which clothes Jesus richly and diversely in
the garments of Torah.

Despite its great energy, ambition, and intelligence, Wright's Jesus and
the Victory of God yields neither a rendering of Jesus nor an account of the
Gospels that is convincingly historical. At best it is an inventive exercise
in one of the aspects of the theology of the Synoptic tradition.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE JESUS OF THE GOSPELS AND PHILOSOPHY

This essay considers four ways in which the figure of Jesus as found in
the canonical gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) gives rise to the
sort of thinking that can properly be called philosophical. I do not want
to argue that one way is better than another; each has its merit and
each has its limits. I do want to argue that the ways are sufficiently dis-
crete as to demand clarity concerning choices made with respect to the
gospel narratives and how they are being read. I further argue that each
approach also carries with it different understandings of what is meant
by “philosophy.”

The Historical Jesus as Sage

The first approach is to consider Jesus, not as a character in the gospel
narratives, but as a historical figure whose words can be abstracted from
those narratives and provide the basis for consideration of Jesus as an
ancient Jewish sage. The antecedents of the approach are impressive: the
Manichaean teacher Faustus dismissed the gospel narratives as inven-
tions of the apostles and considered only Jesus’ words to be authentic
and trustworthy.! From Thomas Jefferson to Robert Funk, certain search-
ers after the “historical Jesus” have also focused on the sayings of Jesus as
distinctively providing access to his human identity and mission.?

The difficulties of determining the ipsissima verba—or even the ipsis-
sima vox—of Jesus are notorious, as are the diverse motivations of those
seeking to discover the “real Jesus” through his speech alone.3 The uncer-
tain attribution and shape of specific sayings, whether logia, chreia, or
parable, makes the determination, “Jesus said X,” hazardous.* And the
effort to displace Christian belief in Jesus as the resurrected Son of God

1 Augustine, Reply to Faustus, I, 1; V, 1.

2 See T. Jefferson, The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth; Funk and Hoover, The Five
Gospels.

3 See L.T. Johnson, The Real Jesus.

4 The elaborately devised “criteria” for determining authentic sayings serve, even when
appropriately employed, to identify only the earliest available and verifiable form of a
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on the basis of “what he said” lacks both philosophical detachment and
religious sensibility.> Even if such difficulties could be surmounted, there
remains the greatest obstacle: the very premise that a collection of say-
ings, removed from narrative context, provides sure access to anyone’s
“identity and mission.”®

Preoccupation with fixing Jesus’ historical words or voice, moreover,
is more fundamentally suited to a biographical rather than a philosophi-
cal inquiry; in the same fashion, one could seek the “genuine words
of Socrates” in the writings of his contemporary Aristophanes or his
students Xenophon and Plato, without ever having those words “give
rise to thought” in the form of philosophy.” Jesus in this sort of quest
might appear as one of the sages whose words are reported by Diogenes
Laertius—a figure of the past whose opinions are worth noting because
they had influence on some followers, but not as one of the significant
shapers of thought.® Thus, if it is possible to determine that Jesus actually
said, “The kingdom of God has arrived; repent and believe the good news”
(Mark 1:15), the statement might have great significance for describing
Jesus’ self-conception and sense of mission, might also make an impor-
tant (if difficult to verify) claim to truth, but still fall outside the interests
of philosophy.

Some of the words of Jesus in the gospels are of interest to philosophy
understood in the ancient sense as the love of wisdom, namely those state-
ments that construct an imaginary narrative world (as do the parables) or
statements that affirm a truth about humans, or statements that exhort
to a certain kind of moral behavior. Such statements give rise to thought
in the philosophical sense when they are considered, not as avenues to
the mind of Jesus, but as declarations are to be weighed in light of human

saying in the data pool; the fact that even the earliest versions derive, not directly from
Jesus, but from some stage of tradition, is seldom taken seriously by the searchers.

5 The desire to use a reconstituted Jesus as normative for contemporaries is implicit in
virtually all historical Jesus research, but it most obvious in R. Funk, Honest to Jesus.

6 See L.T. Johnson, “The Humanity of Jesus: What's at Stake in the Quest for the His-
torical Jesus?” in The Jesus Controversy (Rockwell Lecture Series; Harrisburg PA: Trinity
Press International, 1999) 48-74, and now, W.A. Meeks, Christ is the Question (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2006).

7 Distinct representations are given Socrates by his critic Aristophanes, Nubes, and by
each of the students who memorialized him: see Xenophon, Apologia, Memorabilia; Plato,
Dialogues. In the first, Socrates is a charlatan, in the second, a simple moral teacher, in the
third, a dialectician and metaphysician.

8 See especially the treatment of the pre-Socratic Sages in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of
Eminent Philosophers.
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experience past and present: thus, we might ask of each of them, do they,
in fact, contain wisdom or provide an avenue along which wisdom can
be discovered?

The parables have been particularly favored by historical-Jesus-questers,
because they are thought to give privileged access to Jesus’ world-view.?
Certainly, the parables ascribed to Jesus in the synoptic gospels are dis-
tinctive. Although some Jews used mashalim to explicate Torah, and some
Greeks used fables to teach morals,!® ancient literature has no parallel to
the remarkably compressed and vivid stories ascribed to Jesus.! When
read within the gospel narratives, the parables appear as elements within
the rhetorical constructions of those compositions, serving among other
things to interpret the larger narrative.’>? When detached from the gos-
pels and read in isolation, however, the parables are polyvalent, inviting
a variety of interpretations, and fitting into any number of hermeneutical
frameworks.!® The parables of Jesus abstracted from the gospel narratives
are appreciated for their elements of paradox, reversal, and surprise; they
are regarded as stories that subvert rather than confirm conventional
expectations.!* As discreet narratives, they can even be put into conver-
sation with other provocative literary voices such as Kafka and Borges.!®
The literary quality of the parables is patent; less clear is how they give
rise to thought, unless it is through inducing that sense of surprise and
wonder and uncertainty that ought to accompany serious reflection on
the world.

9 See ].D. Crossan, in Parables: The Challenge of the Historical Jesus; Crossan builds on
the premises and procedures of ]. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (New York: Scribner’s,
1963).

10 For examples of each, see D.R. Cartlidge and D.L. Dungan, Documents for the Study
of the Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980) 137-141.

I Crossan memorably characterizes Jesus’ parables in terms of brevity, narrativity, and
metaphoricity; see ].D. Crossan, Cliffs of Fall: Paradox and Polyvalence in the Parables of
Jesus (New York: Seabury Press, 1980).

12 See M. Boucher, The Mysterious Parable: A Literary Study (Catholic Biblical Quar-
terly Monograph Series 6; Washington: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1977),
and L.T. Johnson, “The Lukan Kingship Parable (Luke 19:1-27),” Novum Testamentum 24
(1982) 139-159.

13 See M.A. Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables: An Approach to Multiple Interpretations
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).

14 See ].D. Crossan, The Dark Interval: Towards a Theology of Story (Niles, IL: Argus Com-
munications, 1975).

15 1.D. Crossan, Raid on the Articulate: Comic Eschatology in Jesus and Borges (New York:
Harper and Row, 1976).
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Other discrete statements by Jesus take the form of aphorisms (logia).
They may be organized by the evangelists into sermon-like collections,
but probably circulated originally in the form of isolated declarations.
They resemble the short snappy observations that also find parallel in
Jewish proverbs and Greco-Roman apophthegmata. When found in the
form of a chreia (whether simple or developed), such declarations tend
toward biographical enmeshment, finding their significance in the nar-
rative context provided. An example is the statement in Luke 12:15, “No
one’s life is based on an abundance of riches.” It is found with a prelim-
inary warning, “Watch out! Protect yourself from every form of greed,”
and is part of a developed chreia,'6 yet when taken in isolation can stand
as an observation concerning human existence that gives rise to serious
thought concerning the connection and lack of connection between being
and having.1”

More obviously akin to proverbial wisdom are such statements as “Can
a blind person be a guide for another blind person? Won't they both fall
in a ditch?” (Luke 6:39), and “A sound tree does not produce rotten fruit,
nor does a rotten tree produce good fruit. For each tree is known by its
own fruit” (Luke 6:43—44). They appear now in a collection conventionally
called “Luke’s Sermon on the Plain” (6:17—49), but each can stand alone
as an invitation to reflection on life. Both state succinctly and indirectly
(through the image of unsighted people leading each other into a ditch
and through the image of trees bearing fruits) something of larger signifi-
cance concerning human existence: leadership requires greater capacities
of people; human actions reveal human internal dispositions. Such state-
ments may be trivial or profound. They may also be both deeply provoc-
ative and counter-intuitive, as when Luke’s Jesus declares, “Blessed are
the poor” (6:20). The evangelists clearly considered them to have greater
authority because they were spoken by Jesus. But as statements about life,
they can be considered by thinkers in the same way that the wise sayings
of Solomon or Solon or Confucius. Origen states the principle clearly:

16 For the translation, see L.T. Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina 3; Collegeville,
MN: Liturgical Press, 1991) 197; for analysis from the perspective of Greco-Roman rhetoric,
see AJ. Malherbe, “The Christianization of Topos (Luke 12:13—34),” Novum Testamentum 38
(1996) 123-135, and T.D. Stegman, “Reading Luke 12:13-34 as an Elaboration of a Chreia:
How Hermogenes of Tarsus Sheds Light on Luke’s Gospel,” Novum Testamentum 49 (2006)
1-25.

17 Such as can be found in G. Marcel, Being and Having (Westminster: Dacre Press,
1949), and The Mystery of Being (London: Harvill Press, 1951).
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If the doctrine be sound and the effect of it good, whether it was made
known to the Greeks by Plato or any of the wise men of Greece, or whether
it was delivered to the Jews by Moses or any of the prophets, or whether it
was given to the Christians in the recorded teachings of Jesus Christ, or in
the instructions of his apostles, that does not affect the value of the truth
communicated.!8

Finally, there are those statements of Jesus that take the form of direct
exhortation to his followers concerning their manner of life. Such instruc-
tions most resemble those found in Greco-Roman philosophical schools
for the training of students within a specific tradition; perhaps the most
obvious analogy would be the Sovereign Maxims ascribed to Epicurus.!®
It must be remembered that, especially in the early empire, philosophy
was considered above all to be a manner of life, less a matter of wisdom
in the sense of theory as wisdom in the sense of virtue.2? Protreptic dis-
courses that exhorted would-be philosophers to match their profession
with practice are widely attested.?! In this set of sayings, Jesus words do
not provide an imaginative construal of the world (as in parable) nor a
general truth about the world (as in an aphorism), but specific require-
ments of a follower. Once more, Luke’s Sermon on the Plain provides a
good example. Immediately after having Jesus pronounce the blessings
and woes (6:17-26), Luke continues,

But I declare to you who are listening: love your enemies. Act well toward
those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who abuse
you. To the one who strikes you on the cheek, offer your other cheek as well.
Do not hold back even your shirt from the one who takes your coat. Give to
everyone who asks you, and do not demand restitution from one who takes
what is your own. Just as you want people to act toward you, act in the same
way toward them.

18 QOrigen, C. Cels.7.59.

19" For the role of philosophical maxims as guides to behavior, see A.J. Malherbe, Moral
Exhortation: A Greco-Roman Sourcebook (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), especially
68-120.

20 See the classic discussion in S. Dill, Roman Society from Nero to Marcus Aurelius
(New York: World Publishing Company 1956 [1904]) and the more recent treatment in
M.C. Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994).

21 For protreptic discourse, see Malherbe, Moral Exhortation, 122—123; for a reading of
a NT composition as protreptic, see L.T. Johnson, The Letter of James (Anchor Bible 37A;
New York: Doubleday, 1995).
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Such moral instructions are impressively rigorous, especially in combina-
tion, although specific commands find parallels in the statements of Greco-
Roman and Jewish moralists. The “Golden Rule” is fairly well attested in
antiquity,?? and the offering of the body in service appears as an ideal for
the Cynic philosopher.23 Such parallels confirm that these statements fit
within an understanding of philosophy as a way of life, in which the point
of language is less to describe reality than to change character.

This first approach concentrates on the historical Jesus’ speech as giving
rise to thought. The fact that Jesus’ words are found in narrative gospels
is immaterial; indeed, the forms of those sayings in apocryphal gospels—
most intriguingly, the Coptic Gospel of Thomas—are legitimately, even
necessarily, included in the data base.2* Jesus’ parables subvert conven-
tional ways of viewing the world, his aphorisms invite consideration of
human existence, and his exhortations lead to a certain way of living.
However distinctive his sayings might be in content, this approach places
Jesus firmly in the context of the sort of moral teaching found among
ancient Greco-Roman and Jewish philosophers.

The Narrative Jesus as Moral Exemplar

A second philosophical approach to Jesus is equally consonant with the
ancient conviction that philosophy was not only about thoughts but about
practice. Some aspects of this moral philosophy were touched on in the
previous section, in the consideration of Jesus’ exhortations to a manner
of life. Concern for virtue and vice was not merely a matter of accurate
analysis,?> but had the practical aim of shaping consistent habits of dispo-
sition and behavior. Aristotle is the main source of the sort of “character
ethic” that persisted among the Greco-Roman and Jewish moralists of the

22 The negative form is found in Tob 4:15 and is ascribed to Hillel in 6TShab 31 a; the
positive form is attested by Pseudo-Isocrates, Demonicus 14; Nicocles 61.

28 Epictetus Discourse IIL. 22. 21-22, 69—70, 88-89; Dio Chrysostom, Or. 77/78. 40-45.

24 See, e.g., SJ. Patterson, The Gospel of Thomas and Jesus (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge
Press, 1993) and M. Franzmann, Jesus in the Nag Hammadi Writings (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1996); Use of the full spectrum of sayings material is found especially in J.D. Crossan, The
Historical Jesus.

25 For a sample of the exquisite dissection of virtues and vices, see Plutarch, On Envy
and Anger (Mor. 536-538); On Control of Anger (Mor. 452—464); On Brotherly Love (Mor.
478-492).
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early empire.26 The emphasis on character makes intelligible the insis-
tence among such philosophers that students not only learn wise maxims,
but learn through the close observance and imitation (and memory) of
models.2” Models or exemplars are important because they demonstrate
virtue in action.?8 The best models to imitate were living persons, whether
a parent, or a leader, or a philosophical mentor.29 But the literary repre-
sentation of exemplars can also serve to instruct in the moral life. There is
in antiquity a direct connection between the construction of moral exem-
plars and the writing of biographies, as seen most vividly in the Moralia
and the Vitae Parallelae of Plutarch; what is rendered analytically—with
many small examples—in the essays is displayed narratively in his biog-
raphies of eminent figures.

Approaching Jesus in the gospels from such a philosophical perspective
involves a very different evaluation of the gospels themselves. Now the
point of reading is not the abstracting of some golden sayings of “Jesus the
historical sage” from the dross of unworthy narratives, but rather of focus-
ing on how the gospel narratives render the character of Jesus, not least
in the ways in which what he proclaims is embodied in what he does,
so that the bios of the human Jesus becomes an example to readers. The
narratives as such are valorized as vehicles of character ethics. In contrast
to the quest for Jesus as a historical sage, furthermore, analysis here must
restrict itself primarily to the four-canonical gospels.3°

That reading the gospels as exemplary narratives came naturally to
early Christian readers is easy to demonstrate, perhaps nowhere more
magnificently than in the sermons of Leo the Great. After speaking about

26 See Aristotle’s Ethica Eudemia and Ethica Nicomachea, as well as the analyses of dis-
positions in his Rhetorica.

27 For a discussion of this combination of elements and their application to a NT text,
see L.T. Johnson, “The Mirror of Remembrance (James 1:22—25),” Catholic Biblical Quarterly
50 (1988) 632—645.

28 In the same way, vices are demonstrated in the behavior of those who betray the
philosophical ideal; thus, protreptic discourses often contain slander against “false phi-
losophers”; see L.T. Johnson, “2 Timothy and the Polemic against False Teachers,” Journal
of Religious Studies 6/7 (1978-79) 1—26, and “The New Testament’s Anti-Jewish Slander and
the Conventions of Ancient Polemic,” Journal of Biblical Literature 108 (1989) 419—441.

29 In Pseudo-Isocrates’ Demonicus, the young man’s father is presented as the ideal
example for imitation; in Lucian of Samosata’s Demonax and Nigrinus, the philosophical
teacher is a model for students to emulate.

30 See the comments on the narrative character of the canonical gospels in contrast
to the “Gnostic Gospels” found at Nag-Hammadi in L.T. Johnson, “Does a Theology of the
Canonical Gospels Make Sense?” in The Nature of New Testament Theology: Essays in Honor
of Robert Morgan, edited by C. Rowland and C. Tuckett (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006) 93-108.
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Jesus’ humility and ministry of service, Leo concludes his sermon with
these words:

These words of our Lord, dearly beloved, are useful to us, not only for the
communication of grace, but as an example for our imitation also—if
only these remedies would be turned into instruction, and what has been
bestowed by the mysteries would benefit the way people live. Let us remem-
ber that we must live in the “humility and meekness” of our Redeemer,
since, as the Apostle says, “If we suffer with him, we shall also reign with
him.” In vain we are called Christians if we do not imitate Christ. For this
reason did he refer to himself as the Way, that the teacher’s manner of life
might be the exemplar for his disciples, and that the servant might choose
the humility which had been practiced by the master, who lives and reigns
forever and ever. Amen.3!

Contemporary historical critics who have recovered an appreciation for
ancient literary conventions have also recognized this dimension of the
narrative gospels, seeing them (correctly) as a species of philosophical
Bios.32 To date, however, attention has tended to focus on the question of
genre, rather than on the specific ways in which the diverse gospels shape
the character of the human Jesus. For the purposes of the present, largely
descriptive essay, I can touch on only three broad aspects of the canonical
gospels rendering of Jesus’ character.

1. The gospel narratives diverge in their rendering of Jesus’ character.
Beyond the multiple differences among the gospels that befuddle histori-
cal questers—differences in sequence, location, wording, and the like—are
the distinct portrayals of Jesus that are found in the narratives precisely as
narratives, effects accomplished through a variety of literary techniques,
including direct characterization (of Jesus, of the Jewish populace, of his
followers, and of his opponents), employment of symbols and metaphors,
authorial commentary, scriptural citation and allusion. The cumulative
result of these many small touches are internally consistent and distinct
portraits, such that the reader truly comes to know a different literary

81 Leo the Great, Sermon 25:5-6 (25 December, 444); citation from St. Leo the Great,
Sermons (The Fathers of the Church 93; Washington, DC: Catholic University of America
Press, 1996), 103-104; see also Sermon 37:3—4; 46:2—3; 59:4—5; see also Origen, Homilies on
Luke 20:5; 29:5-7; 34; 38:1-3.

32 The pioneering work by C.W. Votaw, The Gospels and Contemporary Biographies
in the Greco-Roman World (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970; original essays in 1915) was
taken up by C.H. Talbert, What is a Gospel? The Genre of the Canonical Gospels (Philadelpia:
Fortress Press, 1977) and developed still further by others.
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“Jesus” in each of the gospel narratives. The point can be made quickly by
looking at the portrayal of Jesus in Matthew and Luke.

In Greco-Roman moral philosophy, the authenticity of teaching was
demonstrated by behavior consistent with the teaching. Seneca states
the principle succinctly: verba rebus proba (“prove the words by deeds”).33
Both Matthew and Luke show Jesus enacting that principle. Written in
the context of competition between formative Judaism and the messianic
movement associated with Jesus, Matthew’s Gospel portrays Jesus as a
teacher of the church who is clothed with the symbols of Torah so central
to the form of Judaism that his community engages: in his gospel, Jesus is
the interpreter of Torah, the fulfiller of Torah, and even the personifica-
tion of Torah.3* Written in the context of Paul’s mission to the Gentiles,
Luke’s Gospel portrays Jesus as a public philosopher and prophet who
carries God’s good news to the outcast among Jews, and whose disciples
carry it to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).3

Matthew’s Gospel illustrates Seneca’s principle by showing through
narrative how Jesus acts in a manner consistent with his own teachings.
In Matthew’s version of the beatitudes, Jesus declares, “Blessed are the
poor in spirit (rTwyol 7@ mvedpatt) for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
(Matt 5:3), “Blessed are the meek (mpaeis) for they shall inherit the land”
(Matt 5:5), and “Blessed are the merciful (éAepoveg) for they shall receive
mercy” (Matt 5:7). The first two characteristics are ascribed to Jesus directly
in the declaration of Matt 11:29, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from
me, for I am meek (mpatc) and humble of heart (tamewods ) xapdia).”

The characteristic of meekness is further confirmed by the citation of
Zechariah 9:9 at Jesus entry into Jerusalem, “Behold your king comes to
you, meek (mpads) and riding on an ass” (Matt 21:5), while the character-
istic of lowliness is affirmed by the application to Jesus of the suffering
servant song from Isaiah 42:1-4 (Matt 12:18-21), and the quality of mercy
is affirmed by the application of Hos 6:6 to Jesus’ call of sinners, “I desire
mercy (&€Aeog) and not sacrifice” (Matt 9:13). That such narrative character-
ization is not accidental is shown by the negative portrayal of Peter. In his
opening sermon, Jesus expressly forbids taking oaths, declaring that any-
thing more than a simple yes or no is “from the evil one” (Matt 5:33-37).

33 Seneca, Moral Epistles 20.1.
34 For a fuller characterization, see L.T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament:
An Interpretation, revised, enlarged edition with T. Penner (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,

1999) 187-212.
35 Johnson, Writings, 213—258.
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The declaration is given narrative expression when Peter’s resistance to
Jesus’ passion takes the form of an oath, (“God forbid, Lord!"), leading to
Jesus calling Peter, “Satan” (Matt 16:22—23), and when Peter twice is said
to swear an oath when he denies Jesus (Matt 26:72—74).36

Luke’s two volume narrative of the good news (Luke-Acts) gives a dis-
tinctive characterization to Jesus and his disciples, but equally connects
their actions to Jesus’ words. In Luke’s case, Jesus (and his mother Mary
[Luke 1:46-55]) give expression to a prophetic vision that expresses God’s
will for humans: God’s visitation accomplishes a reversal of human expec-
tations and measurements that is most succinctly stated by Jesus’ state-
ment, “Blessed are you poor” and “Woe to you who are rich” (Luke 6:20,
24). The spirit-anointed messiah proclaims as fulfilled in himself Isaiah’s
prophetic vision of a mission to the outcast and the oppressed as “a year
acceptable to the Lord” (Isa 611-2; 58:6; Luke 4:16-21).

The Lukan narrative shows Jesus enacting this vision: he heals those
who are oppressed by Satan (Luke 6:31-37), he calls into God’s people
those who for one reason or another were marginal to full participation:
the lame, the blind, the poor (7:22), women (8:1-3) and children (9:46—48).
His status-reversing message is in turn rejected by the rich and the pow-
erful and the religiously established (16:14; 18:18—23). In Acts, Luke shows
Jesus’ prophetic successors continuing to enact the prophet’s vision of
God'’s rule, by healings (Acts 3:1-10; 8:32—35) and exorcisms (16:16—-18), by
embracing the outcast of Israel (Samaritans [8:4-8], Eunuchs [8:26—40]),
and by extending Jesus’ ministry of open table-fellowship even to the
despised Gentiles (10-15). Even more impressive, from the perspective
of ancient character ethics, is the way in which Jesus and his followers
embody the radical life style consonant with the prophetic vision of the
reversal of values: Jesus and his followers are poor (Luke 9:58; Acts 3:6),
are itinerant (Luke 9-19; Acts 13—28), are dependent on God in prayer
(Luke 9:28—29; Acts 4:23-31), exercise leadership in the mode of servants
(Luke 22:25-30; Acts 4:32—37), and speak truth boldly to religious and
political authorities (Luke 11:39-52; Acts 5:27—32).37

36 Johnson, Writings, 205—206.

37 See L.T. Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina 3; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 1990), and The Acts of the Apostles (Sacra Pagina 5; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
1992).
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2. If they diverge in tone and nuance, the gospel narratives also converge
concerning the essential character of Jesus. The distinctive portraits of
Jesus by Matthew and Luke are matched by those found in the narra-
tives constructed by Mark and John. The literary character “Jesus” is dis-
tinct in each narrative: Mark’s Suffering son of Man, Matthew’s Teacher
of the Church, Luke’s Prophet of God’s Visitation, and John’s Man from
Heaven are impossible to harmonize fully. Similarly, the portrayal of the
disciples in each gospel is distinct: in Mark, Jesus’ chosen followers are
both stupid and faithless; in Matthew, morally inadequate but intelligent;
in Luke, prophetic successors trained to continue Jesus’ mission; in John,
the friends who will experience from the world the same hatred shown
Jesus. The narrative gospels bear witness to Jesus by the way in which they
interpret him so diversely. Precisely the diversity of this witness, however,
makes all the more startling the fact that these narratives converge con-
cerning the heart of Jesus’ character, and, for that matter, on the character
of discipleship.

I speak here of the fundamental and defining dispositions of Jesus,
in contrast to the diverse roles—wonder-worker, teacher, prophet,
revealer—emphasized by the respective narratives. These fundamental
dispositions are utterly simple. In all the Gospels, Jesus is a human being
totally defined by his relationship with God, a relationship expressed by
faithful obedience to God’s will. Jesus is not defined by human expecta-
tions or perceptions, his own or others, but by a radical stance of hearing
and responsiveness to his Father. This “vertical” relationship of faithful
obedience is expressed by an equally fundamental “horizontal” disposi-
tion toward other humans, a disposition of loving service. The narratives
of the canonical gospels—in this respect fully in agreement with the other
canonical witnesses—see Jesus as “the man for others” precisely because
he is also a completely “God-defined man.”

Similarly, for all their disparate ways of describing Jesus’ actual dis-
ciples, the four canonical gospels agree completely on the fundamental
character of discipleship. It has nothing to do with self-seeking or self-
aggrandizement, with success or prosperity. Rather, authentic disciple-
ship means having the same “character” as Jesus, following in the path
that he walked ahead of them. True “students” (uadntai) of this teacher
will show the same faithful obedience toward God that he did, and will
imitate the life of service toward others that he exemplified. Readers of
these narratives, in turn, learn from the diversity of the gospels’ portrait of
Jesus how complex and diverse the expressions of this basic character can
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be, and yet how simple and profound in its essence. Likewise, they learn
from the actual performance of Jesus’ followers how not to be disciples,
but from Jesus’ words concerning discipleship they learn how it means an
imitation of his example.38

In short, despite their literary diversity and the distinctiveness of their
portraits of Jesus, the canonical gospel narratives render “the identity of
Jesus Christ” in a clear and unequivocal form.3? The character of Jesus in
the gospels is so distinct than it cannot be mistaken for any other reli-
gious or political leader. The “Christ Image” of the gospels represents a
certain way of being human—the way of God’s servant and servant of
other humans—that is so unmistakable that literary critics can speak
confidently of other narrative renderings of innocent sufferers in terms
of this image.#? The character of Jesus as depicted in the narrative gos-
pels was meant to be imitated, and in fact the history of Christianity has
shown that movements of radical discipleship in the church—think of
Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King, Mother
Theresa—have most often been stimulated by those challenged to imitate
his character in their own historical circumstances.

3. The character of Jesus (and of discipleship) in the narrative gospels
of the New Testament challenge (or should challenge) the philosophical
understandings of the self in the contemporary world. Not only does the
Christ image in the gospels stand in opposition to classical construals
of the noble person—obedience, service, meekness and humility are all
associated with the slave class, not the aristocracy—but it also stands
in opposition to the sovereign self cultivated since the enlightenment.
Friedrich Nietzsche made the challenge explicit, when he appealed to
the older Greek sense of nobility and scorned the “slave mentality” of
Christians.*! Even within some forms of Christian theology, the character
of Jesus and of discipleship as portrayed by the Gospels—and the other
NT writings—is criticized as dangerous to the self-esteem and self-worth

38 This argument is made more fully in L.T. Johnson, Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of
the Gospel (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1999).

39 See Hans Frei, The Identity of Jesus Christ: The Hermeneutical Basis of Dogmatic Theol-
ogy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975).

40 For example, Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot, or Melville’s Billy Budd.

41 See, in particular, On the Genealogy of Morality, translated by C. Diethe (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), and Twilight of the Idols and The Anti-Christ (London:
Penguin Books, 2003).
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of some people: humility, obedience, and service are considered contrary
to the flourishing of humans within just social structures.*?

Insofar as philosophy has to do with thinking about the proper way
of being human, the character of Jesus in the narrative gospels ought to
give rise to the most serious sort of thinking. Is the gospels’ depiction of
Jesus’ character and the character of discipleship good for humans or not?
Can a serious politics be based on such a construal of the person? Is this
way of being human essentially pathological, leaving those shaped by it
wounded, weak, and incapable of robust action in the world? Or is it, in
fact, a way of living that reveals the deepest truth within humans and
paradoxically elevates them to their highest excellence?

The Narrative Jesus as Revealing God

The two previous approaches to the Jesus of the gospels focus entirely on
his humanity: in the first instance, attention is given to his words apart
from the narrative, and in the second, to the depiction of his human
character through the respective gospel narratives. Both approaches are
available to the philosophically inclined whether they share Christian
faith or not. A third approach leads us into the realm of what is properly
called “Christian philosophy.” It reads the gospel narratives from the per-
spective of early Christian experiences and convictions concerning Jesus
that transcend ordinary humanity, expressed by the creed respectively
as “descended from heaven” and “ascended into heaven.” The conviction
that Jesus after his death was exalted to the right hand of God and shares
fully in God’s life and power (at one end of his human story) corresponds
(at the other end) to the conviction that he was the incarnate word of
God. This approach, in short, takes seriously the larger “mythic” story that
is mostly only implied within the gospel narratives themselves—with the
notable exceptions of John and Acts—but that is made explicit by Chris-
tian confession.

In this approach, the Jesus of the gospels is not simply a sage of first
century Palestine or a moral exemplar, but is the revelation of God in a
human person. What gives rise to thought concerning Jesus, therefore, is
not what he says or what he did, but above all who he is; what gives rise

42 Delores Williams, for example, argues that the cross is no longer a viable Christian
symbol for women of color who have experienced oppression, in Sisters in the Wilderness:
The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993).
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to thought concerning discipleship is not living by his words or follow-
ing his example, but rather being transformed through participation in
his being.

Such a perspective, it should be emphasized, is not imposed violently
on the gospels. They were, after all, composed by followers who had strong
experiences and convictions concerning Jesus’' exalted status as Lord,
and were written after—and undoubtedly in light of—the very “high”
Christology found in Paul and Hebrews (see only 1 Cor 8:6-8; Gal 4:3—-7;
Heb 1:1-13). The understanding of Jesus as the one who by his very being
reveals God is, to be sure, most explicit in the narrative of John's Gos-
pel. In the Prologue, Jesus is identified with the pre-existent word that
became flesh and revealed God’s glory (John 1:1-18). John similarly intro-
duces Jesus’ last meal with his followers with the solemn declaration that
“Jesus knew that his hour had come to pass from this world to the Father”
(13:1), and that Jesus was “fully aware that the Father had put everything
into his power and that he had come from God and was returning to
God” (13:3). In John'’s Gospel, Jesus reveals the God no one has ever seen
(128), though a man, he “makes himself God” (10:33), and is declared by
Thomas to be “Lord and God” (20:28). But the second part of Luke’s gospel
narrative—the Acts of the Apostles—is equally emphatic in its assertion
of the “mythic” dimensions of the Jesus story: he is “taken up into heaven”
(Luke 24:51; Acts 1:10) and “will return again in the same way” (Acts g:11);
elevated to the Father’s right hand, he pours out the Holy Spirit on all
flesh (Acts 2:17-34); as risen Lord, he will “judge the world with justice”
(Acts 17:31).

Readers with such convictions concerning Jesus can find them
confirmed as well by the less explicit statements found in the synoptic
gospels. In Matthew and Luke, Jesus’ birth is ascribed to the Holy Spirit,
making him “God with us” (Matt 1:20-23) and “Son of the Most High,”
indeed, “Son of God” (Luke 1:31-35). Jesus makes declarations, even in
these more realistic narratives, such as “for this purpose I have come”
(Mark 1:38), and “I have come not to call the righteous to repentance
but sinners” (Luke 5:32). Jesus works powerful deeds that make unclean
spirits recognize him as “Son of the Most High God” (Mark 5:20) and make
his disciples ask, “Who is this whom even wind and sea obey?” (Mark
4:41). He shows himself transfigured in the radiance of God’s glory, and his
closest followers hear him declared from heaven as God’s “beloved son”
(Mark 8:2—8; Matt 17:1-8; Luke 9:28-35). And after his resurrection he will
show himself among his disciples, commissioning them with “all authority
in heaven and earth” (Matt 20:18-10; Luke 24:46—49; Mark 16:15).



JESUS OF THE GOSPELS AND PHILOSOPHY 85

The mythic dimension of the gospel narratives provided no shock to
the common religious sensibilities of the Greco-Roman world, where the
membrane between gods and humans was a permeable one, with noble
heroes being elevated to divine status and gods visiting the world in
human form.#® But it did shock the religious sensibilities of pious Jews,
who regarded claims made for the divinity of Jesus as a form of idolatry.#+
And it challenged the more sophisticated Christians who shared with other
Greco-Roman philosophers abhorrence for crude anthropomorphism
in language about the divine, and regarded thinking wrongly about the
divine (superstition) as more evil than denying the divine altogether.4>

The Middle Platonism of Philo of Alexandria (together with Aristobolos
and others) showed the mental struggle involved in thinking philosophi-
cally with the dualistic categories of Plato in response to the cosmology
and psychology expressed by the intensely material and realistic biblical
narratives. In some cases, thinking well about God demanded recourse to
a spiritualization of the biblical text through allegory, precisely to avoid
the sort of superstition that mythic language could encourage.® The his-
torical human character of Jesus is never evaporated in the developing
Christian myth, outside some forms of Gnosticism. But the conviction that
in Jesus of Nazareth the God of creation and covenant entered into the
frame of human existence made the apparent dissonance between the
myth and good thinking about God even greater. Nowhere is the potential
for philosophical revolution more apparent than in the anonymous com-
position To the Hebrews, which simultaneously affirms in the strongest
possible terms the divine origin and nature of Jesus, and his complete
immersion in the lot of suffering humanity, and which, by reading both
Platonic and biblical cosmologies through the incarnation, obedient suf-
fering, sacrificial death and royal exaltation of Jesus, bends both to the
point of shattering.

43 See, above all, Ovid’s Metamorphoses; for other texts, see Cartlidge and Dungan,
Documents for the Study of the Gospels, 129-136; 187—202.

44 See AF. Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and
Gnosticism (Studies in Judaism in Late Antiquity, Leiden: Brill, 1977).

45 The point is made repeatedly and emphatically by Plutarch, On Superstition
(Mor. 164—171), Isis and Osiris 11 (Mor. 355D).

46 For the way Philo’s two worlds came together, see A. Mendelson, Secular Education
in Philo of Alexandria (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union Press, 1982) and Philo’s Jewish Identity
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988); see also C.R. Holladay, “Jewish Responses to Hellenistic
Culture,” in Ethnicity in Hellenistic Egypt, edited by P. Bilde, et al. (Aarhus: Aarhus Univer-
sity Press, 1992) 139-163.
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The mythic dimension of the gospels—and other early Christian
compositions—gives rise to thought by challenging the basic categories
of existence. If God has entered into humanity (not only Jesus, but also
those who are “in Christ”) then the nature both of humanity and of divin-
ity need to be rethought, time and eternity require new assessment, the
infinite and the finite demand an accounting. If God has entered into a
human body and that body has subsequently entered the life of God, then
the very nature of “body” must be rethought, and if “God’s Holy Spirit” can
enter the bodies of other humans as “the body of Christ,” then both body
and spirit need to be assessed in terms of what Paul calls the “spiritual
body” (c@pa Tvevpatedy, 1 Cor 15:44).

If the impassible, all powerful God can enter so fully into the tangle
of human existence as to suffer and die, then both the meaning of the
divine and the meaning of suffering require new examination. And if by
resurrection, Jesus has become “Lord,” then most serious consideration
must be given by those considering themselves monotheists to resolving
the problem of “two powers in heaven.” In short, this dimension of the
gospels gives rise to ontology, to thinking about the meaning of being and
existence in light of the shared conviction, “if anyone is in Christ, there is
a new creation” (2 Cor 5:17).

Christian theology of the Patristic period can be understood as a philo-
sophical effort to take with equal seriousness the mythic dimension of the
biblical idiom (“the truth of the Gospel”), and the requirement to think
well and righteously about God, avoiding that superstition that is worse
than atheism (the truth of philosophy). The Trinitarian and Christologi-
cal debates that spanned the 4th—6th centuries were spurred by a spirit
of philosophical inquiry among teachers who (like Arius and Eunomius)
sought to fit the paradoxical claims of the gospels into the neat categories
of classical metaphysics, and were answered by thinkers (like Athanasius
and the Cappadocians), who had equal facility in those categories but
also had a deeper commitment to the mythic language of scripture as
the source of the knowledge of salvation.*” Seen in this light, the appear-
ance of the époodatog in the Nicene Creed or of 300 gioelg pia Tpdowmov in
the Formula of Chalcedon appears less as an inappropriate distortion of

47 For a sense of the interaction of biblical and philosophical impulses in Patristic
thought, see L. Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian
Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), and R.L. Wilken, The Spirit of Early Chris-
tian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).
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the gospel narratives than a bold insistence that they be read faithfully in
their mythic dimension.

Such a difficult, and in many ways fruitful, struggle could only be sus-
tained so long as the two partners in the conversation remained alive. Sadly,
one of the notable exiles from the contemporary house of philosophy is
ontology.*® Perhaps not coincidentally, the same spirit of Enlightenment
that banished metaphysics as a form of nonsense (because non-verifiable)
also impelled the quest for the historical Jesus as a new norm for right-
thinking Christians—that is, Christians who kept their religion within the
bounds of reason (defined in terms of empiricism). That quest memorably
began to be “scientific,” it will be recalled, when David Friedrich Strauss
relegated the mythic dimension of the gospels to the non-historical, and,
by the canons of reason then employed, not to be taken seriously in its
truth claims. Kierkegaard stands as a notable and heroic example of a
genuine philosophical mind continuing to struggle with the challenge
posed by the gospels’ mythic language about Jesus.*?

The present state of affairs generally is perhaps best communicated by
the collection of essays that appeared in 1976 under the title, The Myth
of the Incarnate God; each essay, in its fashion, considered the “myth” as
something disposable for thoughtful Christians, not in the least worth con-
sidering as a claim that should give rise to serious thought.5® The present
situation is further illuminated by the realization that Christian thinkers
calling themselves systematic theologians have concluded that Christol-
ogy should begin with a reconstruction of the “historical Jesus.”>!

The loss of the conversation between philosophy and the mythic
dimension of the gospels is sad on several counts. First, the alternative
Jesus offered by a multitude of historical questers is, even when plausible,
lacking in any significant depth. He may be an interesting or even impor-
tant figure of the past, but that is all he is, and it is unclear why (as a sage)

48 Such banishments are never immediate and seldom absolute. Particularly in con-
tinental philosophy, from Hegel to Heidegger there were (and are) those who continued
(and continue) to engage metaphysics. But the conversation is not set by them: the retreat
from ontology to epistemology and from epistemology to language has been steady and
most influential.

49 See S. Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments or a Fragment of Philosophy by Johannes
Climacus (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1936) and Concluding Unscientific Post-
script (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968).

50 J. Hicks, ed., The Myth of God Incarnate (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977).

51 E. Schillebeeck, Jesus (New York: Crossroad, 1979); R. Haight, Jesus, Symbol of God
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999).



88 CHAPTER FOUR

he should command our attention more than, say, Epictetus does. Second,
the desire for a historically verifiable Jesus means—and Strauss was right
on the methodological point—excluding all those mythic dimensions that
give the gospels, and the figure of Jesus, such compelling depth. Third, as
a result, contemporary readers find themselves cut off from centuries of
serious engagement with the Jesus of the gospels found in a sea of litera-
ture that addressed this mythic dimension with philosophical acuity.

Fourth, as a further consequence, the language of the Christian faith
becomes increasingly unintelligible, even to believers, precisely because
so much of this language is grounded in the mythic dimension of the
gospels and other NT literature. Without a phenomenology of body or of
spirit (or with only a definition of body and mind that depend on Carte-
sian dualism), it is impossible to speak meaningfully of the resurrection
of Jesus in terms of a c@pa mvevpateov. As a result, even Christians tend
to speak of the resurrection either in terms of a resuscitation of Jesus (in
order to save historicity) or in terms of a psychological adjustment among
his followers (in order to save enlightenment reasonability), and in either
case, miss the truth of the Gospel.

Finally, the loss of the mythic language of the gospels and the mode of
philosophy that thinks about being and existence means that—as in some
forms of “liberation theology’—a more than legitimate passion for social
justice among the poor and oppressed is expressed by the rejection of any
transcendental understanding of sin and salvation. Sin is defined in terms
of evil social structures and the dispositions that support them, and salva-
tion is defined in terms of the dispositions and actions of humans through
whom God brings justice to the earth. Once more, this passion is usu-
ally linked to an understanding of the prophetic ministry of the historical
Jesus. The loss here is extraordinary, no less than the truth of the incarna-
tion expressed in mythic terms: God entered into human existence, not
so that human social arrangements might be altered, but so that the very
frame of human existence might be transformed; the goal that we call
salvation is not a Utopian society, but a participation in God’s glory.

Jesus and Narrative Ontology

A final way in which the Jesus of the Gospels gives rise to thought is
through reflection on the nature of narrative itself and its way of bring-
ing into existence what previously did not exist, and the peculiar sort of
presence it thereby establishes in the world. The third approach, sketched
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above, took the mythic language of the gospels as referring to the actual
figure of Jesus in both human and divine dimension; ontology, therefore,
meant inquiry into the implications of the incarnate Word. Now the
object of inquiry is the gospel narrative as narrative, and the ontological
implications of reading. In contrast to the other approaches described in
this essay, the roots of this approach lie not in an earlier mode of inter-
pretation but in the nature of narrative and in the practices of the early
church with respect to the gospels. My remarks here are only suggestive,
because I am only at an early stage of thinking about this perspective.
As I seek to find a way toward a kind of ontology that does not require a
misapplication or even a repristination of classical categories, I can only
touch on some of the elements such thinking would require.

The first step is to consider the distinctive way in which stories—above
all personal narratives—create a space in the world. When you tell me the
story of your experience, a complex sort of presence comes into being.
The story you tell is not identical with your empirical self—the story
selects elements from the experience of the past and shapes them—but
is nevertheless connected to your empirical self as source: it is not only
about you, it somehow communicates you. Once the story is spoken, and
heard, furthermore, it stands between us as something both you and I can
refer to. Your “storied self” takes its place in our thoughts and reflections.
In our further conversations, both of us can refer to “your story” as some-
thing real, even if it does not correspond, for example, to your present
experience or situation. It is so real that we can both poke and pull at it
interpretively without destroying it. The story is neither yours nor mine,
even though it comes from you and is accepted by me. It stands between
us as a common point of reference. Even when the empirical you departs,
the storied you can continue its presence, and its influence, in my life. The
philosophical question concerns the nature of this presence.

The shared personal story is perhaps only the smallest and most accessi-
ble example of a wide range of phenomena—things about whose “appear-
ance” we can all agree—concerning which the question of “being” (that
is, of ontology) properly can be asked. Very often, the phenomena are
connected to human imagination, the most creative dimension of human
cognition. Psychologists recognize, for example, that fantasy is somehow
something real—it has presence and exercises power—even if (or espe-
cially) when it fails to be “realized” physically. Fantasy, moreover, can be
both private (“my wife loves me”) and communal (“we are the chosen
people”). Lives of individuals and of populations are more often and more
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powerfully directed by fantasy than by fact.52 But how can we think about
the sort of “being” found in fantasy?

Similarly, it is commonly recognized that the performance of music or
drama “brings into being” the notes on a page or the words in a script
with a presence and power that is epiphanic. The ringing tones of an
aria somehow “fill” the hall and the hearts of the audience, forcing rec-
ognition of insistent existence not measurable by the printed notes and
lyrics. The sound is evanescent. Yet, Mirella Freni’s Mimi remains “real”
to all who heard her in her performance of La Boheme. Falstaff (who-
ever plays him) likewise notoriously transcends the plots and plays into
which Shakespeare wrote his character, and forces recognition of him as
a shared cultural presence the moment his name is mentioned.>® These
performances of texts create a presence that exercises power over others
than the performers; the presence is often transitory, the effects of the
power often linger. But what sort of thought concerning “being” does this
realm demand and enable?

The second step is to consider what sort of presence and power, that
I have earlier called “space in the world” is created by the performance,
through public reading, of a narrative with a central character far more
compelling than Falstaff. The gospel narratives of the New Testament
can rightly be considered as “personal stories” in two ways. First, they
arise from the many smaller stories told about Jesus among his follow-
ers during an extended period of oral tradition following the resurrection
experience. Such testimonies are ineluctably personal in their selectivity
and their subjective shaping. Second, the gospel narratives are expressly
shaped to communicate the person of Jesus (see Luke 1:4; John 20:31) and
are themselves both selective and subjective in their literary shaping.
They are narratives, moreover, which were meant to be read aloud in the
assembly, that is, “performed” by a reader. That this was the case follows
from ancient practice: reading generally was an oral/aural rather than a
merely visual experience; the gospels existed (at first) only in singular
manuscripts and (until printing) only in limited numbers of manuscripts;
and, they were read aloud in the context of the liturgical assembly.

52 See E.S. Person, By Force of Fantasy: How We Make our Lives (New York: Harper-
Collins, 1995).

53 So, extravagantly, H. Bloom, Shakespeare: the Invention of the Human (New York:
Riverhead Books, 1998), and more critically, R. Rosenbaum, Shakespeare Wars: Clashing
Scholars, Public Fiascoes, Palace Coups (New York: Random House, 2006).
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When the gospel narratives were first read to their intended audiences,
the character of Jesus (as well as of the disciples and crowds and oppo-
nents) progressively “came into existence” in the real space and time of
the hearers. Jesus took on his character among them through the process
of reading. It was not there all at once, but emerged. And as it emerged,
came into existence through the reading-construction of the hearers, it
reshaped or gave more definite shape to the various partial stories about
Jesus, and partial apprehensions of his character already present among
the listeners. The literary character of Jesus thus came into an extra-
textual existence among the hearers of the gospel as the narrative was
performed in public. All those who heard this performance could then
refer to a “Jesus” that had come to be among them that had not existed
before.

The process becomes more complicated, however, as the narrative
undoubtedly was read repeatedly in the assembly; now, the scattered
partial stories as well as the prior hearings of the extended narrative gain
greater coherence and greater depth through rehearing. As we know,
the practice of liturgical reading eventually involved far more than the
recitation of a single gospel. All four canonical gospels were recited in
the assembly, not in complete sequence, but in segments determined
by lectionaries, in combination with other fragmentary sections of text
from the Old and New Testament. Such oral performances—which early
on included interpretations and applications through homilies—were
located within cultic performances of an ever more complex liturgy of
the Eucharist, which put into ritual action segments of the Jesus story
(above all the last supper). If the philosophical question concerning being
is asked concerning the narratives that make the literary character of Jesus
present among hearers, that question itself must respond to the compli-
cations involved in these diverse forms of “presentation” and the “Jesus”
being presented: the character of Jesus found in one gospel, the character
of Jesus constructed and presented by multiple gospels, and the character
of Jesus constructed by the diverse forms of liturgical practice.

The “story of Jesus” existing among believers across the centuries of
Christian faith has a real existence through such multiple liturgical per-
formances, as well as other, less verbal representations, such as multiple
sacramental and paraliturgical rituals and the example of the saints. I am
not suggesting that this presence is of the order as that claimed for the
presence of the resurrected Jesus in the body of Christ that is the church,
or for the sacramental presence of the Lord Jesus in the Eucharistic meal,
but I do suggest that it is a distinctive sort of presence that has its own
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character and its own reality. It transcends the specific narratives of the
gospels, yet remains always anchored in and dependent on those narra-
tives, so that with renewed reading of the narratives, specific dimensions
of his presence come once more into more powerful existence among
readers.

Conclusion

My essay has not advanced a constructive position concerning Jesus and
philosophy, but has instead performed the modest task of describing four
ways in which the Jesus of the gospels has or might give rise to the serious
and disciplined thought worthy of the name philosophy. I have suggested
that each approach demands certain decisions concerning how the gospels
are to be read: as sources for the sayings of the historical Jesus, as narra-
tives that display a certain moral character, as myths that reveal the pres-
ence of God in a human being, and as narratives that through the process
of public reading bring a character into existence among readers. Each
approach also yields a different kind of philosophy: the historical Jesus is
an ancient sage whose words form part of the history of philosophy; the
Jesus who is moral exemplar fits within character ethics; the mythic Jesus
gives rise to classical ontology, and the narratively-recited Jesus enables
thought about the reality of existence in the shared universe of literary,
artistic and literary performance. I consider each approach to have value,
but am certain that the collapse of the second and third modes is a sad
loss, and the rise of the fourth as possibility only a meager replacement.
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JESUS AMONG THE PHILOSOPHERS

There are at least four ways in which the Jesus of the Gospels might be
engaged by philosophy, that is, be the occasion for serious and sustained
thought about existence.! The first is to treat Jesus as an ancient sage,
whose sayings can be evaluated side-by-side with other ancient sages for
their insight into human life.2 The second is to engage the narrative depic-
tion of Jesus in the Gospels as a contribution to character ethics.® The
third is to take the lead of the Gospels’ more mythic language as a pointer
to ontology.* The fourth is to reflect on the ontological implications of the
public reading of the Gospels—how does Jesus “come into being” through
such performance?® In this essay, I choose the first mode of engagement.
I take sayings attributed to Jesus by the Gospel of Matthew as Jesus’ own—
much in the way we might take Xenophon’s report of Socrates table-talk
(in the Memorabilia) as Socrates’ own—in order to consider, not what
the words tell us about Jesus, but what they say about a most important
subject on which Jesus was by no means the first to declare.

Indeed, when Matthew’s Gospel has Jesus begin the teaching of his stu-
dents with eight statements concerning human happiness, it places him
within a lively conversation on that topic among Greek philosophers.® Here

1 See L.T. Johnson, “The Jesus of the Gospels and Philosophy,” Jesus and Philosophy: New
Essays, ed. P.K. Moser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) 163-83.

2 The practice extends from the ancient Manichee Faustus (see Augustine, Reply to
Faustus 11, 1) through Thomas Jefferson (The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth) to Robert
Funk and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus
(New York: MacMillan, 1993).

8 See H. Frei, The Identity of Jesus Christ: The Hermeneutical Basis of Dogmatic Theol-
ogy (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), and L.T. Johnson, Living Jesus Learning the Heart of the
Gospel (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1999).

4 For a sense of the interaction of biblical and philosophical impulses in Patristic
thought, see L. Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian
Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), and R.L. Wilken, The Spirit of Early Chris-
tian Thought: Seeking the Face of God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).

5 Asin P. Ricoeur, Temps et Recit (3 vols.; Paris: Seuil, 1983-1985).

6 For a massively learned but not always helpful orientation to the beatitudes in con-
text, see H.D. Betz, The Sermon on the Mount: A Commentary on the Sermon of the Mount,
Including the Sermon on the Plain (Matthew 5:3—7:27 and Luke 6:20—49) (Hermeneia; Min-
neapolis: Fortress Press, 1995).



94 CHAPTER FIVE

is my translation of Jesus’ words: “Those who are poor in spirit are happy,
because heaven'’s rule is theirs. Those who grieve are happy, because they
will themselves be comforted. Those who are meek are happy, because
they will inherit the earth. Those who hunger and thirst for justice are
happy, because they will be satisfied. Those who show mercy are happy,
because they will themselves be shown mercy. Those who are pure in
heart are happy, because they will see God. Those who are makers of
peace are happy, because they will be called God’s children. Those who
have been persecuted for the sake of justice are happy, because heaven'’s
rule is theirs” (Matt 5:3-10).

My translation can be challenged in a number of ways: the term
“blessed,” for example, is a far more familiar translation of paxdptog than
“happy;”” putting the term “happy” at the end of each first phrase, more-
over, spoils the balance of the statements; the term “righteousness” ren-
ders dwatootvy better than “justice” does; “those who show pity” might be
more precise than “those who show mercy;” the “Kingdom of heaven* is
more familiar than “heaven’s rule,” just as “sons of God” is more traditional
than “God’s children.” I made my translation as unfamiliar as possible pre-
cisely to enable a fresh hearing of the words that are among the most
familiar in English literature, and among the least likely to stimulate crisp
thought rather than vague comfort.

Before putting Jesus into conversation with Greek philosophers, I need
to consider several preliminary questions. The first is simply the legiti-
macy of regarding Matthew’s Jesus as a Greco-Roman moral teacher, or
philosopher. In fact, Matthew virtually invites us so to consider him. In
no other Gospel is Jesus’ identity as teacher more emphasized; he is a
teacher, moreover, who gathers around himself a group of students
(“disciples” [uabntai]), and spends considerable time instructing them
on how they should live.® Such practical wisdom was the very stuff of

7 In contemporary usage, alas, “blessed” carries an inevitable religious connotation of
receiving divine blessings, without any necessary nuance of pleasure or delight; thus, the
more common translation obscures the fact that Jesus’ words connect directly to other
thinkers who speak of being “happy” (poxdptog).

8 For support of these assertions, see the short treatment of Matthew’s Gospel in
L.T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation (3d ed.; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2010) 165-86, and Living Jesus, 145-58, as well as the commentaries by D.J. Har-
rington, The Gospel of Matthew (Sacra Pagina 1; Colegeville: Liturgical Press, 1991), and
U. Luz, Matthew (3 vols.; trans. W.C. Linss; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1989—2005).
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philosophy in the early empire, when theory seemed less important than
therapy.®

The form of Matthew’s words also invites a philosophical reading. His
statements are in Koine Greek, and although they clearly echo the Jewish
Scripture,!© the Scripture they echo was also written in Greek,"! and had
entered into philosophical discourse through Hellenistic Jewish interpret-
ers such as Aristobolos and Philo of Alexandria.!> Matthew wants read-
ers to see Jesus as a new Moses, to be sure;!® but Jewish interpreters of
the Greek Bible had already construed Moses as the best of philosophers
and the study of the law of Moses as the most perfect path to happiness.'*
Finally, Jesus’ statements in Matthew are easily recognized as the sort of
aphorism or maxim that was the staple of the teaching of practical wis-
dom among Greco-Roman philosophers.’® The first and second part of
each statement are intimately and internally connected: thus, it is because
people are pure of heart that they can see God, and it is because people
can see God that they are happy; again, it is because people are meek that
they are able to inherit the earth, and it is because they inherit the earth
that they are happy. Ancient philosophers would recognize in Jesus’ state-
ments a form of gnomic wisdom.

A second preliminary issue involves identifying the available conver-
sation partners. Happiness is a common theme among Greco-Roman
philosophers, and my earlier comment on Philo of Alexandria indicates
that it was taken up by Hellenistic Jewish thinkers as well. My interest,
however, is in placing Jesus within the rich variety of views among phi-
losophers commonly designated as pagan. Three figures convincingly

9 See M.C. Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Practice
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).

10 Thus, “Blessed is the man who walks not in the way of the wicked” (Psalm 1:1);
“Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord” (Psalm 33:12); “Blessed is the man who trusts
in you” (Psalm 84:12).

' The Septuagint (LXX) had been the bible for Hellenistic Jews for more than 250
years when Matthew wrote. Thus, Psalm 1:1 reads, Maxdptog dvijp, 65 0dx émopetfy év Boudf]
aaeBiv.

12 See Aristobolos, Fragment 1.2—4, in C.R. Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jew-
ish Authors, Volume 3: Aristobolos (Texts and Translations 39; Pseudepigrapha 13; Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1995), 137. A still useful introduction to Philo of Alexandria is E.R. Good-
enough, An Introduction to Philo Judaeus second revised edition (New York: Barnes and
Noble, 1963).

13 The argument is most forcefully made by B.W. Bacon, Studies in Matthew (New York:
Henry Holt, 1930).

14 On the Contemplative Life 1 and go.

15 See Seneca, Letter 33.
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propose themselves. First, Plato’s student Aristotle (384—322 B.C.E.), whose
vast learning and meticulous moral analysis remained a powerful influ-
ence well into the period of the early empire,'® begins and concludes
his important treatise, the Nicomachean Ethics, with the topic of human
happiness.l” He is an obvious and necessary part of the conversation.
Quite a different perspective is offered by Epicurus, another fourth cen-
tury B.C.E. philosopher (341-270), whose views as expressed in his Sover-
eign Maxims were excoriated by many,'® but whose impact remained real
among those dedicated to the school he founded, and whose vision was
given new and powerful expression by Lucretius’ first-century B.C.E. poem,
“On the Nature of Things” (de Rerum Natura).'® Finally, there is “that mar-
velous old man,” Epictetus (55-135 C.E.), a contemporary of the evangelist
Matthew.20 Epictetus was a crippled slave of the cynic-stoic tradition who
taught future diplomats the Stoic vision of the good life. His remarkably
vivid oral Discourses were transcribed and published by Arrian, one of his
students.?! So, then: the conversation is among Aristotle, Epicurus, Epic-
tetus, and Jesus.

Finally, I must acknowledge from the start the fictive and constructed
character of this conversation. There is no evidence that Matthew knew
any of the Greek Philosophers, or even that the philosophers necessarily
knew much first-hand about each other—although Epictetus has noth-
ing but contempt for what he thinks he knows about the Epicureans.?2
The conversation I construct, furthermore, requires pulling opinions
out of their original contexts—a practice that makes the exegete in me
uncomfortable—and the willingness to bracket the incommensurability

16 The subtle analyses of specific vices (e.g. anger, envy, garrulousness) and virtues
(e.g. on brotherly love) in Plutarch’s Moralia and Parallel Lives, for example, show the
influence of Aristotle’s Ethics and Rhetoric more than that of any other predecessor.

17" Aristotle devotes all of Book One and much of Book Ten to the topic; I use the trans-
lation of H. Rackham, Aristotle: The Nicomachean Ethics (rev. ed.; LCL; Harvard: Harvard
University Press, 1934).

18 T use the translation of C. Bailey, Epicurus, the Extant Remains (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1926).

19" T use the translation of H.A.J. Munro, On the Nature of Things (New York: Doubleday,
1963).

20 The phrase is used by Lucian of Samosata, The Ignorant Book Collector 13.

21 T have chosen Epictetus rather than Seneca’s On the Happy Life for two reasons: his
language is always most vivid, and he is more consistent than the Roman Stoic, who was
frequently attracted to the Epicurean tradition. The vividness of the language, to be sure,
owes something to the brilliance of the translation by W.A. Oldfather, Epictetus, (2 vols.;
LCL; Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1925).

22 See Epictetus, Discourse 1, 5, 9; 1, 23, 1-10; II, 23, 21-22; III, 7, 7—29; I1I, 24, 38.
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of the sources: Aristotle’s treatise is massive compared to Epicurus’ max-
ims; Epictetus’ four books of discourses are far more extensive than Jesus’
eight gnomic statements. Most of all, it means isolating Matthew’s beati-
tudes without reference either to the rest of the Sermon on the Mount,
the rest of Matthew’s narrative, or—most importantly—the Gospel of
Luke’s strikingly different set of statements involving happiness and woe
(Luke 6:20—26).23 In short, the conversation is one I construct out of the
bits and pieces of ancient literature, and is considerably neater than the
sort of living exchange in which people talk past and over each other
without a conductor instructing them on when and how to talk on topic.

Points of Agreement

For there to be a conversation on any topic, the participants must share
certain fundamental understandings; there must be a ground of agree-
ment among them on which smaller points of agreement and disagree-
ment can be displayed; otherwise, they could not get started at all. Thus,
all our ancient authors regard happiness as something desirable, rather
than as something to be avoided. “For what is it that every man is seek-
ing?” asks Epictetus, and answers, “to live securely, to be happy, to do
everything as he wishes to do, not to be hindered, not to be subject to
compulsion” (Discourses 1V, 1, 46). As we might expect among those pro-
fessionally dedicated to moral instruction, moreover, none of our par-
ticipants locate happiness in something merely external, momentary, or
accidental. Happiness is not for them a warm puppy, a family reunion, or
winning the lottery. Rather, they all agree that happiness is an enduring
condition that is intrinsic—and, they thought, distinctive—to the con-
struction of the human self. And being moralists, they all regard happi-
ness as a corollary or consequence of human choice and disposition. Not
simply human choice between this thing and that—as between flavors of
ice cream—but the habitual human disposition for good (virtue) rather
than bad (vice).

Among all these ancient figures, therefore, happiness is connected
to what we would call character ethics, as well as, perhaps, psychology;

23 For a crisp consideration of the distinctive versions, see C.R. Holladay, “The Beati-
tudes: Jesus’ Recipe for Happiness?” in Between Experience and Interpretation: Engaging the
Writings of the New Testament (ed. M.F. Foskett and O.W. Allen, Jr.; Nashville: Abingdon,
2008), 83-102.
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ancient philosophy was as much about human emotions and their proper
control as it was about ideas and their proper alignment.?* Matthew
shares the moralist’s perspective: he has the robust optimism of antiquity,
which recognized no deeply ingrained resistance to freedom of choice.?®
When Matthew has Jesus speak of meekness and mercy, of purity of heart
and peace-making, he is, no less than Aristotle, using the language of char-
acter ethics.

Within this broad area of agreement, that happiness is a quality of
human character properly disposed, there are also, to be sure, specific
and sometimes strong points of disagreement among the discussants. The
topic is too important to lack controversy altogether. As the Christian phi-
losopher Origen reminded the Epicurean philosopher Celsus in the third
century C.E., the fact that a subject invites strong and opposing views is
an indication of its significance (Contra Celsum, 3.12—13 and 6.26). Such is
the case for the subject of happiness. On three aspects of happiness, the
Greco-Roman philosophers have recognizably distinct views: the connec-
tion between happiness and social engagement, the connection between
happiness and pleasure, and the connection between happiness and cir-
cumstances, or to put it another way, the security of happiness in times
of trouble.

Disputed Questions

On these three aspects of happiness, Matthew’s Jesus has little to offer.
The readers of this Gospel, after all, are members of a small Jewish sect
whose preoccupations involve rivalry with the synagogue of Formative
Judaism down the street rather than citizenship within the wider politi-
cal world;?6 the statements about peace-making and being persecuted are

24 For the philosopher as the “physician of the soul” and other medical metaphors, see
Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire and A.J. Malherbe, “Hellenistic Moralists and the New
Testament,” Aufsteieg und Niedergang der Roemischen Welt 11, 26.1 (1992): 267-333.

25 In this respect, Matthew is closer both to Paul and to James, than any of them is to
the “introspective conscience” that Augustine read into Paul and thereby fundamentally
shaped western theology; see the classic essay by K. Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the
Introspective Conscience of the West,” in Paul among Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: For-
tress Press, 1963), 78—-96.

26 See A]. Saldarini, Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1994), and J.A. Overman, Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism: The Social
World of the Matthean Community (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990).
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directed internally and to the immediate sibling rival;?” those who are
being persecuted for justice, moreover, tend not to give much thought to
options concerning pleasure; as for the security of happiness in circum-
stances of affliction, Matthew has Jesus connect them in a manner that
Aristotle, for one, could only consider “paradoxical.” He states, “No one
would pronounce a man living a life of misery to be happy, unless for the
sake of maintaining a paradox” (NE 1096A).

The three Greek philosophers, in contrast, have sharp and distinct
opinions on each point. Thus, if we ask whether happiness is correlated
to political involvement, Aristotle’s view is entirely positive. He considers
happiness a supreme good, and since “the good of man (sic) is the active
exercise of his soul’s faculties in conformity with excellence or virtue”
(NE 1098A), it follows that happiness involves active participation in the
life of the polis, even though the highest expression of happiness is found
not in the active but in the contemplative life (NE 1096A, 1178B). Indeed,
he declares that the self-sufficiency characteristic of happiness applies not
“to oneself alone, living a life of isolation” but also to family, friends and
fellow-citizens, “since man is by nature a social being [or “political thing”]
(NE1097B). Indeed, Aristotle’s discussion of happiness in the Nicomachean
Ethics serves as propaedeutic for The Politics.?8

Despite living within an increasingly autocratic empire rather than the
democratic polis of the classical period, Epictetus agrees completely with
Aristotle on the matter of social engagement. The Stoic ideal of follow-
ing nature implicates humans in the natural order of society; political
engagement, then, falls within the duties (ta xabixovta) required of the
virtuous person: “I want to know,” he says, “what is my duty towards the
gods, towards parents, towards brothers, towards my country, towards
strangers” (Discourses 11, 17, 31). Even the Cynic who eschews marriage and
children for the sake of challenging other humans to the path of proper
perception and virtuous living, does so in service to society: “In the name
of God, sir, who do mankind the greater service? Those who bring into the
world two or three ugly-snouted children to take their place, or those who
exercise oversight, to the best of their ability, over all mankind, observing
what they are doing, how they are spending their lives, what they are care-
ful about, and what they undutifully neglect?” (Discourses I1I, 22, 7).

27 See, e.g., Matt 5:10, 44; 10:16—42; 12:0; 13:21; 14:1-12; 16:21; 17:22; 20:17; 23:29—39; 24:9—14-
28 See NE 1181B.
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In contrast, Epicurus rejected such political involvement—with all its
inevitable conflict—as inimical to the happiness that consisted in dropa&io
(“freedom from disturbance”) available only to those few who live apart
with friends in the secluded garden (xfjmog). He declared among his fun-
damental principles that “Protection from other men, secured to some
extent by the power to expel and by material prosperity, in its purest form
comes from a quiet life withdrawn from the multitude” (Sovereign Max-
ims 14). Diogenes Laertius states that although Epicurus showed benevo-
lence to all mankind () mpog mavtag adtod @idavlpwmia), he “did not touch
politics” (o03¢ mohtteiag Hpato) (Lives X, 10). Much of the hostility shown
toward Epicureans by the philosophers of other, more politically engaged,
traditions was based on this deliberate withdrawal from political involve-
ment. Plutarch castigates “those who withdraw themselves and their dis-
ciples from participation in the state” (Against Colotes 31 [Mor. 1125C]).

A second area of disagreement concerned the role of pleasure (n3ovy)
in happiness. As might be expected from so subtle an analyst of human
emotions and dispositions, Aristotle rejects from the start the sort of
fixation on pleasure that he identifies with the herd (NE 1095B)—they
“show themselves to be utterly slavish, by preferring what is only a life for
cattle’—and he states, “we must pronounce the admittedly disgraceful
pleasures not to be pleasures at all, except to the depraved” (NE 1196B)—
yet he recognizes a positive if limited role for pleasure in the virtuous
life (NE 1099A). Not every pleasure, after all, is of a base, sensory sort;
the practice of virtue itself yields a distinctive pleasure, as does contem-
plation, for “pleasures correspond to the activities to which they belong”
(NE 1176B). For Aristotle, the measure must always be the good: “If the
standard if everything is goodness, or the good man, qua good, then the
things that seem to him to be pleasures are pleasures, and the things
he enjoys are pleasant” (NE 1176A).

Epicurus more straightforwardly embraces pleasure as an important,
perhaps even essential component in happiness. “A Pleasant Life” free
from turmoil is precisely the point of withdrawing with friends from
political entanglement. He states that, “It is impossible to live a pleasant
life without living wisely and honorably and justly, and it is impossible to
live wisely and honorably and justly without living pleasantly” (Sovereign
Maxims 5). Epicurus is no crass hedonist. His personal life, according to
Diogenes Laertius, was simple, even austere (Lives X, 11). He recognizes
the limits of pleasure (Sovereign Maxims 18), and doubts that profligate
pleasures are worth the effort (Sovereign Maxims 10). Indeed, he recog-
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nizes that the cessation of pain gives greater pleasure than any positive
sensation: “the end of all our actions,” Diogenes Laertius has him declare,
“is to be free of pain and fear” (Lives X, 123). Diogenes also quotes him to
this effect, “When we say, then, that pleasure is the end and aim, we do
not mean the pleasures of the prodigal or the pleasures of sensuality, as
we are understood by some to do through ignorance, prejudice or willful
misrepresentation. By pleasure we mean the absence of pain in the body
and of trouble in the soul” (Lives X, 131). Mental pleasure, furthermore, is
better than physical pleasure (Sovereign Maxims 20). But in the end, it is
pleasure itself that measures the appropriateness of pleasure: “No plea-
sure is a bad thing in itself,” he states, “but the things which produce cer-
tain pleasures entail disturbances many times greater than the pleasures
themselves” (Sovereign Maxims 7).

For the Stoic Epictetus, in contrast, pleasure is a threat to true happi-
ness. He refuses to “lay down pleasure as the good and end of life” (Frag-
ment 14), and Epicurus’ enthusiastic embrace of pleasure as a dimension
of happiness is among the reasons Epictetus scorns his philosophy: “your
doctrines are bad, subversive of the state, destructive to the family, not
even fit for women” (Discourse 111, 7, 20). Happiness for Epictetus is liv-
ing according to nature—but that does not come naturally! It involves a
struggle to become virtuous, and this process of learning is like athletic
training that demands pain rather than pleasure (Discourse III, 23, 30).
Pleasure is a distraction, a downward pull that resists the demands of duty
(Discourse 111, 24, 37-39). The search for true happiness therefore requires
that the philosopher work against the seductive power of pleasure (Dis-
course 111, 12, 4-10). In the epitome of his teaching called the Enchiridion,
Epictetus offers his students advice concerning pleasure: “Be careful not
to allow its enticement, and sweetness, and attractiveness to overcome
you; but set over against all this the thought, how much better is the con-
sciousness of having won a victory over it” (Enchiridion 34).

The third issue at debate among our three Greco-Roman philosophers
is the degree to which happiness depends on external circumstances
and is therefore secure or insecure. Once more, Aristotle has a carefully
nuanced appreciation both of the ideal—that happiness should be the
consequence of virtuous endeavor—and the reality, that terrible circum-
stances can bring on misery. In the first part of his discussion, he acknowl-
edges that “happiness also requires external goods” and enumerates some
of them: friends, wealth, political power, a good birth, satisfactory children,
personal beauty. He is a keen observer: “A man of very ugly appearance
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or low birth, or childless and alone in the world, is not our idea of a
happy man, and still less so, perhaps is one who has children or friends
that are worthless, or who has had good ones but lost them by death.”
He adds, “Happiness does seem to require the addition of external pros-
perity” (NE 1099B).

The more Aristotle locates happiness in virtue (NE 1098B)—as when
he says that the good of man is the active exercise of his soul’s faculties
in conformity with excellence or virtue (NE 1098A)—the more secure it
would seem to be from the effects of Fortune or Chance, especially when
he makes the highest excellence the practice of contemplation, which
places one at a remove from life’s exigencies (NE 1177A). But he is forced
to acknowledge at the end of his treatise that even such a virtuous char-
acter and such excellence in contemplation are sufficiently fragile as to
depend in turn upon a process of education and a just system of politics—
they are, in short, conditional (NE 1130A-1131A).

Epicurus bases his teaching and his way of life on the elimination of fear
and disturbance, and the creation of a pleasant life among like-minded
friends in the garden. Yet his Sovereign Maxims reveal a very real anxiety
concerning the threat posed by the larger society and its ways of thinking
and acting. A happiness based on drapakio is paradoxically always under
threat, for reality is full of disturbances, not all of them mental. Take as
a sample only these maxims: “If we had never been molested by alarms
at celestial and atmospheric phenomena, nor by the misgiving that death
somehow affects us, we should have had no need to study natural science”
(Sovereign Maxims 11). Again, “There would be no advantage in providing
security against our fellowmen so long as were alarmed by occurrences
over our heads or beneath the earth or in general by whatever happens in
the boundless universe” (Sovereign Maxims 13). Again: “The same convic-
tion which inspires confidence that nothing we have to fear is eternal or
even of long duration, also enables us to see that even in our limited con-
ditions of life nothing enhances our security so much as friendship” (Sov-
ereign Maxims 28). And once more: “When tolerable security against our
fellowmen is attained, then on a basis of power sufficient to afford support
and of material prosperity arises in most genuine form the security of a
quiet private life withdrawn from the multitude” (Sovereign Maxims 14).

Here, happiness depends not only on pleasure but on the fragile align-
ment among friends concerning the fears that afflict humans. No wonder
it is reported that Epicurus required of his comrades the memorization
and constant repetition of his maxims (Diogenes Laertius, Lives X, 12);
such repetition preserved happiness by serving as a prophylactic against
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fear: “Exercise thyself in these and kindred precepts day and night, both
with thyself and with him who is like unto thee; then neither in waking
or in dreams wilt thou be disturbed, but will live as a god among men”
(Lives X, 135).

Epictetus is the most robustly confident in the security of happiness
because he ties it absolutely to virtue, and for the ancient Stoic, no cir-
cumstance can fundamentally alter one’s moral purpose. He says, “If it is
virtue that holds out the promise thus to create happiness and calm and
serenity, then assuredly progress toward virtue is progress toward each
of these states of mind” (Discourse 1, 4, 3; III, 24, 51-52). To the student
bemoaning the loss of an opportunity to travel to Athens and cries, “Ath-
ens is beautiful,” Epictetus declares, “But happiness is much more beauti-
ful, tranquility, freedom from turmoil, having your own affairs under no
man’s control” (Discourse 1V, 4, 30). Adverse circumstances do not take
away from the philosopher’s happiness, but only provide the opportu-
nity to demonstrate it through the exercise of moral virtue; whereas the
person who locates happiness in external circumstances “must needs be
hindered and restrained, be a slave to those who have control over these
things,” the one who sees his own good and advantage as residing only in
the things under his own control—that is his perceptions and his moral
purpose—is “free, serene, happy, unharmed, high-minded, reverent, giv-
ing thanks for all things to god, under no circumstances finding fault with
anything that has happened nor blaming anyone” (Discourse 1V, 7, 9-10).

Happiness and the Divine

My sketch of the disputed questions concerning happiness among the
ancient philosophers has had the purpose of showing how the topic could
generate distinct opinions on important points even among those who
basically agreed on its character. The review has also left the voice of Mat-
thew’s Jesus silent, for his statements do not directly address the role of
pleasure, political engagement, and external circumstance that divide the
philosophers. On the final aspect of happiness that I consider in this essay,
however, Jesus’ voice is not only direct and emphatic, it is also distinctive;
this is the question of how happiness relates to the divine.

On this point as well, each of our three Greco-Roman philosophers has
a view, for if happiness is a supreme good and supremely to be desired, it
would be difficult to discuss happiness without in some fashion adverting to
those supreme beings who could be referred to simply as “the happy ones”
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(ol pdnapes).29 The phrase “some fashion” applies especially to Epicurus,
antiquity’s most famous atheist and detester of religion. Essential for estab-
lishing the “freedom from disturbance” (drapagia) that ensured the pleasant
life, and therefore human happiness, was the dismissal of traditional notions
about the gods—above all that they were active in the world to reward and
punish. The first fear that Epicurus banished was fear of the gods.

The entire system of religious observance, Epicurus held, needed to be
replaced by the knowledge of natural causes. His disciple Lucretius speaks
of humans “laying foully prostrate upon earth crushed under the weight of
religion” until the man from Greece stood up to religion face-to face, and
as a consequence of his liberating instruction, “religion is put under foot
and trampled on in turn; us his victory brings level with heaven.” Lucre-
tius provides a poetic version of the natural science Epicurus deployed
to demonstrate that natural things—above all the earthquakes, thunders
and lightning that ordinary folk took as divine portents—had completely
natural causes (De Rerum Natura 5.181-199), and that providence was an
empty notion (De Rerum Natura 6.379—422). He builds on the statement
of Epicurus, quoted by Diogenes Laertius, that heavenly occurrences take
place without any command of the gods, “who at the same time enjoy
perfect bliss (“happiness”) along with immortality” (Lives X, 77).

The corollary of the Epicurean withdrawal from politics to live “the
quiet life” with friends, then, was withdrawal from the religious practices
that supported the life of the Greek polis, and it was this dimension of
Epicurean atheism that was most feared and detested by others. Plutarch
says, “I think a city might rather be formed without the ground it stands
on than a government, once you remove all religion, get itself established,
or, once established, survive. Now it is this belief, the underpinning and
base that holds all society and legislation together, that the Epicureans,
not by encirclement or covertly in riddles, but by launching against it the
first of their most Cardinal Tenets, proceed directly to demolish (Against
Colotes 31 [Mor. n25E]).

Sovereign Maxims 1 reads, “A Blessed (uaxdplog) and eternal Being has
no trouble himself and brings no trouble on any other being; hence he is
exempt from movements of anger and partiality, for every such movement
implies weakness.” The gods are blessed, that is happy, precisely because
of their withdrawal from turbulence and social interference. Happiness
within the epicurean community, then, means in a real way sharing the

29 See Homer, Iliad 1. 399; Odyssey 10.299; Hesiod, Works and Days 136.
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bliss (happiness) of the gods, precisely because of a withdrawal from soci-
ety and the practices of friendship that secure drapaio (“freedom from
disturbance”). This is why Epicurus can claim that if one maintains the
precepts and lives without disturbance, then one “will live as a god among
men. For man loses all semblance of mortality by living in the midst of
immortal blessings” (Diogenes Laertius, Lives X, 135). The sage was himself
revered as divine by his immediate followers (Plutarch, Against Colotes 17,
Mor. 1m17B)—because he realized in himself the happiness belonging to
the immortals, and revealed that way of life to others.

Perhaps surprisingly in view of his exact opposite position concern-
ing social engagement, Aristotle takes a position concerning happiness
and the divine not far distant from Epicurus. It is not that Aristotle sets
out to de-mystify the traditional gods; he simply ignores them. Rather, he
regards the contemplative life as a participation in, or at least an imitation
of, the highest expression of the divine: he declares,

If happiness consists in activity in accordance with virtue, it is reasonable
that it should be activity in accordance with the highest virtue; and this will
be the virtue of the best part of us. Whether then this be the intellect, or
whatever else it be that is thought to rule and lead us by nature, and to have
cognizance of what is noble and divine, either as being itself also actually
divine, or as being relatively the divinest part of us, it is the activity of this
part of us in accordance with the virtue proper to it that will constitute per-
fect happiness; and it has been stated already that this activity is the activity
of contemplation. (NE 177A)

He later states even more clearly, “Perfect happiness is some form of con-
templative activity. The gods, as we conceive them, enjoy supreme felicity
and happiness (poxapiovg xat eddaipovag),” and notes that this happiness
resides not in their actions but in their contemplation: “it follows that
the activity of god, which is transcendent is blessedness, is the activity of
contemplation; and therefore among human activities that which is most
akin to the divine activity of contemplation will be the greatest source of
happiness” (NE 1078B).

Epictetus had the most complex view of divinity. The Stoic side of him
viewed the natural order as an expression of the divine spirit, so that
in a very real way, “following nature” was at the same time “following
God.”3° Similarly the human reason that enabled the world to be rightly

30 For Epictetus’ distinctive religious sensibility, see L.T. Johnson, Among the Gentiles:
Greco-Roman Religion and Christianity (Anchor Bible Library; New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2009), 64—78.
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perceived and engaged was an expression of the divine spirit, so that fol-
lowing nature was also a form of human participation in divine activity
(Discourse 11, 8, 1—13). But his personal piety was such that he also con-
ceived of the divine in highly personal terms and as the supremely “other”
(Discourse 1,1, 32), whose will humans are to obey (Discourse IV, 1, 89—90).
The more the human will is aligned with the divine will—the order of
nature itself—the happier humans are.

Thus, Epictetus speaks of Heracles: “It was no mere story which he had
heard, that Zeus was the father of men, for he always thought of him as
his own father, and called him so, and in all that he did, he looked to him.
Wherefore, he had the power to live happily in every place” (Discourse 1II,
24, 16). So he tells his students wanting, like Epicureans, to “live in peace,”
that they should “remember who is the Giver is, and to whom he gives,
and for what end. If you are brought up in reasonings such as these, can
you any longer raise questions where you are going to be happy, and
where you are to please God? Are not men everywhere equally distant
from God? Do they not everywhere have the same view of what is to
pass?” (Discourse 1V, 4, 47—-48). The Cynic, who shares “the scepter and
diadem of Zeus”—that is, shares in the divine rule—shows other humans
how such happiness is possible:

That you may see for yourselves, O Men, to be looking for happiness and
serenity, not where it is, but where it is not, behold, God has sent me to you
as an example; I have neither property, nor house, nor wife, nor children,
no, not even so much as a bed, or a shirt, or a piece of furniture, and yet
you see how healthy I am. Make trial of me, and if you see that I am free
from turmoil, hear my remedies and the treatment which cured me. (Dis-
course 1V, 8, 30-31)

Now, if we put ourselves in the position of the three Greco-Roman philos-
ophers as we listen to Jesus pronounce on human happiness in Matthew’s
Gospel, what would strike us, beyond the obvious points of similarity stated
earlier in this essay? Quite apart from the religious sensibility displayed by
Jesus, we would—as Greco-Roman moralists—find at least three aspects
of the beatitudes puzzling.

First, as I suggested earlier, Aristotle would not be alone in finding
paradoxical Jesus’ linking of human misery and happiness. When Jesus
declares as happy those who are poor in spirit, grieving, meek, hunger-
ing and thirsty for justice and persecuted for justice’s sake, he is mak-
ing claims that would be simply incomprehensible to Epicurus, for it is
impossible to associate “a pleasant life” with any of those conditions. Even
Epictetus, who relished hardships as the opportunity to test virtue would
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not identify happiness with the conditions of hardship themselves, only
with the triumph of human will over those circumstances. But Jesus does
not say happy are those who conquer grief; he declares as happy those
who grieve.

Second, I think that the Greco-Roman philosophers would find the
beatitudes hopelessly vulgar rather than noble. Aristotle and Epicurus
share the assumed values of the ancient aristocracy with regard to good
birth, education, wealth, and above all position and honor. And although
he recasts some of these values—what counts as honorable is not the
opinion of other people but the court of opinion of one’s self-respect and
the divine pleasure3—Epictetus equally embraces the values of nobility.
He and they alike would find poverty of spirit and meekness to be slavish
rather than noble, would think meekness and mercy (pity) to be disposi-
tions more fitting to women than men, and would regard grieving as a dis-
play of emotion inappropriate to the well-bred and honorable person.32

Third, and possibly connected to the previous point, the philosophers
would have been struck by the other-related character of some of Mat-
thew’s blessings—receiving mercy, being comforted (by whom?), mak-
ing peace (by or for whom?); each of these elevates the circumstantial
and vulnerable aspect of happiness. Similarly, they would have been put
off by tone of neediness found in statements such as “poor in spirit” and
“hungering and thirsting for justice.” The philosophers’ disquiet would be
linked to their conviction that happiness was a matter of adtdpxeia—or
control over one’s self, contentment—and ideally, at least, freedom from
need.33 Happiness is for them more a matter of resting than questing.
Only Epictetus, I surmise, would recognize something of his own agonistic
appreciation of happiness in Matthew’s statements.

The philosophers would have puzzled most, though, over the religious
language saturating Jesus’ words. They were all, remember, thinkers who
stood at some distance from the popular religiosity of the Greco-Roman

31 See on this the superb analysis by D.A. deSilva, Despising Shame: Honor and Com-
munity Maintenance in the Epistle to the Hebrews, revised edition (SBL Studies in Biblical
Literature 21; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), especially 86-155.

82 Well-known is the contempt expressed for such slave-morality by F. Nietzsche, as in
On the Genealogy of Morality, edited by K. Ansell Pearson, translated by C. Diethe (Cam-
bridge Texts in the History of Political Thought; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007), 10-34.

33 The topos on contentment or self-sufficiency is standard in Greco-Roman moral dis-
course; for a selection of passages, see A.J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation: A Greco-Roman
Handbook (Library of Early Christianity; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), 12-14,
120, 145.
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world that celebrated the divine presence in various ways and conceived
of the gods as intimately involved with human existence.3* Aristotle stood
aloof from such piety, Epicurus scorned it, and even Epictetus used it to
clothe his fundamentally Stoic understanding of divine immanence.

If they stretched, the philosophers perhaps could read Matthew’s state-
ments about human happiness and “heaven’s rule” in their own terms: the
wise and happy man shares, as Epictetus put it, “Zeus’ scepter and dia-
dem,” because the person of complete self control ruled all that mattered.3°
They might have read in this light as well Matthew’s language about the
happy being “children (literally, sons) of God,” through such participation
in the divine delight; that is the way Epictetus perceived Heracles,3¢ and
Epicurus views the one living a life of serenity as a “God among men”
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives X, 135). But they would have balked, as I have
suggested, at the connections Matthew has Jesus make: “heaven’s rule”
certainly should not be linked to poverty of spirit and persecution; being
a child of God is not a consequence of seeking unity among other humans
so much as finding peace within the soul.

They would have been even further repulsed at the realization that
for Matthew, “heaven’s rule” did not mean the divine bliss shared by
humans, but rather the sometimes violent and apocalyptic intrusion of
God’s mighty will into human affairs,37 demonstrated through prophecy,
exorcisms, and healings performed by the same teacher now speaking
about human happiness.3® Such an understanding of a personal, active,
god would plunge humans back into the very superstition from which
Epicurus sought to free them, a world of divine portents and terrors, of
punishments and rewards.3? This reaction would grow more pronounced
if our philosophers appreciated the force of Matthew’s Septuagintal Greek,
which carried forward the “divine passive” found in the Hebrew Bible. The
phrases, “will be comforted, will be satisfied, will receive mercy, will be

34 For the characteristics of what I term “Religiousness A”—the dominant expression of
religious sensibility in the Greco-Roman world, and for that matter, in most religions—see
Johnson, Among the Gentiles 32—63.

35 For the philosopher as the ideal king, see Musonius Rufus, Fragment 8, and the dis-
cussion by Abraham ]. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation: A Greco-Roman Sourcebook (LEC 4;
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 31. See also Plato, Republic V, 473Cff. and VI, 502Aff.

36 See Discourse 11, 16, 44—45; 111, 24, 13—17; 111, 26, 31.

37 E.g., Matt 4:17; 11:7-28; 12:22—-36; 16:13-20; 16:27; 24:1-25:46.

38 E.g, Matt 4:23—25; 8:1-17, 28-32; 9:32—35; 12:9-14, 22—24.

39 Epicurus was not alone; in addition to the portrayal of the superstitious man in
Theophrastus’ Characters, see Plutarch’s judgment that superstition is worse than athe-
ism; for analysis, see Johnson, Among the Gentiles, 101-110.
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called” all refer, in this usage, not to responses from fellow humans but
to divine responses to humans. Jesus states that God calls them children,
shows them mercy, comforts them, and satisfies their quest for justice.

Two statements by Jesus would have utterly escaped the grasp of our
three Greco-Roman philosophers, because they not only suppose the same
intimate and personal relationship between a living God who is “other,”
but are soaked in the specific imagery of the Jewish Scripture and its lan-
guage about the God of Israel. The statement that the meek are happy
because they will inherit the earth unmistakably alludes to the story of
the Exodus and Conquest, where Moses is characterized as the meekest
of all men (Num 12:2), and where God’s promise to Abraham?° that his
descendents would inherit the land (y# can mean both land and earth) is
narratively realized. Here, the philosophers would stumble over the par-
ticularity of that promise, and the outrageous assumption that a barbarian
people might be closer to the divine than the Greeks.*!

No less challenging is the assertion that the pure of heart are happy
because they will see God: “purity of heart” is a complex conception
intelligible only within the symbolic world of Scripture,*?> and Philo of
Alexandria made the capacity to “see God” the virtual definition of Israel:
“Now this race is called in the Hebrew tongue Israel, but, expressed in
our tongue, the word is ‘He who sees God,” and to see Him seems to me
of all possessions, public or private, the most precious” (Philo, Embassy
to Gaius 4). It is an experience available specifically to Israel through its
worship of the true God (Philo, Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 120). The rev-
elations given to the people by God through the prophets, “are absolutely
and entirely signs of the divine excellences, graciousness and beneficence,
by which he incites all men to noble conduct, and particularly the nation
of his worshipers, for whom he opens up the road that leads to happiness
(ev3aupovia)” (Philo, Life of Moses 2:189).

As in many conversations among people with genuinely different
perspectives, then, Matthew’s Jesus and the Greek philosophers may
well have talked past as much as to each other on the issue of human

40 Gen 12:2-3; 15:5, 18-20; 17:5-8.

41 At the heart of Plutarch’s critique of superstition is that, in contrast to the genuine
eusebeia that binds together “the city of gods and men” that is Greek civilization, supersti-
tion is associated with barbarism; see On Superstition 12 [Mor. 171B]. Thus he regards Jew-
ish belief and practice as forms of superstition (On Superstition 8 [Mor. 169D].

42 See especially Psalm 50:1-12, and James 4:8, with the discussion in L.T. Johnson, The
Letter of James: A New Translation and Commentary (Anchor Bible 37A; New York: Double-
day, 1995), 268-89.
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happiness. They certainly agreed that it was a matter of character more
than chance; they were in accord that happiness touched on the divine
in human existence. But while even among the philosophers themselves,
the specific construction of character and the specific understanding of
the divine were already in dispute, the addition of Jesus’ statements only
made the conversation more complex, and difficult. Yet imagining such a
conversation enables us to imagine as well the beginnings of a long pro-
cess that ultimately transformed philosophy itself for a long and lingering
moment in the intellectual life of the West, when the living God of Israel
came to be the measure of being and becoming, and when having a purity
of heart that enabled the vision of the living God came to be the measure
of human happiness.*3

43 The merging of Greco-Roman moral philosophy and the beatitudes are evident, I
think, both in Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, and in Thomas Aquinas, Summa
Theologica 11, 1, 1-114.



CHAPTER SIX

DOES A THEOLOGY OF THE CANONICAL GOSPELS MAKE SENSE?

I begin this essay in honor of Robert Morgan in a mood of mild resistance
and of modest experimentation. I don't resist joining in the celebration of
Robert Morgan, who has done so much to chart the progress and possi-
bilities of biblical theology. Like others who have benefited from his great
good will, generosity and spirit of collegiality, I gladly celebrate his life and
work. But I resist the topic which has been assigned to me, as these things
are, by the editors of this volume. And here is where the mood of mod-
est experimentation comes to my assistance. I have cast my topic in the
form of a question, and have asked whether the topic even makes sense.
I hope to show that it might, but my expectations are low, as yours should
be as well: the title of the chapter indicates my tentative approach to the
assigned topic, ‘the theology of the canonical Gospels.” My mood of resis-
tance is mild, for I have grown fond of taking on odd titles and topics as
a way of stretching the mind a bit. I am encouraged in this by remember-
ing how much of Greek philosophy grew, like a mighty forest from small
seeds, from a handful of pithy statements. So although I have real diffi-
culties generally with ‘biblical theology’ to which I will turn immediately,
I am fascinated by the possibility of thinking well about the problems and
possibilities of connecting ‘canonical Gospels’ with ‘theology’ and, in par-
ticularly, asking whether the preposition ‘of is the best way to link them.

The Problems with Biblical Theology

Although I have sometimes been described as a ‘biblical theologian'—
especially by those who do not think me much of a historian or linguist—
my discomfort with the enterprise called biblical theology has persisted
over many years. I don’t think that I have encouraged the designation
“theologian” by attaching that word to the title of any of my books. The
reason is partly autobiographical. Entering professional biblical scholar-
ship from the side of Benedictine monasticism, I had from the start a dif-
ficult time putting together the sort of thinking with and on and about
the texts of Scripture that happened in the Divine Office and in Lectio
Divina—which surely was a sort of theological thinking—and the sort of
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thing I read in books called “New Testament Theology” [and, for the rest
of this essay, I will confine myself to the NT rather than to the Bible as
a whole].

For a long time, I thought that the problem lay mainly in the histori-
cal character of the discipline and in the necessary selectivity involved
in trying to construct a unitary “theology of the New Testament.” I found
that abstraction was impossible to avoid, and that the voices of NT wit-
nesses were invariably suppressed or distorted in service of some unitary
principle or other. In my own work, I resisted the pressure toward unifi-
cation and abstraction by focusing on the diverse “theological voices” of
the canon, seeking ways of hearing those voices in all their singularity.
But I have come to acknowledge that such efforts, even when carried out
with considerable literary sensitivity and theological imagination, do not
entirely avoid the same problem of abstraction. There is still a large gap
between “reading Luke’s Gospel theologically” and “the theology of Luke.”
The process of isolating and describing even salient features of a narra-
tive is a stage removed from engaging narrative. Similarly, when trying to
hear the “theological voice” of a Pauline letter, identifying and discussing
the elements of Paul’'s argument requires a step of abstraction from actu-
ally following that argument. Even the most adequate analysis necessarily
selects what fits the analysis, and thereby also necessarily excludes what
does not fit it. The issue is not whether hearing Luke-Acts as a radical
prophecy is superior to hearing it as ecclesiastical propaganda, or whether
reading Romans as a fund-raising letter is superior to reading it as an
attack on works-righteousness. The issue is, rather, that making one or
the other case means stressing some evidence and diminishing other evi-
dence, simply because it is required to make any ‘reading’ at all.

Slowly, I have come to realize a more fundamental reason why books
called “theology of the New Testament” seem to have so little to do with
theology or the New Testament, and why they do not give rise to theologi-
cal thinking with and about the writings of the New Testament, why, in
fact, they do not give rise to vigorous theological conversation so much
as they seem to close a conversation, and that is because they are books.
They are books, moreover, written by scholars for other scholars (whatever
their protests to the contrary) and therefore bristling with learning. This
points us to the larger problem of thinking theologically about Scripture,
which has to do with the mode and social location of such thinking.

The writing of books requires fixed choices that, once made, remain
fixed. When New Testament theology is done in the form of books, it is
necessary to be more highly selective in subject and source, more definite



THEOLOGY OF THE CANONICAL GOSPELS 13

in conclusion, than if one were speaking with others viva voce about the
meaning and implications of the New Testament writings. The writing of
books demands and reinforces the problems inherent in the doing of New
Testament theology: it remains a description of the past, it exists at the
level of abstraction, and it stays fixed—at least until a future edition! That
New Testament theology appears in the form of books, in turn, reminds
us that this odd sub-discipline of New Testament studies has existed for
its entire history, and ever increasingly, within the social context of the
academy rather than the church. Scholars may say that they are writing
for the church, but the level of their prose, the character of their imagined
readers, and the weight of their footnotes, argue that they are writing pri-
marily for academic colleagues. I do not mean to suggest that this shift in
social location and mode of discourse is entirely unfortunate or has not
led to some interesting and occasionally even important insight. I simply
mean to propose that the activity of writing books within the academy—
even if their subject is called theology—should not be considered either
inevitable or ideal.

It is in fact possible to think about theology in quite another way. We
can think of theology in terms of a living conversation within the church,
a conversation that arises out of and is directed to the practices of faith:
liturgy, prayer, social action, discernment, and decision making. Within
such conversation, the New Testament plays a role that is far more flexible
and vital, far more dialogical—not only between the texts and the faithful
but also between the faithful themselves on the basis of the texts—and
far more open and corrigible, than is possible within the static universe
of publications. Those who are expert in Scripture and also committed to
the shared practices of faith can probably best serve theology within the
church, not by writing books called the theology of the New Testament,
but by enabling and participating in the practices and joining the con-
versation, viva voce and vulnerable, together with other, less learned but
perhaps holier, fellow believers.

Set against this second way of imagining the use of the New Testament
in the church’s theological conversation, the assigned topic for the present
chapter, “the theology of the canonical Gospels,” would seem to represent
everything that is wrong about the standard approach to biblical theol-
ogy. What could be more static, abstract and artificial, than defining the
theology of four such disparate literary narratives? Even if it were possible
to find their common characteristics, could we then suppose what was
common to them was what was most important in each? What would we
necessarily leave out in the effort to find what could be said about them
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together? And even if we were successful in achieving a ‘good’ summary,
what purpose would it serve? What value for the church’s conversation
about its life would such an exercise have?

The Heuristic Value of Canonical Clusters

I suspect that there is some real value in playing with clusters of canoni-
cal compositions if such clusters are temporary, tentative, and heuristic.
By temporary, I mean that we gather the compositions together only for a
time before letting them return to their respective individual status as dis-
crete witnesses. Otherwise, the clustering has the effect of diminishing the
voice of each composition in favour of an overall apprehension that does
not correspond to any of the compositions while simultaneously blocking
a clear view of each composition’s character. The classic example is the
cluster commonly called ‘the Pastoral letters’. So fixed and permanent has
this cluster become that it is almost impossible to find a clean reading of
any one of Paul’s letters to his delegates Titus and Timothy. Closely linked
to temporary is tentative: the clustering should retain an open and experi-
mental character; the characterization must not become so fixed and final
as to preclude other combinations being put into play. Such tentativeness
is connected, in turn, to the purpose of the clustering, which is heuristic:
what can such temporary clusters of canonical texts; enable us to see that
we might not otherwise notice, if we read them separately? The effort will
have been worthwhile only if it gives us deeper insight into elements that
are truly present in each composition, but whose presence may have gone
unnoticed or under-appreciated, if they had not been brought together in
this fashion.

Such clustering of compositions can, in short, enable us to set up some-
thing of a conversation among the New Testament witnesses through a
process of comparison and contrast, and this conversation can enable us
better to appreciate both what they have in common and how they dif-
fer. By seeing them together, it is sometimes possible to see each of them
more clearly. The benefit is obvious in the case of Paul’s letters, which fall
into natural groups (1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians
and Romans, Colossians and Ephesians). A close comparison of Romans 4
and Galatians 3 can lead to a deeper appreciation of the distinctiveness of
the argument concerning Abraham in the respective chapters. We learn
from this that there is more to be learned when the compositions are
close enough to enable meaningful comparison, yet distinct enough to
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also enable contrast. More venturesome temporary and tentative clusters
among the Pauline letters could yield considerable benefit. Much could be
learned, for example, if 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy and Titus were not always
read together, but put individually in conversation with other Pauline let-
ters. A comparison between 1 Timothy and 1 Corinthians reveals a striking
similarity of situation and issue in the two compositions, even as it also
shows disparate modes of response. Similarly, 2 Timothy appears in a new
light when we observe how not only its setting but also its mode of argu-
mentation closely resembles that in Philippians. The challenge in such
exercises remains that of characterizing without caricature, of discerning
elements of genuine commonality that are also essential to the respective
compositions, without suppressing the evidence that does not fit.

The Canonical Gospels: Two Exercises in Comparison

In the case of the canonical Gospels, we are able to get a sense of what
‘theology’ might be associated with them as a group by means of a double-
comparison, the first between the Synoptics and John, and the second,
between all four canonical Gospels and selected apocryphal Gospels. The
first comparison is helped by the fact that, despite their many significant
differences that enable them to be truly distinct witnesses, the literary
interdependence among the Synoptics gives them a sufficiently stable
shared profile to allow a genuine comparison to John. I agree with the
majority of scholars who conclude that John has no direct literary con-
tact with the Matthew, Mark or Luke, although the Fourth Gospel clearly
shares some common traditions with the Synoptics.

The Synoptics and John in Comparison

The differences between John and the Synoptics are obvious and for this
exercise, require only a quick reminder. The length of Jesus’ ministry is
one year in the Synoptics and three years in John. The place of Jesus’ min-
istry is distinct: in the Synoptics, it centres in Galilee, in John, Jesus works
mainly in Judaea, with short trips to Galilee. The placement of events dif-
fers: in John, the cleansing of the temple occurs at the start of Jesus’ min-
istry rather than at the end; in John, Jesus’ eucharistic words occur after
the feeding of the multitude, not at the last supper. Even the date of Jesus’
death is different: in the Synoptics, it takes place on Passover, in John on
the day of preparation for the Passover. The roles played by disciples differ:
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in the Synoptics, Peter is the chief spokesperson; in John, Peter retains
that role, but important speaking parts are given as well to Nathaniel,
Thomas, Philip, and especially ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved'.

Far more intriguing are the ways in which the characteristic deeds and
words of Jesus are dissimilar. In the Synoptics, Jesus’ words often take
the form of short aphorisms, or the punch-lines of chreiai, in which the
objections of interlocutors are quickly demolished by an authoritative
pronouncement. His longer discourses, like the Sermon on the Mount (or
Plain) seem clearly cobbled together by the evangelists out of such shorter
(and originally free-floating) logia. Most of all, Jesus in the Synoptic Gos-
pels speaks in parables; his remarkable narrative analogies subvert reader
expectations and awaken insight. In John’s Gospel, by contrast, Jesus tells
no parables; his few paroimiai do not at all resemble the parables of the
synoptic tradition.

Jesus’ characteristic speech in the Fourth Gospel, moreover, is quite
unlike the patterns we find in Matthew, Mark or Luke. Here, Jesus con-
fronts opponents, it is true, but he does not crush them with a single say-
ing. The controversies instead go on and on, stretching in one case across
several chapters (see John 7-10). And instead of speaking discourses that
are obviously constructed by the evangelist out of smaller units, Jesus in
John's Gospel moves from controversies into long, self-revealing mono-
logues, justifying the report of the temple police who had been sent to
spy on him, “no one has ever spoken like this!” (John 7:46). Unlike the
pattern of speech in the Synoptics, in which Jesus addresses by turns the
crowds, his opponents and his disciples—providing the last group posi-
tive instructions on power and prayer and possessions—John'’s Jesus gives
no teaching to his disciples until the last supper, and then it is by way of
answering their questions, before elaborating his final and most solemn
monologue.

Finally, we note how different Jesus’ characteristic actions are in John
and in the Synoptics. For Mark, and to a lesser sense also Matthew and
Luke, Jesus’ exorcisms serve as the prime demonstration that the rule
of God has come upon humans. Remarkably, John has no exorcisms at
all. John reports a small selection of healings and a resuscitation, which,
although transmuted, clearly resemble versions in the Synoptic account.
John also shares the sequence of the “nature wonders” found in the Syn-
optics: the multiplication of the loaves and the walking on the water. And
John adds still another miracle of the same sort, the changing of water into
wine. What distinguishes all these wonders in John, to be sure, is that they
are designated as ‘signs’ that reveal Jesus as the bearer of God’s glory.
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So great are these dissimilarities that we cannot link the four canoni-
cal Gospels at the obvious level of plot line, sayings or deeds. It is for this
reason, even more than its supposedly more “dogmatic” character, that
the quest for the historical Jesus began by dismissing John from consider-
ation, and continues to disregard John’s witness to the humanity of Jesus.
But there are ways in which we can speak of theological perceptions that
join the four Gospels that exist at a deeper and more implicit level.

First, all four Gospels are realistic narratives. By this, I do not mean that
they are lacking the miraculous, but that their stories take place in real
time and space, with characters who interact with each other in specific
places and in a genuine temporal sequence. Characters are born, live and
die, including Jesus, who is born in a specific place of specific parents, has
brothers, and dies violently by a specific means in a specific city. The theo-
logical significance of this is fairly obvious: that divine revelation takes
place through bodies rather than apart from bodies not only affirms the
worth of bodies, but also of time, since time is simply the measure of
bodies in motion. As realistic narratives set in a specific time and place,
moreover, all four Gospels implicitly affirm the compatibility of God’s self-
disclosure and real human existence within history.

Second, all four Gospels have specific historical roots in first-century
Palestine. Despite differences in locating specific events, the canonical
Gospels share the placement of their stories in the verifiable circum-
stances of Roman rule, Hellenistic culture, and above all, the complex
Judaism of Galilee and Judaea in the time of Pontius Pilate. One of the
most remarkable aspects of the extensive archaeological discoveries of the
past century, in fact, is that no important aspect of the canonical Gospels’
report concerning those historical circumstances has been disconfirmed,
and every important aspect concerning Judaism in that place has been
confirmed. So profound and pervasive is this grounding in first-century
Palestinian Judaism—and so surprising, given the circumstances of the
development of the Gospel tradition—that the Jesus of the canonical Gos-
pels is literally unimaginable outside that world.

Third, all four Gospels explicitly connect the story of Jesus to that of
Israel, using the texts and symbols of Torah to express the identity and
role of Jesus. They do this differently; the distance between Matthew’s
formula-citation of Scripture, and John’s subtle appropriation of the imag-
ery associated with Jewish feasts is real. Yet for both—as also for Mark
and Luke—]Jesus is to be understood within the framework of Torah, and,
in turn, Torah is to be understood as pointing to Jesus. Indeed, John and
Matthew are perhaps closest in this, that one imagines Jesus as the Word
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made flesh, and the other images Jesus as Torah made human. The inter-
textual links between the Jewish Scripture and the canonical Gospels are
so intricate and extensive that the story of Jesus appears overwhelmingly
as the continuation of the story of Israel told in Torah.

Fourth, all the canonical Gospels emphasize the way humans respond
to Jesus. Despite the insignificant differences in terminology, the canoni-
cal Gospels all show a human drama of challenge and decision. Other
characters beside Jesus matter, and they do more than pose questions to
him. They enter into genuine relationships with Jesus, whether of opposi-
tion, or friendship, or discipleship. The Gospels thereby support the per-
ception of humans as capable of making such choices. They are free to
decide for or against the revelation of God in Christ. Not least among the
many surprising elements in the Gospels is the amount of space given to
the rejection of the message and the messenger.

Fifth, all the canonical Gospels emphasize the passion of Jesus. The
dominant position of the passion is most obvious in Mark, to be sure.
But the attention to the suffering and death of Jesus is not less in the
other three canonical Gospels; it is simply that in them the attention to
Jesus’ ministry is greater. Like Mark, Matthew and Luke each anticipate
the actual account of Jesus’ passion by formal prophecies made by Jesus,
which has the effect of the end of the narrative overshadowing everything
that precedes it. John also, with his distinctive language about the hour
and glorification of Jesus, creates a sense, early in his narrative, that every-
thing before Jesus’ passion and death is a prelude to the main event. The
portrayal of Jesus as a suffering Messiah, executed under Roman author-
ity by crucifixion, is not only found in all four Gospels, it is the part of
the story on which they most agree. If we add this emphasis on suffer-
ing to the previously noted traits of body, time, space, historical location,
immersion in Torah, and the human interaction of secondary characters,
we are stating in more detail that the four canonical Gospels are realistic
narratives. But we are also observing that everything asserted about God'’s
revelation in these Gospels involves the physical world.

Sixth, the canonical Gospels share an understanding of the resurrection
of Jesus that is continuous with his human existence and sustaining of the
relationships formed in his human ministry. In one fashion or another,
the appearance of the risen Jesus to his disciples serves to empower them
to continue his mission through witnessing to him. The resurrection does
not, in these Gospels, become the occasion for the revelation of new and
secret truths about Jesus or the cosmos. The modest predictions in John 21
concerning Peter and the Beloved Disciple are the partial and illuminating
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exception: they concern the mortal destiny of the disciples. In Luke, the
resurrection revelation of Jesus concerns the way properly to understand
his human existence in light of Scripture.

Seventh, the canonical Gospels, despite their many differences con-
cerning the forms of Jesus’ words or his precise actions, agree in their
portrayal of Jesus as a human sent from God for the sake of other humans,
and who speaks and acts as God’s representative, even as he is also radi-
cally obedient to God. The nuances of this portrayal are, to be sure, what
most distinguish each individual Gospel, so this level of agreement is
broad and non-specific. Certainly, John's Gospel elevates the perception
of Jesus as the very revelation of God. But at the same time, John places
no less stress on Jesus doing and speaking only what he receives from the
father. Likewise, Luke’s Gospel portrays Jesus in perhaps the most ‘life-
like’ terms, crafting his story in terms most like Hellenistic biographies.
Yet Luke also regards Jesus as God’s ‘son’ in a manner distinct from other
characters. Another common feature of the canonical Gospels as realistic
narratives is that their Jesus has a real human character (ethos), which is
recognizable in each of the four portrayals despite the distinct render-
ing of Jesus by the respective evangelists. In all four Gospels, Jesus is first
someone totally defined by radical obedience to God. He is motivated not
by human ambition or human respect. He seeks to please only God. But
equally, Jesus in all four Gospels is the one who shows that obedience to
God by giving of himself in service to others. His lack of self-seeking is
expressed in his seeking the good of those around him. His obedience to
God is articulated by his self-donative pattern of life. His death, in all four
Gospels, is at once the supreme expression of his obedient faith in God
and his love for others.

Eighth, in all the canonical Gospels, God is at once the father of Jesus
and the God of Israel. Stated negatively, the canonical Gospels drive no
wedge between the God of Jesus and the God of creation. One of the
corollaries of these Gospels’ deep enmeshment in the world of Torah is
that readers perceive Jesus’ ‘father’ to be continuous with the creating,
revealing, judging and saving God of whom the law and prophets spoke.
This, perception, to be sure, is entirely consistent with the character of
the Gospels as realistic narratives in which bodies, time and history, not
to mention human freedom, are valorized.

Ninth, in the canonical Gospels, God’s final triumph is still in the future.
This note is struck most emphatically in the Synoptic tradition, to be sure,
with its explicit future eschatology stated by Jesus himself, and its vision of
the coming of the Son of Man on the clouds of heaven. And John’s Gospel
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certainly shifts the emphasis to a “realized eschatology” in the ministry of
Jesus: already in his coming there is judgment in the world. But even in
John, there is the clear statement of a future resurrection and judgment,
and the disciples are told that the future paraclete has a distinctive work
to accomplish, and that they also will need to endure tribulations.

Tenth, despite remarkably different shadings in their portraits of the
disciples as characters in the narrative, the canonical Gospels agree that
discipleship means following in the path of radical obedience to God and
service to others demonstrated by Jesus. The distinctive portraits of the
disciples must be acknowledged: in Mark, they are stupid and faithless; in
Matthew, they are faithless but intelligent; in Luke, they are the prophets-
in-training who will carry on Jesus’ prophetic programme; in John, they
are the friends who will experience the hatred of the world as Jesus has.
Precisely these differences in characterization—fitted to the purposes
of the respective evangelists—makes more impressive the fundamen-
tal agreement on the character (ethos) of the disciple. In John as in the
Synoptics, we find no trace of a triumphalistic understanding of disciple-
ship, which would position Jesus’ followers above others, or ensure their
worldly success and safety. Just the opposite: their radical obedience to
God is to lead in them, as it did in Jesus, to the service of others. And this
service of others involves a certain way of using power and possessions,
both supremely worldly realities. Discipleship in the canonical Gospels is
not, in short, a matter of intelligence or understanding, but a matter of
moral disposition.

These ten points of commonality are all the more impressive because
of the manifest diversity of the four Gospels in terms of specific literary
structuring, portrayal of Jesus, use of Torah, depiction of the disciples and
opponents, understanding of the end-time. They are also the more impres-
sive because John is not in a literary relationship with the Synoptics, but
in all these points, represents a genuinely independent theological voice.

The next question that must arise concerns the distinctiveness of this
cluster of compositions and cluster of theological perceptions that they
share despite their surface differences. It might be fruitful at this point to
enter into a comparison with non-Gospel canonical writings (Paul’s let-
ters, for example), but the process of comparison would be complicated
by the simple fact that the other New Testament writings have such an
obviously different literary character. The more interesting and illuminat-
ing approach might be to compare these canonical witnesses to other
compositions from early Christianity that are designated in one manner or
another as ‘Gospels’. Such comparison might enable us to discern whether
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what is shared by the canonical Gospels is also essential to the canonical
Gospels, or whether much of what they share is simply consequent on
writing a Gospel rather than a letter.

Canonical and Apocryphal Gospels in Comparison

There are many apocryphal Gospels from early Christianity that we can-
not adequately compare to the canonical Gospels because they are frag-
mentary or because they witness to only one element of the story found
in the canonical Gospels. It would be wonderful, for example, if we had
complete versions of the so-called ‘Jewish-Christian’ Gospels, such as the
Gospel of the Hebrews or the Gospel of the Ebionites, but we do not; we have
only a handful of fragments. Similarly, if the Gospel of Peter were extant
in more than its present truncated form, it could provide a more useful
comparison to the canonical versions. For different reasons, the infancy
Gospels of James, Thomas and Pseudo-Matthew offer slender basis for
comparison. Their theological tendencies are not obscure, they are right
on the surface. But their restriction to the birth and infancy gives them a
distinctive character that is difficult to bring into conversation with any
portion of the canonical tradition apart from the infancy accounts in Mat-
thew and Luke. The same difficulties apply to the Gospels that we term
Gnostic as well, since, with some exceptions, they tend to focus on post-
resurrection revelations rather than on the pre-resurrection ministry. In
the comparison that follows, therefore, I will use the shared characteristics
that I have discerned in the canonical Gospels, and ask whether and in
what manner, the same characteristics occur in the apocryphal Gospels.

1. The Gospels as realistic narratives. None of the Gnostic Gospels take the
form of narrative. Rather, they focus entirely on Jesus as revealer, and
take the form of discrete sayings or chAreiai with no narrative framework
(Gospel of Thomas’), or revelatory discourses in response to questions
(Gospel of Mary, Dialogue of the Saviour). Two of the most important
Gnostic “Gospels” (Gospel of Truth, Gospel of Philip) take the form of
teaching about Jesus rather than any sort of story. Many of these Gos-
pels, therefore, are not narratives at all. Of those that take narrative
form, we can say that the Gospel of Peter clearly comes closest to the
canonical Gospels in its “realistic” character, while the infancy Gospels
tend toward the legendary and fantastic. As a consequence, neither the
body nor time are given a positive valence in the Gnostic or infancy
Gospels.
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2. The Gospels as rooted in Palestinian Jewish realities. On this, the canoni-
cal Gospels are distinctive. The Protevangelium of James and the Gospel
of Peter try, but clearly have no real knowledge of Judaism or its rela-
tions with the larger political order.

3. The Gospels as connected to the story of Israel. The infancy Gospel called
Pseudo-Matthew imitates the canonical Matthew in using specific for-
mula citations to connect incidents in Jesus’ Infancy with Scripture.
Apart from this exception, the apocryphal Gospels are noteworthy for
the absence of this element.

4. The Gospels as showing human responses to Jesus. The point of this cat-
egory is that characters other than Jesus matter and are shown making
decisive choices. Certainly the infancy Gospels of James and Thomas
show some significance to the decisions made by Joseph (Thomas) and
Mary (James). And The Gospel of Peter highlights the response of Herod
and “the Jews”. In the Gnostic Gospels, however, the role assigned to
other characters is that of asking questions of Jesus. Without a narra-
tive, to be sure, it is difficult to play a narrative role.

5. The Gospels as emphasizing the passion of Jesus. The canonical Gospels
are impressively, even overwhelmingly consistent in their attention to
the suffering of Jesus. The extant apocryphal Gospels are almost equally
consistent in their avoidance of that human suffering. The Gospel of
Peter, notably, corresponds in part to the canonical passion narratives,
but does not share their focus on Jesus’ actual suffering. The Valentin-
ian Gospel of Truth has some beautiful ways of expressing the suffering
and death of Christ, but does not touch on the specifics of that suffer-
ing. The other apocryphal Gospels simply avoid the subject.

6. The resurrection as continuous with the human ministry of Jesus. On
this point, the Gnostic Gospels provide the most pertinent compari-
son. Those that make the resurrection the mise-en-scene (as do Pistis
Sophia, Questions of Barnabas, Gospel of Mary, Dialogue of the Saviour)
also make it the occasion for substantially new revelations of Jesus that
are intended either to supplement or replace those delivered to the
Twelve during Jesus’ human ministry.

7. The understanding of Jesus. The canonical Gospels, we have seen, have
an extremely complex presentation of Jesus, at once fully human and
enmeshed in the physical world, and representing God in a manner
superior to any other figure; defined by complete obedience and sub-
mission to God, as well as by self-sacrificing service to others. Insofar
as the apocryphal Gospels can be said to have an “understanding of
Jesus,” it is invariably less complex than that in the canonical Gospels.
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The infancy Gospels are entirely focused on the miraculous, with Jesus
either the occasion or the cause of a transcending of natural processes.
The Gospel of Peter shows Jesus as simply passive. The Gnostic Gospels
(including the Coptic Gospel of Thomas) emphasize Jesus as divine
revealer. In none of them is obedience towards God or loving service
to humans part of the character of Jesus, much less its essential note.

8. Jesus and the God of Israel. Just as the apocryphal Gospels in general do
not portray Jesus in terms of Torah, to an equal degree they avoid the
issue of the God whom Jesus represents. The relation of Gnosticism in
all its diversity toward the Scriptures of Israel is notoriously complex,
but it is a safe generalization that the Gnostic Gospels are at the very
least ambivalent towards those texts as well as the God of whom they
speak. Insofar as the God of Israel is the God who creates the mate-
rial world, the Gnostic texts resist that God. A Gnostic sensibility that
finds the world to be a corpse, and blessedness in detachment and
solitariness (see the Coptic Gospel of Thomas), is far both from the
sensibility of Torah and of the canonical Gospels.

9. God’s final triumph is in the future. Insofar as the apocryphal Gospels
tend to diminish the significance of bodies and time, they also dimin-
ish the significance of the future as public event. So far as I can deter-
mine, there is nothing like the canonical Gospels’ future expectation
in the apocrypha.

10. The nature of discipleship. As with the ethos of Jesus, here also we find
the sharpest difference between the canonical and apocryphal Gos-
pels. The infancy Gospels do not offer any image of discipleship. Nor
does the Gospel of Peter. As for the Gnostic Gospels, the emphasis is
certainly on knowledge, both of Jesus and of the truths that he reveals.
In the case of the Coptic Gospel of Thomas, it is properly called self-
knowledge. The apprehension of discipleship in the Gospel of Truth
and the Gospel of Philip is certainly more complex, with some sense of
outreach to the neighbour through sharing enlightenment. The sac-
ramental language of the Gospel of Philip even implies that, to some
degree, material things have value as spiritual signs. But the emphasis
on the uses of power and possessions as modes of service to others is
absent. Nor do we find an understanding of discipleship as following
in the path of suffering obedience and service exemplified by Jesus.

The reader, will, I hope, excuse the clumsiness of this set of comparisons,
which are offered for their heuristic and experimental value. Although
individual apocryphal Gospels resemble the canonical Gospels on one
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point or another, it can be said that, as a whole—and as we now have
them—they represent theological emphases quite other than the canoni-
cal ones. On one side (the Infancy Gospels) there is an emphasis on won-
derworking and physical purity. On the other side (the Gnostic Gospels)
we find an emphasis on saving knowledge, asceticism and rejection of
the created order. We simply do not find in them realistic narratives,
enmeshment in the world of Torah, affirmation of body, time and history,
relationships among humans, an expectation for the future, or a Jesus as
obedient to God and servant of humans. The effect of the comparison of
canonical and apocryphal Gospels has been to reinforce the perception of
what the canonical Gospels distinctively share.

What Theology do the Canonical Gospels Enable?

These comparisons have involved a considerable degree of abstraction.
In order to affirm these points of similarity and dissimilarity, I have
had to eliminate considerations of all the wonderfully detailed ways in
which each composition—apocryphal as well as canonical—escapes such
reduction as was necessary to this task. If this list of qualities were to
replace reading of the specific compositions, and replace the process of
transformation that all serious literary engagement invites, in favour of a
neat set of descriptors, then the effort has moved in the wrong direction.
The only justification for the exercise is that—while remaining tentative
and temporary—it also proves to have heuristic value. I think that in the
present case, the exercise has enabled us to see things that are shared by
the canonical Gospels and are simply not found in anything like the same
degree in any other single apocryphal writing, or in them all collectively.
It has also enabled us to detect, beneath the clear diversity to be found
on the surface of the four canonical Gospels, genuinely common elements
that we might miss if we had only a single Gospel before us, or if we were
to read only the Synoptics and not John, or if we were in ignorance of the
apocryphal compositions.

Now we are able to ask the question of the best way to relate the
terms ‘theology’ and “canonical Gospels”. I resist the term “theology of
the canonical Gospels”, because it suggests that the qualities I have iso-
lated either represent what the Gospels are about, or adequately summa-
rize any one of them individually, or all of them together. This would be,
I think, an inappropriate and inaccurate reduction.

A better question is, “what theology does the canonical tradition sup-
port, and with what theology is it incompatible?” Asking the question
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this way does not force us to “find” a theology in the actual compositions,
but enables us to think about the theological premises and perceptions
out of which the compositions arise and to which they give support, or,
conversely, what theological premises and perceptions they would, taken
individually or collectively, fail to support.

It is clear, I think, what sort of theology the canonical Gospels would
utterly fail to support. A dualistic rejection of the creator God and of his
Torah, of the body and of history and of community, in favour of a dis-
embodied revelation concerning esoteric realities beyond those available
to this present physical world, would find no support in the canonical
Gospels. Neither would an understanding of Jesus purely as thaumaturge
or sage, without reference to his obedient suffering in service to others, or
an understanding of him as a divine revealer, removed from the passions
and problems of embodied humanity. Nor could any support be found in
the canonical Gospels for an understanding of discipleship as consisting
in a detached and ironic posture—given by revelations available only to
the few—superior to the ignorant sufferings of the many. One would need
to read the apocryphal Gospels to find support for such a theology.

It should be equally clear what sort of theology the canonical Gospels
enable and support. By implication, a realistic narrative of God’s revela-
tion through a human person affirms the value of the body, of time, and
of history; it supports and enables an incarnational theology. The specific
setting of this revelation in the symbolic world of Torah and the social
realities of first-century Palestinian, in turn, supports an understanding
of revelation that is in continuous with the story of Israel, and therefore
affirms the validity of that earlier story even as it claims to continue it in
a distinctive fashion. The rendering of secondary characters as important
for the relationships they form and the choices they make supports a posi-
tive understanding of human freedom and the value of relationship and
community.

The portrayal of Jesus as suffering as other humans do supports an
understanding of incarnation that is complete, and an understanding
of God as participating fully in the human condition even to the experi-
ence of suffering and death. The emphasis on resurrection as continuous
with Jesus’ human ministry further affirms the value and the future of the
human person with whom God has associated in the humanity of Jesus.
As Jesus’ body had a future that was not utterly discontinuous with his
human identity, so, we might think, other humans can look forward to an
embodied existence that, however changed, is also not utterly discontinu-
ous with their present bodily being. The expectation of God’s triumph as
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future works against any sort of realized eschatology that rests in the per-
fection of the individual, and therefore works for the effort to realize God’s
kingdom through the transformation of communities and social realities.
The understanding of discipleship as consisting in radical obedience to
God, demonstrated by loving service to others supports an understanding
of discipleship as not measured by human expectations but God’s will,
and not measured by individual accomplishment but by the building up
of the human community.

It will come as no shock to readers of this volume that the theology
enabled and supported by the canonical Gospels bears the strongest possi-
ble resemblance to the theology found in Christianity’s rule of faith, eventu-
ally elaborated as the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan
Creed. These creeds take the form of a narrative with past, present and
future. They profess faith in one God who is also the father of Jesus Christ,
who was born of a specific woman and crucified under a specific historical
ruler, who suffered, died and was buried, was raised on the third day, and
is expected to come again as judge of the living and the dead. The classic
creeds of Christianity, in short, represent a version of theology that finds
its best support in the canonical Gospels.

An answer, finally, to the question that has directed this chapter. I think
that sense can be made of a “theology of the canonical Gospels”, but only
when it is understood as a theology that is enabled and supported by the
canonical Gospels.
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LUKE-ACTS






CHAPTER SEVEN

ON FINDING THE LUKAN COMMUNITY:
A CAUTIOUS CAUTIONARY ESSAY

We have all heard the old fable of the blindfolded sages and the elephant,
and have learned its moral: the limited perception of a part can only with
hazard be trusted to explain the whole. The sage who, upon feeling the
elephant’s trunk, concluded he was handling a snake was not wrong in his
perception, only in his conclusion. There are more possibilities to wriggly
things than snakes. But having learned that moral from the tale, we may
find ourselves tempted in the opposite direction, so that whenever we
touch something slick and vaguely prehensile, we conclude there is an
elephant attached. Wrong again, and for the same reason.

I am reminded of this tale when I consider the signs of a stirring inter-
est among Lukan scholars in finding the Lukan community.! Why should
there be this interest? How has it arisen? Is it the text of Luke-Acts itself
which impels the search, or is it a set of presuppositions regarding the read-
ing of New Testament documents generally, presuppositions which may
not apply in this case? Since it is no longer the fashion to regard Luke as
the companion of Paul, or as writing to specifically Pauline communities,?
the basis for a description of the Lukan community would seem to be
limited to the text of Luke-Acts. Any optimism accompanying the search
is provided by certain presuppositions concerning the relationship
between the author, his work, and his readers: (a) the author was writing

1 S. Brown, “The Role of the Prologues in Determining the Purpose of Luke-Acts,” Per-
spectives on Luke Acts, ed. CH. Talbert (Danville: Association of Baptist Professors of Reli-
gion, 1978) 108; (hereafter this volume cited as Perspectives). R]J. Karris, “Rich and Poor:
The Lukan-Sitz-im-Leben,” Perspectives 112-125, and “Missionary Communities: A New
Paradigm for the study of Luke-Acts,” CBQ 41 (1979) 80—97; C.H. Talbert, Literary Patterns,
Theological Themes, and the Genre of Luke Acts (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1974) 134-136;
R. McDonnell, “Luke’s Sitz-im-Leben: An Early Christian School,” (Unpublished Paper for
CBA Luke-Acts Task Force, 1978).

2 Cf. W.G. Kuemmel, Introduction to the New Testament, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon,
1975) 147-148. The recent attempt by J. Quinn to connect the Pastorals to Luke-Acts is
imaginative and deserves attention. Cf. “The Last Volume of Luke: The Relation of Luke-
Acts to the Pastoral Epistles,” Perspectives 62—75.
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for a specific group of people with definable and distinct characteristics;?
(b) the author’s text reveals, at least by inference, hard information about
this group; so that (c) on the basis of that information the Lukan audience
can be described with some accuracy. A further presupposition would
seem to be that this description of the community’s life situation will pro-
vide sharper insight into those very themes which have provided the basis
of the description. In short, we can move from the text to its life-setting,
and from the life-setting to the meaning of the text.

As you recognize, these presuppositions are those of the exegetical
approach which has come to be called the “mirror method”.# I suggest
that the hope of discovering a Lukan community derives less from the
shape of the Lukan documents than from the presumed validity of this
method for the study of any New Testament document. Since it has been
successful elsewhere, it should work here, as well.

In this short essay, I will try to draw some lessons from what I perceive
to be the limits of the mirror method in general, and apply them by way
of caution to the reading of Luke-Acts. Skepticism, after all, has its func-
tions. If a legitimate doubt can be raised about the validity or fruitfulness
of this way of reading Luke-Acts, perhaps the way to a more appropriate
approach can be cleared.

The Limits of the Mirror Method: Lessons from Paul

In the case of the Corinthian letters, which are occasional in nature,
which are addressed to a concrete and identifiable group, and which
describe specific problems within that group, the mirror method has had
some success. It has not been an unqualified success, since there are as
many opinions about the precise dimensions of the Corinthian social set-
ting, attitudes and problems as there are investigators.> But at least the

3 The problem of terminology corresponds to the problem of definition. What sort of
grouping is denoted by “community”? Among the possibilities: (a) members of a house-
hold or household-based Church; (b) members of an intentional grouping such as a school;
(c) Christians of a particular city; (d) Christians of a district or province; (e) the readers,
generally. The wider the net is thrown, the more combinations of sociological factors are
possible.

4 Whether there is a literary origin to this term I do not know. It has been part of the
shorthand of the discipline since I began scripture studies.

5 By way of sample, A. Schlatter, Paulus der Bote Jesu, 4th ed. (Stuttgart: Calwert Ver-
lag, 1969) 11-46; W. Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971) n7ff;
J. Munck, “The Church without Factions,” Paul and the Salvation of Mankind (Atlanta: John
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method makes sense here, indeed is almost necessary.® And there are
some controls. We know the author, and what he has written elsewhere.
He explicitly refers to the attitudes of the members of the community, and
even alludes to aspects of their social standing.” He appears to cite the
slogans of his interlocutors, and takes up their positions in his argument.®
There is, furthermore, some exegetical reward. By piecing together the
diverse bits of information (and fitting them to what we know of Corinth
from elsewhere, including Acts), we can construct a more or less coherent
picture of a community and its problems. This portrait, in turn, helps us
recognize the significance of parts of Paul’'s argument we might otherwise
have overlooked.

The method’s success in the Corinthian correspondence has not been
matched in the other Pauline letters. In Galatians and Colossians (grant-
ing the authenticity of the latter), we are able to make some guesses about
the identity or practices of the respective “opponents”,® but are not able to
say much about the “Galatian Community” or the “Colossian Community”
apart from the fairly obvious facts that both were young Gentile churches.
The letters simply do not yield that sort of information, in spite of the
clear “occasionality” of both writings.!? In these cases we do not have

Knox, 1959) 135-167; H. Conzelmann, I Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975) 14-16; N.A.
Dabhl, “Paul and the Church at Corinth According to 1 Corinthians 1:10—4:21,” Studies in Paul
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1977) 40—61; R.A. Horsley, “How Can Some of You Say That There
is No Resurrection of the Dead,” “Spiritual Elitism in Corinth,” Novum Testamentum 20
(1978) 203—240. On the excesses of the mirror reading of II Corinthians, cf. CJ.A. Hickling,
“Is the Second Epistle to the Corinthians a Source for Early Church History?” ZNW 66
(1975) 284—287.

6 “Die Rekonstruktion derselben ist eine wesentliche Aufgabe der Auslegung der
beiden Korintherbriefe,” H. Conzelmann, Der Erste Brief an die Korinther (Goettingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1969) 28.

7 Cf. G. Theissen,“Soziale Schichtung in der Korinthischen Gemeinde: ein Beitrag zur
Soziologie des hellenistischen Urchristentums,” ZNW 65 (1974) 232—272; A. Ehrhardt, “Social
Problems of the Early Church,” The Framework of the New Testament Stories (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1964) 275-312; A.J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity
(Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1977) 71-91.

8 ].C. Hurd, The Origin of I Corinthians (London: SPCK, 1965) 114-209.

9 For Galatians, cf. J. Tyson, “Paul’s Opponents in Galatia,” Novum Testamentum 10
(1968) 241-254; R. Jewett, “The Agitators and the Galatian Congregation,” NTS 17 (1970)
198-212; A.E. Harvey, “The Opposition of Paul,” Studia Evangelica IV ed. F.L. Cross (Berlin:
Akademie-Verlag, 1968) 319—332; R.McL. Wilson, “Gnostics—in Galatia?” ibid., 358-367.
For Colossians, cf. F.O. Francis and W.A. Meeks, Conflict in Colossae (Missoula: Scholars
Press, 1975).

10 H.D. Betz has illuminating remarks on the coherent literary structure of Galatians in
the light of Hellenistic rhetoric, despite its “occasional” nature, in “The Literary Composi-
tion and Function of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,” NTS 21 (1975) 353—379.
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the support of evidence from Acts or other ancient sources (at least not
directly). Even though both letters were written in response to a crisis, we
can only with great difficulty reconstruct the “heresy,” much less describe
the make-up of the community as a social organism.!!

The Letter to the Romans should stand as an example of the mirror
method’s limits. Romans 14 (and 16) appear to give us information for
the reconstruction of the Roman church’s situation, and some scholars
have tried to read Romans through the lens of that reconstruction.!? The
legitimacy of this has been questioned before.!® To what extent does Paul
in Rom 14, by a kind of literary inertia, carry over into Romans the con-
cerns of I Cor 8-10?** The thematic and theological connection between
Romi1-11 and 14 should not be doubted. But that the “life-setting” of
Rom 14 explains or adequately accounts for the theological exposition of
1-11 is not likely. Romans reminds us that life-setting, occasion, purpose
and meaning should not hastily be identified. Why? Precisely because of
the literary shape of the writing. Rom 111 gives no indication of having
been stimulated by local difficulties, but gives every sign of being a care-
fully constructed scholastic diatribe of more universal significance.!®

Recognition of the literary structure of Romans leads to the analysis of
passages within that structure. Few would want to argue, I think, that the
vice-list of Rom 1:30-31 reveals the characteristic failings of the Roman
community. We know that Paul is using a literary convention, and rec-
ognize as well that this this témog has a place within a broader literary
set-piece (the polemic against idolatry), which, in turn, prepares for the
argument of chapter four. Neither would many of us want to conclude

11 Cf. The epilogue of Conflict at Colossae, 209—218.

12 HW. Bartsch, “Die historische Situation des Roemerbriefes,” Studia Evangelica 1V,
281-291; E. Trocmé, “L’Epitre aux Romaines et le Méthode Missionaire de 'Apotre Paul,”
NTS 7 (1960) 148-153; P. Minear, The Obedience of Faith (Naperville: A. Allenson, 1971) 1-35;
K.P. Donfried, “False Presuppositions in the Study of Romans,” CBQ 36 (1974) 332—355.

18 RJ. Karris, “Rom 14:1-15:13 and the Occasion of Romans,” CBQ 35 (1973) 155-178, and
“The Occasion of Romans: A Response to Professor Donfried,” CBQ 36 (1974) 356—358; from
the point of view of rhetorical analysis, W. Wuellner, “Paul’s Rhetoric of Argumentation in
Romans,” CBQ 38 (1976) 330—351.

14 Karris, “Rom 14:1-1513,” 162ff,; G. Bornkamm, Paul, (New York: Harper and Row, 1971)
93-94; W.A. Meeks, The Writings of St. Paul (New York: W.W. Norton, 1972) 67-68.

15 S.K. Stowers, A Critical Reassessment of Paul and the Diatribe: The Dialogical Element
in Paul’s Letter to the Romans (Unpublished Yale Dissertation, 1979) 233-249, 263—268,
270-275. On the basis of a thorough examination of the form and function of diatribal ele-
ments, Stowers argues convincingly that Romans should be read as “the self-introduction
of Paul as a teacher and preacher of the Gospel,” and that the specific problems of the
Roman community are not to be read out of the document.
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from Paul’s positive remarks about the state in Rom 13:1—7 that the Roman
church was caught up in revolutionary fervor.

Again, we see that Paul is employing stereotyped ethical teaching
whose variation is due less to the situation of his readers than his own
perceptions.

There is a lesson to be learned from Romans. Where references to local
situations are few and ambiguous, and where there is clear evidence of lit-
erary technique, it is hazardous to move from the presence of a theme or
té7og to the situation of readers. The more a Pauline letter moves toward
being an “epistle”, the more generalized the applicability of his teaching
becomes. And the more clearly a theme or témog serves a literary function
within a broader argument, the less likely its presence is to be accounted
for by the particular circumstances of the readers.

Within the Pauline corpus itself, therefore, the mirror method has only
limited applicability. The reconstruction of a Pauline community must
take into account the literary structure of the individual letters, together
with a degree of occasionality and specificity these suggest. The study of
Paul’s letters reminds us that even in documents of a genuinely occasional
nature, not every element in the writing is determined by the place, the
people, or the occasion. Some things are there because of the demands
of genre, the impetus of tradition, the logic of argumentation, the iner-
tia of scriptural citations, and the idiosyncratic perceptions of the author.
Responsible exegesis takes these factors into account before using pas-
sages as a mirror to community problems.!® Where they are not taken into
account, the reading of documents can become fantastical.

The Mirror Reading of the Gospels: Lessons Yet to be Learned

The categories and perceptions of form-criticism are still alive in
redaction-criticism of the Gospels.'” If form-criticism tended to draw the
tightest sort of connection between individual units of tradition and the

16 Cf. the cautious remarks concerning the Thessalonian community in Malherbe’s
Social Aspects, 25-27.

17 Cf. J. Rohde, Rediscovering the Teaching of the Evangelists (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1968) 1-46; S. Simonsen, “Zur Frage der grundlegenden Problematik in form—und redak-
tions—geschichtliche Evangeliensforschung,” StudTheol 27 (1972) 1—23; R.H. Stein, “The
Proper Methodology for Ascertaining a Markan Redaction History,” Novum Testamentum
13 (1971) 181-198; P. Stuhlmacher, “Thesen zur Methodologie gegenwaertiger Exegese” ZNW
63 (1972) 18—26.
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life-setting of communities, redaction-criticism generally assumes a simi-
lar symbiotic connection between the evangelists and individual com-
munities. The recent efflorescence of heresy-hunting going by the neutral
rubric of “traditions in conflict” has simply given a distinctive coloration
to this perception.!8

Redaction of traditional material, we are to understand, points to the
pastoral and theological concerns of the evangelist. Fair enough. But
another, less legitimate assumption is too frequently made: that these
concerns are invariably determined by some crisis among the evangelist’s
readers, his community. Still further down the logical road is the assump-
tion that these crises involved eschatologicai or Christological heresies.
Once these assumptions are in place—and they are assumptions, whose
roots cannot be traced here!>—then it appears possible to move from the
themes of the text to the social setting and theological stances of the text’s
readers. Where there is a plus in the text we are to infer a minus in the
community, or in part of the community, and so forth.

The purpose of the evangelist’s redaction, then, is to shape the story
about Jesus in such fashion as to correct or counter such misunderstand-
ings or opposing theologies.?? It has been pointed out before that the
resulting polemic is extraordinarily subtle,?! and that we should have no
notion of the opposition at all were it not for the positive presentation
of their supposed positions within the Gospels themselves.?2 But these

18 CJ.A. Hickling, “A Problem of Method in Gospel Research,” RelStud 10 (1974) 339346
(in review of Weeden).

19 However remote (but real) the influence of F.C. Baur, the debt these assumptions
owe to W. Bauer’s Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, ed. R. Kraft and G. Krodel
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971) is clear, and is explicitly acknowledged in H. Koester's “GNO-
MAI DIAPHOROI, The Origin and Nature of Diversification in the History of Early Christi-
anity,” Trajectories Through Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971) 114, n. 1, and in
E. Kdsemann’s The Testament of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968) 75, n. 1.

20 “To some extent all of our canonical gospels are shaped so as to dispel a false image
of the Savior and to provide a true one to follow,” C.H. Talbert, What is a Gospel? (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1977) 98; cf. also his Literary Patterns, 14-119, and Luke and the Gnos-
tics (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966) 15. The approach is rampant in the study of Mark. Cf.
T. Weeden, Mark—Traditions in Conflict (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971); N. Perrin, What is
Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969) 56; W. Kelber, The Kingdom in Mark
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974) 144—147; E. Trocmé, The Formation of the Gospel According to
Mark (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975) 107ff.

21 Cf. W.A. Meeks, “Hypomnémata from an Untamed Skeptic: A Response to George
Kennedy,” The Relationships Among the Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue, ed.
W.0O. Walker (Trinity U. Press, 1978) 162—-163; Hickling, “A Problem of Method,” 343.

22 Despite the genuine contribution made by Talbert’s What is a Gospel?, the case for
the polemic function of “Type B” biographies has not convincingly been made. Talbert
notes (94—95), “Other lives aim to dispel a false image of the teacher and to provide a true
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criticisms have not had much impact, and the assumptions I have stated
appear to be gaining ever more dominance in redactional studies, even
though their validity has not been tested by anything more rigorous than
popularity. The danger posed by this methodological hegemony is real.
By limiting the possible relations between author and text, text and audi-
ence, the mirror method not only gives off implausible historical refrac-
tions, but can lead to the distortion of those texts which form the only
starting place and inevitable homing of our shared investigation.

The method has had some success in the study of John’s Gospel. But
there, we have the evidence given by the three letters, which points to a
divided community. And in the letters, the terminology of the Gospel is
placed in the context of an ecclesiological and theological dispute.?® The
Gospel also has observable redactional seams which open to reveal, within
the narrative, the community concerns. The corpus as a whole, there-
fore, and the literary structure of the document, give some justification
for reading elements of the Gospel as reflections of internecine quarrels
within Johannine Christianity. Whether or not an obsessive preoccupa-
tion with these factors has led to an enrichment of our understanding of
John'’s Gospel as a whole, I leave to you.

But it is essential to stress that in the Synoptics, we have no such sup-
porting evidence for intra-communitarian disputes, and no controls to the
fantasies of heresy-hunting. Consider, if you will, the logical steps neces-
sary to justify the leap from the “Scribes” of Mark’s narrative to the Jaco-
bean party of the Jerusalem church.?* Or those required to identify the

model to follow...in these lives material that had been used to discredit a teacher was
often times taken up and neutralized by its inclusion in a new whole.” But the slanders
against Apollonius and Epicurus (to which Talbert alludes) are explicitly stated as such;
they are not “neutralized” without being identified (cf. Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of
Tyana 1, 2; 1,13; 1V, 18; 1V, 26; 1V, 43-44; V, 33, 37, 39; VI, 4, 17; and Diogenes Laertius, Lives
of Eminent Philosophers X, 4-8. Furthermore, it is one thing to rebut slanders from without;
it is another to polemicize against heterodox tendencies within a school by means of such
materials. The latter is what Talbert is suggesting, but I do not find evidence for this func-
tion in the Hellenistic biographies.

28 Among others, cf. W.A. Meeks, “The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism,”
JBL 91 (1972) 44—72;].L. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel rev. ed. (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1979); R.E. Brown, “‘Other Sheep not of this Fold: The Johannine Perspective
on Christian Diversity in the Late First Century,” JBL 97 (1978) 5-22, and The Community
of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist Press, 1979). For another, non-theological reading
of the situation in III John, cf. AJ. Malherbe, “The Inhospitality of Diotrephes,” God’s Christ
and His People, ed. J. Jervell and W.A. Meeks (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1977) 222—232.

24 E. Trocmé, The Formation of the Gospel According to Mark, 120-137.
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“Pharisees” of Luke’s narrative as “antinomians” within the Lukan church.?5
Reading everything in the Gospel narratives as immediately addressed to
a contemporary crisis reduces them to the level of cryptograms, and the
evangelists to the level of tractarians.

An objection may be raised here. Isn’t it axiomatic for New Testament
scholarship that a document’s meaning is determined by its purpose, and
for that purpose to be real it must be seen within a concrete life-setting?26
Doesn’t every writing (ancient or modern) emerge from and address itself
to a specific situation? Without being grounded in a “life-setting,” don’t
the documents of the New Testament become floating fragments, moti-
vationless and purposeless productions of whose meaning we cannot be
certain?

The objection touches on the heart of the matter. It raises the difficult
issue of how texts are to be read. I have no intention of getting into those
murky waters. But even when we grant the legitimacy of the classical his-
torical-critical method as such, which method uses the documents of the
New Testament as sources for the depiction of primitive Christianity, logic
must be observed. Certainly if, from other sources, a concrete life-setting
for a document is available, we would do wrong to neglect it. But even in
such a case, we could not facilely equate life-setting, occasion, motivation,
purpose and meaning. These aspects of authorship are interrelated, to be
sure; but they are not identical, nor do they flow automatically from one
to the other. The possibilities are multiple.2” With regard to the Gospels,
then, to agree that they emerge from a life-setting does not allow us to
conclude that the life-setting is determinative of the document’s mean-
ing, either as a whole or in its parts. If this is so, neither can we move
directly from the concerns of the text to its life-setting, or the attitudes of
its readers. Without the clear and unequivocal indication by the author
in his text, we cannot establish the connection between the presence of a

25 RJ. Karris, “The Lukan Sitz-im-Leben: Methodology and Prospects,” 1976 SBL Seminar
Papers ed. G. MacRae (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976) 226.

26 RJ. Karris, “Missionary Communities,” 96.

27 Clearly, there are diverse possibilities at each level, even when there is a specific
life-setting and occasion. Take, for example, the inaugural speech of A. Bartlett Giamatti
to the Yale community in 1978. Knowing the setting and the situation does not tell us what
his motivations were for giving the speech, or the purposes he wished to achieve. Even
though his talk dealt at length with the “state of the university,” moreover, the meaning of
the speech derived less from some objective base of data on this, than from his own vision
of the nature and task of a university in any time and place.
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particular motif and the stance of the readers. At the most, we can learn
something about the author’s perception of his readers’ situation.

The Search for the Lukan Community

If the quest for the Pauline community is difficult, and that for the com-
munities behind the Synoptics suspect, how realistic are our expectations
of finding the profile of a community in a document like Luke-Acts, whose
author we do not know, which is addressed to an individual, not a church,
and in which, of all the documents of the New Testament, there are the
clearest marks of literary intention and artifice? If we take the Gospel pro-
logue seriously as an indication of publication,?® we have a writing which
proclaims its presentation to a larger world than that defined by a par-
ticular community’s concerns. If we choose not to take this aspect of the
prologue seriously, how far are we able to go beyond the certainty that the
audience read Greek, very probably was already Christian, and possibly
knew something about the scriptures? What sort of connection are we
assuming between the author of Luke-Acts and a specific, sociologically
definable grouping? With what justification do we see his text as mirror-
ing that group’s situation? It comes down again to attaching the presence
of a theme to the needs of a hypothetical community.

For the sake of argument, let us suppose there was such a community,
and the author had as one of his purposes the instruction of this com-
munity in the demands of discipleship. It need not be shown again that
prayer was an important aspect of discipleship for Luke.2? But from what
Luke says about prayer, what can we learn about his readers’ apprecia-
tion of it? Are we to suppose that Luke stresses praying because his com-
munity does not pray (or that some in the community are not praying)?
Or, are we to conclude that people are praying wrongly, and he wishes
to correct an incipient doxological heresy by providing proper models of
prayer? How specific should we get? By using a special title in two of his
prayers,3° is Luke intending to counter a theological tendency manifested

28 H.J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (New York: Macmillan Co., 1927) 194204, and
“Commentary on the Preface of Luke,” The Beginnings of Christianity (London: Macmillan
and Co., 1922) II, 490; H. Von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible (London:
Adam and Charles Black, 1972) 123-124; N.A. Dahl, “The Purpose of Luke-Acts,” Jesus in the
Memory of the Early Church (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1976) 87.

29 Cf. A. Trites, “The Prayer Motif in Luke-Acts,” Perspectives 168-186.

80 Aegmémyg in Luke 2:29 and Acts 4:24.



138 CHAPTER SEVEN

by the use of other divine titles in prayer?3! But there are still other possi-
bilities. There may be no problem with prayer at all. Perhaps Luke empha-
sizes prayer as a way of congratulating his community on its practice, or
as a way of showing that its practice was rooted in the example of Jesus
and the first disciples.3?

I may be accused of engaging in parody. But the importance of teasing
out the logical possibilities in a neutral case is to stress the essential point.
Even if, by redactional analysis, we are able to arrive at one or the other
of these possibilities, we are still only in contact with Luke’s perception
of the community’s needs, not the situation of the community as such.33
Certainly, if it were not for the popularity of the assumptions governing so
much redaction-criticism, a fair reading of the text would lead us to con-
clude that the motif of prayer is important in Luke-Acts because of (a) the
strength of the tradition concerning Jesus’ own prayer, (b) the tradition
of prayer among Christians, and (c) Luke’s appreciation of its importance.
In any case, the interpreter’s first task is to take into account everything
Luke has to say about prayer, not only by way of command, but also by
way of modeling in the narrative, before suggesting that some tendency
is being countered.34

The same logical possibilities are present for other themes in Luke-
Acts, such as missionary images, almsgiving, and hospitality. Even if we
grant that Luke’s purpose was specifically to instruct a particular commu-
nity concerning these ideals, we cannot automatically conclude that the
practices or ideals being inculcated were either lacking or misunderstood
within that community.35

But what is there about the text of Luke-Acts which leads us to think
that such a particular, problem-centered instruction was the purpose for

81 The vagaries of Christological critique by title can be illustrated for Luke 24:21 by
J. Wanke, Die Emmauserzaehlung (Leipzig: St. Benno Verlag, 1973) 61 and 64, and for Luke
713 by H. Shuermann, Das Lukasevangelium (Freiburg: Herder, 1969) 403.

32 Trites, 179.

33 This is true as well, of course, for the Pauline letters; cf. Hickling, “Il Corinthians” 285.

34 As Trites does, 179-184.

35 The same caution should obtain with regard to materials as pervasive as those
dealing with persecution. Karris, “Missionary Communities,” 84, says that Luke’s readers
were undergoing “persecution, harassment and distress,” and seeks to find what might
have come from Jews and what from Gentiles. He concludes that Luke “has given diverse
answers to his persecuted Christian reader,” (87). The problem here is that the motif of
tribulations is at once so widespread in the New Testament writings, so stereotyped, and
so attached to apocalyptic expressions, that it is very difficult to derive specific informa-
tion about the kind of sufferings a particular community might be undergoing.
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writing in the first place?36 To say that the evangelists were teachers of
the Church is one thing. To say that everything included in the Gospels
was aimed at the problems of any particular community is something
else altogether, and goes beyond the evidence. Quite apart from the influ-
ence of the tradition, and Luke’s interest in writing a historical account,3”
there is every reason to believe that the composition of Luke’s work
was motivated above all by the demands of his overall literary and theo-
logical aims.38

The lesson learned from Romans should be applied to Luke-Acts. The
more generalized and pervasive a motif, the less likely it is to be attached
to a specific community stimulus, and this is particularly the case when
it can be shown that a passage or motif serves a literary function. This
is the biggest hurdle placed between the text of Luke-Acts and the dis-
covery of a community. In Luke-Acts we should recognize that: (a) the
literary structure as a whole has meaning; that is, there is some correspon-
dence between the author’s intentions and the literary vehicle employed;
(b) individual elements within this structure have as their primary mean-
ing a literary function (so that to treat them in isolation from this setting
can distort the meaning of the text as surely as lifting Rom 1:30-31 out of
context); and (c) composition can be motivated as much by aesthetic or
theological aims as by instructional or polemical ones.3?

Given a fairly intricate and intelligible literary structure which, taken
as a whole, conveys a coherent message, our first assumption with regard
to individual parts within that structure should not be that they point to
a specific community problem, but that they are in service to the larger

36 Cf. the typically sane remarks of Dahl in “The Purpose of Luke-Acts,” 93.

87 Cf. W.C. van Unnik, “Once More St. Luke’s Prologue,” Essays on the Gospel of Luke and
Acts (Neotestamentica 7; The New Testament Society of South Africa, 1973), 19.

38 The assessment of P. Schubert, “The Structure and Significance of Luke 24,” Neut-
estamentliche Studien fuer Rudolf Bultmann (Berlin: A. Toepelmann, 1954), 185, stands firm:
“Luke is a littérateur of considerable skill and technique. His literary methods serve his
theology as his theology serves them.”

39 The literary function of Lukan materials has been well recognized by Talbert, Liter-
ary Function 120, 136, and What is a Gospel?, 11. I have two criticisms of his application.
In my judgment, he tends to identify the unique in Luke’s redaction with the important
(cf. Literary Patterns 12-118); and he moves too quickly from the purported architectronic
(literary) function to the theological (polemic) function, via the suggested function of cer-
tain biographies, ibid., 135.



140 CHAPTER SEVEN

literary goal of the author.*® To put it simply, exegesis cannot forget the
importance of literary context for the determination of meaning.*!

By stressing the primacy of literary function, however, I am by no
means sounding the call for a new methodology, or for the importation
of alien literary critical methods to save the day. I simply want to remind
myself and you of the elementary rules of our discipline, one of which
demands the careful analysis both of structure and of content. Some stud-
ies which call themselves literary tend to move exclusively at the level of
structure; some redactional studies exclusively at the level of content.#?
Both extremes point to a deficient appreciation of narrative as the vehicle
of theological expression.*?

Now, what is the literary context of Luke-Acts? Obviously, the two
volumes taken together. Everyone agrees with this in principle, but the
exegetical implications are not always appreciated. There are at least two
important consequences of taking Luke-Acts as a literary unit. First, the
redaction of Luke’s Gospel vis-a-vis Mark or Matthew is not the sole or
even the most important indicator of Luke’s intentions. In Acts, Luke
provides the first and authoritative interpretation of Ais Gospel story.*+
Whatever the legitimacy of moving from the narratives of Mark or Mat-
thew to their respective communities, the same cannot be done in the
case of Luke without considering all of his story. Not only does the fur-
ther development of some motifs in Acts illuminate aspects of the third
Gospel which are not obvious from synoptic comparison,*> but the cessa-
tion or change of themes in Acts should caution against taking a synoptic

40 Tt is striking, for example, that Luke’s parable of the pounds (Luke 19:11—27) is usually
interpreted as a response to eschatological or messianic expectations, and rarely if ever
seen as interpreting the narrative of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. Cf. L.T. Johnson, The Liter-
ary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977) 168-170.

41 Cf. Talbert, What is a Gospel?, 11.

42 For the first, cf, e.g,, R. Morgenthaler, Die lukanische Geschichtsschreibung als Zeugnis
2 vols. (Zuerich: Zwingli-Verlag, 1949) and M.D. Goulder, Type and History in Acts (London:
SPCK, 1964); for the second, cf, e.g., E. Franklin, Christ the Lord (Philadelphia: Westmin-
ster, 1975), and LH. Marshall, Luke: Historian and Theologian (Exeter: Paternoster, 1970).

43 Cf. H. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative (New Haven: Yale U. Press, 1974).

44 Here, I strongly disagree with the methodological preference of Talbert, Literary
Patterns 121, n. 10, concerning the determination of Lukan Christology, and agree with
G.W.H. Lampe, “The Lucan Portrait of Christ,” NTS 2 (1956) 160-175. Cf. Literary Function
of Possessions, 70—78.

45 E.g., the allusion to Deut 18:5f. in Luke 9:35 is made certain by the strength of the
Mosaic imagery in Acts 3 and 7. Cf. F. Gils, Jésus Prophéte d’aprés les Evangiles Synoptiques
(Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1957) 36.
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comparison as definitive.*6 Second, the temptation to read the Gospels as
cryptograms directed to the contemporaries of the evangelist is countered
in Luke by the plain fact that the story of the first disciples continues in
Acts, not only with elements of continuity, but also of discontinuity. In
Luke’s writing, the past is really past. The story of Jesus and his first fol-
lowers is significant for Luke’s readers, but not as a direct mirror of their
situation.*”

What are some of the features of Luke-Acts as a literary work which
should be attended to? First, that Luke-Acts taken as a whole, is a story.*8
It has a beginning and an end, and whatever the elements of circularity,
the story is linear; things change and develop. The exegetical importance
of this simple observation cannot be overemphasized. If this is a story,
the reader must attend to the place in the story a passage occurs. Does
a pericope or thematic statement serve a function which is appropriate
here and only here in the story? Second, the story of Luke-Acts is carried
by the main characters, who are uniformly presented by literary stereo-
typing, which is itself of first importance for grasping their significance.
Third, the storyline has a consistent pattern of acceptance and rejection;
ignoring the placement of passages within this pattern can lead to mis-
reading. Fourth, not only is Luke a theologian of the promise-fulfillment
school; he makes fulfillment of prophecy a literary mechanism. The con-
text of a pericope in Luke-Acts is established not only by what happens
immediately before and after, but as well by the way a whole series of pas-
sages flow from and illuminate thematic (prophetic) statements within
the narrative.

In another place, I tried to deal with the language about possessions
within Luke-Acts, by placing it within the literary structure as I construe

46 E.g., the perplexing Lukan view of the Pharisees. The recent article by J.H. Ziesler,
“Luke and the Pharisees,” NTS 25 (1979) 146157, is helpful, but tends to soften the negative
picture of the Pharisees in the Gospel, in favor of Acts’ more positive shading.

47 Although certainly not agreeing with Conzelmann’s artificial epochal breakdown,
nor with his view that the writing was stimulated by the issue of the delay of the parousia,
I do agree with him that Luke “recognizes the uniqueness of the events of that time, and
his picture of the early church is not meant to harmonize with the present, but stands in
contrast. The characteristic summary statements about the life of the early community do
not reflect present conditions, neither do they represent an ideal for the present,” Theology
of St. Luke (London: Farber and Farber, 1960) 14-15. On the other hand, Talbert’s suggestion
that Acts 20:29—30 points to a conviction of the author that his generation “participates
in post-apostolic decadence,” goes too far, especially when used as a lens for detecting a
Christological heresy combatted by the evangelist. Cf. Literary Patterns, 102, 119.

48 For this and the following points, cf. Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts,
9-126.
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it. Whether or not my thesis regarding the symbolic function of posses-
sions language within the story of the Prophet and the People is correct
in every detail (and it would be surprising if it were), I maintain this kind
of analysis is necessary before speaking of the economic state of Luke’s
community, or its use of possessions. It is necessary to notice, for example,
where Luke talks about possessions, and in what connection.*® Not all talk
about possessions is really about possessions.>? Still less is everything said
about possessions intended to stand as a mandate to the Church.?! Finally,
there is no indication that the ideals concerning the use of possessions
form some sort of subtle polemic against members of Luke’s community.

The task of discovering the literary function of the diverse elements in
Luke-Acts does not by itself preclude the possibility of ultimately finding
out something about Luke’s readers. But it obviously makes the enterprise
more arduous. On the other hand, any search for the life-setting of this

49 Typically, Karris, “The Lukan sitz-im-Leben,” 116, ignores the differences between
Acts 2:41-47 and 4:32—37. There are significant differences in the two accounts, which raise
exegetical questions concerning the function of each passage in its context. Cf. Literary
Function of Possessions, 9—12.

50 The thematic statements concerning the rich and poor in Luke 4:18; 6:20, 24; 7:22,
14:7—24 and their parabolic expression in 16:19—31 do not really have to do with the use of
possessions, but serve a twofold literary and theological function: (a) signaling the mission
of the prophetic Messiah, and (b) expressing the acceptance of the outcast and the rejec-
tion of the powerful. Cf. J. Dupont, Les Béatitudes 111, Les Evangelistes (Paris: J. Gabalda,
1973) 47-64, and Literary Function, 132—144. It should also be noted that passages which
do not at first sight appear to be about the use of possessions nevertheless are important
for Luke’s understanding of the power of possessions, e.g. Luke 15:11-32, 11:21-22; 9:10-17;
12:41-48; 19:11-27; 17:22—33.

51 The inconsistency of Luke’s teaching about possessions, when taken at the level of
mandate, has led to such attempts at reconciliation as H. Flender’s St. Luke, Theologian
of Redemptive History (London: SPCK, 1970) 75—78, and S. Brown’s Apostasy and Perse-
verance in the Theology of Luke (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969) 100-105, and
H.J. Degenhardt’s Lukas Evangelist der Armen (Stuggart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1965) 41,
185. Failure to take seriously the inconsistency mars Karris’s “Lukan Sitz-im-Leben.” Let
us ex hypothesi, grant that Luke wanted to present the ideal way for community leaders
to handle possessions. We not only have the instructions of 9:3—4 and 10:4—7 revoked by
22:35-36; we also see members of the 12 standing at the head of the community of goods
in Acts 4:32ff, and handing over this duty to Hellenistic missionaries in 6:ff.; then we see
that Paul worked for a living (18:3, 20:34), travelled with money (21:24, 24:36, 28:30), and
recommended to the Ephesian Elders that they too work for the support of others as he
had done (20:35). Does Luke want the preachers of Good News (the element which unites
all these figures) to be destitute itinerants, self-sufficient laborers, supporters of others, or
administrators of the community’s wealth? The lack of clear mandate makes us question
whether Luke is interested in the mandate, and forces us to consider his language about
possessions at another level.
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document which does not adequately take into account the context and
function of passages and themes is likely to be arbitrary and superficial.>2

The understanding of Luke’s purpose which seems to do most justice
to the literary form of his work as well as his expressed intention, is that
he intended to write the continuation of the biblical story.5® Certainly,
the story he tells revolves, around the acceptance and rejection of God’s
prophetic Christ by Israel, and the inclusion of the Gentiles among the
“People for His name.”>* Although the characterization of Luke-Acts as a
Hellenistic biography is a step in the right direction, it should be noted
that this is a story in which the fate of the people is as significant as the
fate of the heroes.5> Luke’s readers probably were Gentile (or at least pre-
dominantly so). But it is not likely that some heretical tendency among
these Gentile believers stimulated the writing of this work. The story is
so vast and inclusive, the elements it contains so diverse, it seems more
likely that it emerged from the author’s contemplation of the theologi-
cal mystery of God’s faithfulness to His people. The problem, if you will,
is one of theodicy. Within this understanding, Luke-Acts can be seen to
function as a kind of aetiological myth for the Gentile Christian Church,
in which Luke conveys to his readers how the People of God has come to
be what it now is.

52 Precisely the sort of genre studies of Talbert, and the insights offered by works like
E. Pluemacher’s Lukas als hellenistischer Schriftsteller (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupre-
cht, 1972) are valuable in helping define the intellectual milieu of Luke’s writing. It is possi-
ble, furthermore, to make at least plausible suggestions concerning the social milieu from
these analyses of literary level. Cf. Malherbe, Social Aspects, 29—59. But this is not the same
as doing a mirror reading. Nor does it locate a “community” as such.

53 N.A. Dahl, “The Story of Abraham in Luke-Acts,” Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. L. Keck and
J. Martyn (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966) 152-153, and “The Purpose of Luke-Acts,” 88.

54 N.A. Dahl, “ ‘A People for His Name’ (Acts 15:14),” NTS 4 (1957) 324—326; cf. also Liter-
ary Function of Possessions, 123, n. 2.

55 This aspect of Luke’s story has not adequately been considered by Talbert. If Luke’s
writing can be considered as a Hellenistic biography, it can also be considered as the work
of a “minor Hellenistic historian” (Dahl, “Purpose,” 88), who tells not only of the founder
and his successors, but also of the formation of God’s People.






CHAPTER EIGHT

THE CHRISTOLOGY OF LUKE-ACTS

Jack Dean Kingsbury’s name is rightly associated with the effort to con-
nect Christology to literary analysis of the Gospels.! This modest chapter
seeks to sort through some of the important questions that need to be
asked if one seeks the Christology of Luke-Acts. In other places I have
advanced some of my ideas on the subject, arguing in particular for the
important in Luke’s presentation of Jesus as prophet.2 But I have not
before this had the opportunity to consider other dimensions of Christol-
ogy in Luke-Acts. The way to that broader consideration can be prepared
by answering some basic questions.

What is the Topic?

The obvious first question is by no means the easiest: What is it we seek
when we inquire into a composition’s “Christology”? Do we mean to dis-
cover the manner in which the writing demonstrates that Jesus is the
Jewish Messiah? This has its own complications, including the diverse
messianic expectations within Judaism of the first century against which
our writing needs to be measured. But the task itself is relatively straight-
forward. We can treat the composition as a species of apologetics over
against Judaism: Here are the messianic job qualifications; here is how
Jesus meets them. Deciding the topic in this fashion also determines
the choice of materials and methods. The use of messianic titles, for exam-
ple, would appear of obvious importance, as would statements describing

! Counting only his books, see Jack Dean Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology,
Kingdom (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975); Jesus Christ in Matthew, Mark, and Luke
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981); The Christology of Mark’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1983); Matthew, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986); Conflict in Mark: Jesus,
Authorities, Disciples (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989); Conflict in Luke: Jesus, Authorities,
Disciples (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991).

2 See Luke Timothy Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, Society
of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 39 (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1977); The
Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina 3 (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1991); The Acts of the
Apostles, Sacra Pagina 5 (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1992).
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Jesus’ functions. These are compared to diverse messianic images in Juda-
ism.2 In the case of Luke-Acts, we would give our attention to titles such
as “Son of man” and “Christ” and “prophet” and “son of David.” Since all are
used in considerable profusion, we might find ourselves trying to deter-
mine which was most important—to our author as well as to Jews of the
first century—and might even conclude that our author was correcting
messianic misperceptions by the use of such titles. Thus, in Luke 24:19—26,
we might think Luke had such a strategy in mind when the disciples call
Jesus a prophet and Jesus responds by referring to himself as Messiah.*

We might also come at the question of Christology from quite a dif-
ferent angle, asking now not how Luke’s Jesus fits the categories of Jew-
ish expectation but how Luke’s presentation of Jesus fits within the belief
structure of earliest Christianity. Thus, “Christian Christology”—to employ
an awkward phrase—is the topic within which Luke is studied. From
this perspective, it might be asked whether Luke’s presentation of Jesus
is more “human” or more “divine,” using the categories of a developed
Christian theology. On one side, perhaps his presentation of the resur-
rection in the speeches of Acts suggests an “adoptionistic” Christology;®
on another side, perhaps his infancy account moves in the direction of a
high, “incarnational” Christology.®

Each of the foregoing approaches works within a framework outside
the text of Luke-Acts and suffers from three fairly obvious limitations.
First, asking questions from one perspective excludes those from another;
they are two distinct frames of reference. Second, we do not know enough
about either of the two frames to make the pursuit finally satisfying. Third,
reading Luke-Acts only with reference to the world outside the composi-
tion leads to the neglect of the world constructed by the composition.

A more adequate way of defining the topic, therefore, is in terms of the
presentation of Jesus in the literary composition we call Luke-Acts. This
approach cannot entirely avoid questions pertinent to the other two defi-
nitions of the topic, for the simple reason that Luke’s words are contex-
tualized by the symbolic world of Torah (and all the literature generated

8 As classically demonstrated by O. Cullman, The Christology of the New Testament, rev.
ed,, trans. S.C. Guthrie and C.A.M. Hall (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963).

4 See J. Wanke, Die Emmauserzaehlung, Erfurter Theologische Studien 31 (Leipzig:
St. Benno-Verlag, 1973), 61, 64.

5 As with J.A.T. Robinson, “The Most Primitive Christology of All?” Journal of Theologi-
cal Studies 7 (1956): 177-89.

6 Asin R.E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in
Matthew and Luke (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1979), 29—-32, 311-15.
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by Torah in first-century Judaism) as well as by the literature of nascent
Christianity. But the focus here stays on what Luke’s composition itself
gives us. We seek to discover what this composition has constructed as
Xptotédg (messiah) or as mpogntyg (prophet), rather than make appeal to
what those terms necessarily must have meant to Jews or Christians in
that world. By asking about the presentation of Jesus within the com-
position, furthermore, our investigation can include a range of evidence
that neither of the other approaches allows, such as that provided by the
characterization of Jesus and those with whom he interacts within the
narrative.

What is the Literary Composition?

If our analysis of Luke’s Christology is bounded by his literary composi-
tion rather than by the symbols and convictions of Judaism and the early
church respectively, then we must be clear on exactly what our sense of
that composition is. Decisions at this stage can be decisive. If, for exam-
ple, we follow Hans Conzelmann in reading Luke apart from Acts and
apart from the Lukan infancy accounts, we come up with a very differ-
ent portrait than if those elements are included.” Likewise if we focus, as
C.F.D. Moule did, only on the Christology of Acts, with no real reference
to the Gospel except for points of contrast, our results are again affected
by this preliminary literary decision.®

The decision to read Luke-Acts as a literary and thematic unity is one
that has, until recently, won wide general approbation but less systematic
application.® Remarkably few narrative studies of both volumes read as a
single literary project have been undertaken by one scholar.!® Yet this is
the sort of reading that promises the greatest yield. The recent question

7 H. Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), 24, 48—49,
75, 172, 188; for the decisive argument against Conzelmann on this point, see P. Minear,
“Luke’s Use of the Birth Stories.” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. L. Keck and J.L. Martyn (Nash-
ville: Abingdon Press, 1966), 111-30.

8 C.F.D. Moule, “The Christology of Acts,” in Keck and Martyn, eds. Studies in Luke-
Acts, 159—85.

9 The case was made first and most convincingly by H.J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-
Acts (New York: Macmillan Co., 1927).

10 My commentaries in the Sacra Pagina series (see note 2, above) are as far as I know,
still the only major commentary on both volumes written by the same scholar in the same
series. Not in the form of a commentary but of major importance is R.C. Tannehill. The
Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation, 2 vols. (Philadelphia and Minneapo-
lis: Fortress Press. 1986 and 1990).
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put to the unity of Luke-Acts on the basis of generic difference is, in my
view, mistaken.!! The evidence that Luke has constructed a single compo-
sition in two volumes is overwhelming at every level, and if this position
is seriously to be refuted, then the hypothesis of literary unity needs to be
challenged in detail at each of these levels.

The decision to read Luke-Acts as a literary unity is not based on a
theoretical conviction concerning “canonical criticism,” for the logic of a
canonical criticism actually moves in the other direction: The early sepa-
ration of the Gospel and Acts in the process of canonization would argue
for their separate treatment.!? Luke-Acts is simply a case in which the
premise of narrative criticism that a narrative in its finished form ought to
be treated as a coherent and intelligible whole unless the evidence forces
an opposite conclusion is magnificently rewarded by the results.

Another way of asking the question “What is the composition?” is by
inquiring specifically into literary genre. Although one part of Luke’s story
or another might be read as a novel'® or as a biography,!* it seems cor-
rect to conclude as a whole that he sets out to write some sort of histori-
cal composition, and that the sort of history he does is best compared to
Greco-Roman and Jewish histories of the apologetic sort.!> Like most such
histories, Luke’s concern was less to persuade outsiders than to reassure
insiders. Although elements in his narrative can support the suggestion that
he is writing a defense of the Christian movement over against Rome—
or even for Rome over against apocalyptically minded Christians—and
though other elements can support his writing in defense of Paul with an
eye either toward Roman authorities or toward a theologically influential
Jewish segment within the Christian movement, the narrative makes the
most sense when read as an apologia for God’s ways in history.16

11 See M.C. Parsons and R.L Pervo, Rethinking the Unity of Luke and Acts (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1993).

12 See Parsons and Pervo, Rethinking, 8—13: and B.S. Childs, The New Testament as
Canon: An Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 218—40.

18 See R.I Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1987).

14 D.L. Brown and J.L. Wentling, “The Conventions of Classical Biography and the Genre
of Luke-Acts: A Preliminary Study,” in Luke-Acts: New Perspectives from the Society of Bibli-
cal Literature, ed. C.H. Talbert (New York: Crossroad, 1984).

15 See especially G.E. Sterling, Historiography and Self-Definition: Josephus, Luke-Acts,
and Apologetic Historiography, Novum Testamentum Supplements 64 (Leiden: EJ. Brill,
1992); and ].T. Squires, The Plan of God in Luke-Acts, Society for New Testament Studies
Monograph Series 76 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

16 For fuller discussion, see Johnson, Gospe!l of Luke, 9—10.
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Is Christology the Main Topic?

It may seem odd to ask whether the presentation of Jesus is really the
most important thing going on in a Gospel, but the answer is not as obvi-
ous as we might at first think. Each Gospel’s way of presenting Jesus ought
to be evaluated within the context of that composition’s discernible aims
and concerns.

That Jesus is a central character in Luke-Acts is clear enough, although
the way he continues to function as a character in the book of Acts
requires some study. But is Jesus the point of Luke-Acts in the way he is
the point of the fourth Gospel, let us say, or the Gospel of Mark? In the
fourth Gospel, everything focuses on Jesus as the revealer of the Father.
Mark likewise directs the reader’s attention above all to the drama of Jesus
and his disciples. Luke-Acts—in this respect resembling Matthew—opens
the narrative to wider concerns. The way in which the good news reaches
the Gentile world and the consequences of this extension for historical
Israel form the central narrative theme of Luke-Acts.” And within that
theme, the issue of God’s fidelity to Israel and to the promises God made
to Israel is critical. Luke is writing an apologia for God.18

What Luke has to say about Jesus, in other words, must be placed within
his overarching literary and religious purposes. We can legitimately expect
that Luke’s presentation of Jesus will serve those larger purposes, and we
can test to see if in fact it does.

How Does the Narrative Mean?

Literary theory has exposed how complex reading is. I will not enter that
hall of mirrors but will only make a couple of observations of rudimen-
tary and fairly obvious significance in reading a narrative with the ques-
tion “What is the presentation of Jesus in this narrative?” The first and
most obvious assumption behind this question is that the ancient author
had control of the materials deployed in the story. Even if, as in the case
of Luke-Acts, some earlier sources are used, the working premise must

17 See S.G. Wilson, The Gentiles and the Gentile Mission in Luke-Acts, Society for New
Testament Studies Monograph Series 23 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973);
J. Dupont, “The Salvation of the Gentiles and the Theological Significance of Acts,” in The
Salvation of the Gentiles (New York: Paulist Press, 1979), 11-33.

18 Johnson, Gospel of Luke, 9-10.
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be that the author approved those materials included without change
and made alterations to other materials deliberately. This is a powerful
assumption, and a necessary one for the task to be undertaken at all. If
we do not understand the shaping, we conclude that the author made
sense but we cannot find it. Once we assume that an author did not have
control over the materials and was simply handing over traditions in a
haphazard or “clumsy construction,”® then it is senseless to ask about the
consistency of a composition on any point at all. In the case of Luke-Acts,
it is reasonable to suppose, furthermore, that Luke had proportionately
greater freedom in the composition of the story in Acts than in that in his
Gospel. We may suspect that he used sources for Acts, but we have not
been able to determine them;2° it is most probable that he was, in any
case, the first to tell the story as we find it in Acts. Even if he was using
earlier traditions, in other words, the shaping was his. For the Gospel, in
contrast, we know that he used Mark as well as the source material desig-
nated as Q. In the Gospel portion of the story, we are able to observe the
range of Luke’s creativity both in his use of Mark and by comparison with
Matthew’s redaction of their shared materials. The implication of Luke’s
being the first to continue the story into another complete volume and of
having a correspondingly greater compositional freedom is that we should
consider Acts as Luke’s own interpretation of the first part of his story.
What he has to say about Jesus in the Gospel looks forward to Acts, and
what he has to say about Jesus in Acts looks back to the Gospel.2!

The next assumption is that narrative expresses meaning through the
form of the story itself; a narrative is not simply a package containing
propositions or a setting for the presentation of examples but, as Aristotle
already recognized (Poetics 6.19—22), through the interplay of £8og (char-
acter) and pdfog (plot) expresses Siavoia (theme, or meaning).?? If this is
so, then every element of a narrative is significant for understanding every
other element: Just as the theme is expressed through characters and plot,
so does characterization have plot implications and so does plotting serve
the shaping of characters.

19 See J. Meagher, Clumsy Construction in Mark’s Gospel: A Critique of Form and Redak-
tionsgeschichte (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1979).

20 Still unsurpassed on this point is J. Dupont, The Sources of the Acts (New York:
Herder & Herder, 1964).

2l Johnson, Literary Function, 13—28.

22 See L.T. Johnson, “Luke-Acts,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary 4:405.
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In narratives written for purposes other than sheer entertainment,
furthermore—as its prologue shows Luke-Acts manifestly was—narra-
tive can legitimately be read as a form of rhetoric: The way the story is
told expresses an argument.?3 In the case of Luke, the argument concerns
God’s fidelity to God’s promises and is intended to secure do@dAeto (assur-
ance) in the readers (Luke 1:1—4). The prologue further indicates that the
narrative argument involves the order in which the story is told. It is
because the events are recounted xafe&fis (in order) that Theophilus can
be expected to have dopdAeia (see Acts 11:4). The reader can therefore
expect more than a normal importance to the sequence in Luke-Acts.
Where something occurs in the story is as important as what occurs. The
literary shaping of the story, in short, serves the religious purposes of the
composition.?*

How is Character Determined?

Speaking about the presentation of Jesus in Luke-Acts implies that the
focus of reading is the determination of the character within the story who
is named Jesus, a character constructed in the act of reading by means of
the textual clues provided by the narrative and the ways in which these
are processed by the reader.?> Among textual clues are those modes of
“telling” that directly characterize: what a character says about himself,
what other characters say about him, and what the narrator says about
him. The various titles and functions claimed by Jesus or ascribed to Jesus
by others are obviously of considerable importance. Equally important are
the modes of “showing” that are forms of indirect identification, such as
the use of language echoing biblical stories in the construction of scenes
involving Jesus, as well as how language is used to suggest lines of resem-
blance or continuity between other characters and Jesus.

The more rounded and complex a character within a narrative, the
more difficult it is to reduce its presentation to a simple formula. The

28 See RJ. Dillon, “Previewing Luke’s Program from his Prologue,” Catholic Biblical
Quarterly 43 (1981): 205—27.

24 See W.S. Kurz, Reading Luke-Acts: Dynamics of Biblical Narrative (Louisville, Ky.:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993).

25 For the construction of character in Luke-Acts, see J.A. Darr, On Character-Building:
The Reader and the Rhetoric of Characterization in Luke-Acts (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/
John Knox Press, 1992); and W.H. Shepherd, The Narrative Function of the Holy Spirit as a
Character in Luke-Acts, Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 147 (Atlanta: Schol-
ars Press, 1994).
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best advice is to “learn the character by reading through the narrative.”
Analysis can, however, identify salient features that help distinguish or
determine the shape of a specific character. The more an analysis depends
on the convergence of multiple lines of evidence, the more adequate it
will be. A statement about Jesus in Luke-Acts that relied solely on the use
of titles or that ignored what was said about Jesus in the speeches of Acts,
for example, must on that very basis be considered deficient. The more
different kinds of evidence from different kinds of discourse and from dif-
ferent angles of vision converge, the more likely it is that a characteriza-
tion is worth considering.

The Presentation of Jesus as a Prophet

Analysis of the presentation of Jesus as a prophet?6 in Luke’s character-
construction best begins with the narrative of Acts as the freer and fuller
development of themes anticipated in the Gospel. It begins with attention
to how Luke portrays Jesus’ followers as prophets. The Holy Spirit actively
intervenes throughout Acts (8:29, 39; 10:19; 11:15; 13:2; 15:28; 16:6; 20:23), and
Luke shows five separate outpourings of the Spirit (2:1—4; 4:28-31; 815-17;
10:44; 19:6) on believers. But Luke’s most important characters—those
who fundamentally advance the plot (Peter, John, Philip, Stephen, Barna-
bas, and Paul)—are “people of the Spirit” in a special way. They are not
designated as prophets, for that term is reserved for relatively minor play-
ers within the way (11:27; 13:1; 15:32; 21:10). Instead, Luke describes these
protagonists with language that clearly identifies them as prophets. Each
is “filled with the Holy Spirit” (4:8; 5:32; 6:3; 7:55; 11:24; 13:9). Each is “bold”
in proclamation (4:13; 13:46; 28:31) of “the good news” (5:42; 8:4, 12, 25,
40; 11:20; 13:32; 14:7; 15:35) or the “word of God” (4:29; 8:14; 13:5). Each is
a “witness” (2:32; 10:41; 13:31; 22:20) who works “signs and wonders” (4:30;
6:8; 14:3; 15:12) among the “people” (Aads), that is, the Jewish population

26 In addition to Johnson, Literary Function, 38-126, see, for the profile of the prophet,
P. Schubert, “The Structure and Significance of Luke 24,” in Neutestamentliche Studien fur
Rudolf Bultmann, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fur die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 21 (Ber-
lin: A. Topelmann, 1954), 165-86; J. Dupont, Les Beatitudes, vol. 3: Les Evangelistes (Paris:
J. Gabalda, 1973); P. Minear, To Heal and to Reveal: The Prophetic Vocation according to Luke
(New York: Seabury Press, 1976); D. Tiede, Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1980); R. Dillon, From Eyewitnesses to Ministers of the Word, Analecta bib-
lica 82 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute Press, 1978); D. Moessner, “Luke 9:1-50: Luke’s
Preview of the Journey of the Prophet like Moses of Deuteronomy,” Journal of Biblical Lit-
erature 102 (1983): 575-605.
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considered as the people of God (3:12; 4:1; 6:8; 13:15). In the symbolic world
of Torah, this composite of characteristics belongs unmistakably to the
prophet.

Luke’s characterization of the apostles in Acts connects them explic-
itly to Moses and to Jesus. By having Peter amend the Joel citation with
which he begins his Pentecost sermon, Luke shows his readers that the
outpouring of the Spirit is eschatological (“in the last days”), is explicitly
prophetic (he adds “they shall prophesy” in 2:18), and works “signs” and
“portents” (wonders) (2:19). This last touch establishes a clear allusion to
the prophet Moses, with whom the tag “signs and wonders” is associated
in the Lxx (Ps. 77:11-12, 32, 43) and above all in Deuteronomy 34:10-12:
“Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses... for all the
signs and wonders that the Lord sent him to do.” When Peter then identi-
fies Jesus as “a man attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders,
and signs that God did through him among you” (2:22—24), the reader
naturally makes the connection between Jesus, Moses, and the apostles,
especially since Luke consistently emphasizes that the power active in
the words and works of his followers is precisely the Spirit of Jesus (2:33;
313; 4:10; 13:30—33). The link is forged most explicitly when Luke has Ste-
phen—himself portrayed as a prophet—speak of Moses’ working “won-
ders and signs” in the wilderness after his empowerment by God (7:36).
The apostles are therefore portrayed as prophets like Jesus, and Jesus is
portrayed as a prophet like Moses. But this is not a simple linear succes-
sion. Moses was “raised up” by God as a prophet only in the sense that
God chose him. Jesus, by contrast, is the prophet whom God “raised up”
in resurrection as the source of the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit,
and the apostles are dependent on that Spirit of Jesus for their prophetic
activity. The superiority of Jesus to Moses is intimated in 3:22 and above
all in Stephen’s speech, which declares:

It was this Moses, whom they rejected when they said, “‘Who made you a
ruler and a judge?” and whom God now sent as both ruler and liberator,
through the angel who appeared to him in the bush. He led them out, hav-
ing performed wonders and signs in Egypt, at the Red Sea, and in the wil-
derness for forty years. This is the Moses who said to the Israelites, “God
will raise up a prophet for you from your own people as he raised me up.”

(7:35-37)

In that part of the Stephen Speech devoted to Moses, moreover, Luke
provides a narrative key to his two-volume work. The story of Moses, as
Luke has Stephen tell it, has two main stages with an interlude. He is
sent a first time to the people Israel but is rejected because they do not
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understand that he was “visiting” them for their salvation (7:17—22). Moses
must go into exile, but he encounters God and is empowered to return to
his people a second time (7:30—34). Moses leads the people out of Egypt
with “wonders and signs” (7:35—37), but the people reject him a second
time by worshiping the golden calf. This time, the rejection of the prophet
leads to their-own rejection by God, expressed by their being sent into
exile (7:39—43). Thus Luke frames two visitations of the people, the first
time in weakness, the second in power, and two offers of salvation to the
people, the first, rejected in ignorance, leading to a second chance to hear
the prophet.

The pattern of the Moses story provides the basic framework for Luke’s
two-volume composition. The Gospel tells the story of God’s first sending
of the prophet Jesus to “visit” the people for their “salvation” (see Luke 1:68;
716; 19:44), of their rejection of this salvation out of their ignorance (see
Acts 3:17), and of Jesus being “raised up” out of death. Acts recounts Jesus’
establishment in power, manifested by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit
(Acts 2:33—36), the sending out of the witnesses empowered by that Spirit
(Luke 24:48-49; Acts 1:7-8), and the second offer of salvation to Israel in
his name (4:12; 5:41). This time, however, the cost of rejecting the “prophet
whom God has raised up” is being cut off from the people God is forming
around the prophet himself (Acts 3:22—23).

By taking seriously the interpretive key offered by the speeches of Acts,
we can appreciate more fully Luke’s portrayal of Jesus as prophet in the
Gospel narrative. We see, for example, that although Luke does not use
the title “prophet” with overwhelming frequency, he does employ it more
vigorously than the other Gospels and in narratively strategic places.?” It
is a title, furthermore, that Jesus applies to himself (Luke 4:24; 13:33) and
that is used with reference to him by his enemies (7:39; see also 22:64) and
as a designation by both the receptive Aadg (7:16; 9:8, 19) and his disciples
(24:19; Acts 3:22). Even more important are the ways in which readers
recognize Jesus as a prophet from how Luke shapes episodes within the
narrative. Thus, the prophetic connotations are readily grasped in the pre-
diction by Simeon that Jesus would be a “sign that will be opposed” and
destined to cause “the falling and the rising of many in Israel” (Luke 2:34),
and by the repeated insistence that, in Nazareth, Jesus was “full of the
Holy Spirit” (see 41, 14) as he opened the scroll of Isaiah to read “The

27 See Mark 6:4, 15; 8:28; Matt. 13:57; 16:14; 21:11, 46; John 419, 44; 614; 7:40, 52; 9a7.
Compare Luke 4:24; 716, 39; 9:8, 19; 13:33-34; 24:19; Acts 3:22; 7:37.
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Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me” (4:18) and then
declare that this reading was fulfilled in him (4:21). But only in light of the
development in Acts can the reader fully appreciate that in Luke’s version
of Jesus’ transfiguration, Moses and Elijah not only appear with Jesus but
also discuss the exodus that he will accomplish in Jerusalem (Luke 9:31),
and recognize in God’s command “Listen to him” (9:35) the anticipation of
the citation from Deuteronomy 18:15 found in Acts 3:22 and 7:37.

The mention of Elijah at the transfiguration reminds us how complex
Luke’s prophetic imagery is, not least because of how the biblical figures
of Elijah and Elisha in Kings were themselves modeled on the prophetic
succession of Moses and Joshua. The way in which Joshua received Moses’
prophetic spirit (Deut. 34:9) and Elisha received a double portion of Elijah’s
spirit (2 Kings 2:9-15) obviously provided Luke with a precedent in Torah
for how the Spirit at work in Jesus during his ministry was even more
powerfully active in his apostles after his resurrection and ascension. Not
only Moses, therefore, but also Elijah and Elisha help shape Luke’s por-
trayal of Jesus. Indeed, the first prophet in Luke’s narrative is Jesus’ cousin
John the Baptist, whom the angel Gabriel declares will be filled with the
Holy Spirit from the womb, will turn many of the children of Israel back
to their God, and “with the spirit and power of Elijah ... will go before him
[Jesus]” to “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (1:115-17). John’s
preaching and prophetic action of baptizing for repentance follow “the
word of God” coming upon “John son of Zechariah in the wilderness” (3:2),
and Jesus himself acknowledges John as a “prophet...and more than a
prophet” (7:26).28

It is clear that for Luke, John is not Elijah redivivus any more than Jesus
is Moses redivivus. Luke simply uses all the prophetic imagery available
for the depiction of his main characters. Note how the wonders of Elijah
and Elisha in Luke 4:25-27 (the raising of the widow of Zarephath’s son
and the healing of the Gentile soldier Naaman) are echoed by Jesus’ own
miracles of healing the servant of a Gentile soldier and raising the widow
of Nain’s son (7:1-16), a connection recognized by the crowd that cries,
“A great prophet has risen among us!” and “God has looked favorably on
his people!” (716).2° Elijah reappears at the transfiguration in the com-
pany of Moses (9:30). The tiny incidents in the journey narrative involving

28 For Luke’s distinctive rendering of John, see L.T. Johnson, “John the Baptist: Prophet
of the Great Reversal,” Bible Today 34 (1996): 295-99.
29 See Johnson, Gospel of Luke, 116—26.
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the threat of fire from heaven (9:54) and Jesus’ saying about putting one’s
hand to the plow (9:62) appear to echo stories from the Elijah-Elisha cycle
(see 2 Kings 110-12 and 1 Kings 19:20). And the most likely explanation
for the presence of the “two men in dazzling clothes” at the empty tomb
(Luke 24:4) and the “two men in white robes” at the ascension (Acts 1:10)
is that they represent once more, at the time of Jesus’ exodos, the pro-
phetic figures of Moses and Elijah.3° Certainly the literary signals planted
by Luke himself support such a conjecture, particularly when the very
construction of the ascension scene recalls the ascension of Elijah and the
subsequent bestowal of the Spirit on Elisha.3!

The characteristic actions of Jesus in the Gospel narrative also lead to
perceiving him as a prophetic figure. His gestures of healing are twice
connected to his prophetic mission. His inclusive table fellowship chal-
lenges the accepted piety of his opponents, climactically so in the case of
Zacchaeus. His provocative acts at table serve to raise the question of his
prophetic character. His entry into the city and his cleansing of the temple
are intentionally symbolic acts.

No less does Jesus’ speech characterize him as prophet. His parabolic
discourse is designated as “the word of God.” He issues warnings of judg-
ment and calls for conversion. And most decisively, he makes predictions.
Luke carefully redacts the eschatological discourse he inherited from
Mark 13. He has Jesus deliver it from within the temple precincts, and he
organizes Jesus’ prophecies so that they concern three discrete temporal
stages. The first events concern the tribulations to be experienced by his
followers. These Luke shows to have been literally fulfilled by the events
he himself relates in Acts 1-8. The second events concern the destruction
of the city by the Romans and the beginning of the time of the Gentiles.
For Luke’s first readers, these predictions—still fresh in memory—would
also have been proven true. The verification of the first two sets of predic-
tions makes Jesus’ prophecies concerning the last days and the return of
the Son of man all the more reliable.

These brief observations show how several different lines of evidence
converge within Luke’s narrative to create the image of Jesus as prophet:
the explicit use of the title; stereotypical language associated with Moses;
direct literary links drawn to Moses, Elijah, and Elisha; the construction of
scenes based on stories involving these figures; the characteristic actions

30 Ibid., 161-71, 386-91.
81 Johnson, Acts of the Apostles, 21-32.
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and speeches of Jesus as recounted in the Gospel; and the two-stage struc-
ture of the entire composition, modeled by the story of Moses as found in
the Stephen Speech of Acts.

These elements enable the reading of Luke’s narrative as the story of
the “Prophet and the People”: Jesus is sent a first time to the people Israel
for their salvation, but the people do not recognize the time of their visita-
tion and reject him. He is killed but rises from the dead and is exalted at
the right hand of God. He sends his Spirit on his disciples, who continue
his prophetic mission among the people, offering them a second chance at
salvation—that is, at being included in the restored people God is creat-
ing around the prophet Jesus. Although the leaders of the people continue
to reject the message, many thousands in Jerusalem accept this second
visitation. They embody within historic Israel the restored people of God,
defined in terms of possession of the prophetic Spirit, so that when the
message is extended to the Gentiles, as God had desired from the first, it
represents not the replacement of the Jews but rather a growth of the Aadg
to include all the nations of the earth. Telling the story this way serves
Luke’s rhetorical purposes, showing how God proved faithful to the prom-
ises made to Abraham, and that therefore the faith of the Gentiles such
as Theophilus is secure. God is not a God who fails to keep a promise or
who abandons a people. Thus, the image of Jesus and the argument made
by the composition reinforce each other.

Testing the Prophetic Image

I suggested above that the operative premise for investigating the Chris-
tology of Luke-Acts is that the author had considerable, though not abso-
lute, control over his materials. Some elements in Luke’s portrayal of Jesus
came to him from his sources. One way of testing the adequacy of the
prophetic hypothesis, then, is to ask whether and to what extent Luke’s
other images and themes attaching to Jesus confirm or detract from his
presentation as a prophet. There is not space to do a complete account
here, but I comment on three aspects of Luke’s text that are not obviously
part of the presentation of Jesus as prophet.

Son of Man

Luke takes over this designation from Mark and does not substantially
alter its applications to Jesus as the one who has present power, who will
suffer, and who will come in glory. We do notice, however, that Luke’s
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description of Jesus setting “his face to go to Jerusalem” in 9:51 echoes the
“Son of man” logion of Ezekiel and thus accentuates the prophetic and
divisive character of his path toward his suffering. Luke is also the only
evangelist to use the title “Son of man” in the empty-tomb account (24:7),
thereby confirming that Jesus’ prophecy concerning his resurrection had
come true. Finally, Luke reports Stephen’s vision in the moment before
his execution: “But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into heaven and
saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. ‘Look,
he said, T see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the
right hand of God’” (Acts 7:55). The prophet Stephen thus confirms Jesus’
statement to the Sanhedrin: “But from now on the Son of Man will be
seated at the right hand of the power of God” (Luke 22:69). In short, Luke’s
use of the title “Son of man” is complementary to his presentation of Jesus
as the prophet whom God has raised up.

Savior

Salvation is a fundamental theme in Luke-Acts in a manner not found
in Mark and only very partially in John (see John 317; 4:22; 5:34; 10:9;
112; 12:47) and Matthew (see Matt. 1:21; 8:25). Like Matthew and Mark,
Luke uses o@ewv for the healings of Jesus, but he amplifies the Markan
theme that faith saves (see Mark 5:34; Matt. 9:22/Luke 8:48) by adding it
to the accounts in 7:50; 8:12; 8:50; 17:19; and 18:42. More pertinent, Luke
expands the notion of being “saved” from that of physical healing to inclu-
sion in the people (see 9:24; 13:23; 19:10). Thus, in response to the threefold
taunt at the cross challenging his capacity to save himself although he
had saved others, Jesus promises the Ayt (thief) that he would be with
Jesus that day in paradise (23:43). Jesus saves not only by healing but by
including within God’s restored people.

Salvation in Luke-Acts, as I have demonstrated elsewhere, has a social
meaning and is directly connected to the theme of the prophet and the
people. Remember that in Stephen’s speech Moses “visited” his people a
first time (Acts 7:23), but they did not understand “that God through him
was rescuing them” (7:25). In the same fashion, Zechariah praises God at
the birth of John because God’s visiting his people involved raising up
“a mighty savior [Greek, ‘a horn for salvation’] for us in the house of his
servant David” (Luke 1:68-69) in order that his people “would be saved
from our enemies” (1:71) and in order to “give knowledge of salvation to
his people” (1:77). In Mary’s proclamation of praise, she designates God as
“Savior” (1:47) because God has “helped his servant Israel” (1:54). The agent
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through whom God would work his saving of the people is called Savior at
his birth (2:11), and when Simeon receives the child Jesus in his arms, he
praises God because “my eyes have seen your salvation” (2:30).

In this framing, Luke’s portrayal in chapters 9—19 of Jesus as the prophet
making his way toward his death in Jerusalem and forming a people
around himself while on that path, a people that is “saved by faith"—that
becomes part of God’s people by committing themselves to the message
and person of this prophet—reaches its culmination in the “visitation” of
the house of the chief tax collector Zacchaeus: “Today salvation has come
to this house, because he [Zacchaeus] too is a son of Abraham. For the
Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (19:9-10).

The social dimension of salvation is obvious in the first part of Acts,
when to be “saved” means specifically to join the people that is forming
around the proclamation of the prophet whom God raised up as Lord
and Messiah (Acts 2:36)—and Savior (5:31)! All those who call on that
name would be saved from the crooked generation that had rejected the
prophet and would be joined to God’s restored Israel (see Acts 2:21, 40,
47; 49, 12; 13:26). The inclusion of the Gentiles in God’s people is likewise
characterized in terms of salvation. Luke extended the Isaiah citation in
his Gospel (3:6) to include the promise that “all flesh shall see the salva-
tion of God.” The conversion of Cornelius is seen as “salvation for you and
your whole household” (Acts 11:14). Paul’s mission to the Gentiles is cov-
ered by the citation from Isaiah 49:6, “you may bring salvation to the ends
of the earth” (Acts 13:47). His message concerns the “way of salvation”
(16:17), and those who hear it and respond in faith are saved by joining this
people (14:9; 16:31). The final prophecy in the narrative is uttered by Paul,
who declares, “Let it be known to you then that this salvation of God has
been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen” (28:28). Luke’s understanding of
Jesus as savior and of his work as salvation, in short, fits perfectly within
his presentation of him as the prophet around whom God was forming
the restored Israel.

Son of David/King

It is not too great a stretch for the image of prophet and king to coalesce,
since they combine in the profile of Moses in Hellenistic Judaism. Are
they linked as well in Luke-Acts? The answer must take Luke’s treatment
of David into account as well, especially in view of Gabriel's opening
announcement that God would give Mary’s child “the throne of his ances-
tor [father] David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his
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kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32—33) and of Zechariah’s charac-
terization of God’s visitation of the people as raising up “a mighty savior
[Greek, ‘a horn of salvation’] for us in the house of his servant David”
(1:69). Although Luke stresses Jesus’ descent from David, however (1:27,
69; 2:11; 3:31), and carries forward the identification of Jesus as “son of
David” (6:3; 18:38-39), the rule the Lukan Jesus proclaims is not one over
a Jewish state but the Bagtheio To0 Beod (kingdom of God). Jesus stresses
his obligation (3¢t) to proclaim the good news of God’s rule (4:43) imme-
diately after his self-designation as a prophetic Messiah in 4:16-18. And
the prophet who was to announce good news to the poor (4:18) does so
by announcing, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom
of God” (6:20). The prophet who is filled with the Holy Spirit (4:14) and
speaks the “word of God” (811, 21) does so by preaching the good news
of the rule of God (8:1) and revealing its mysteries in parabolic discourse
(8:10). Those he sends as his emissaries likewise proclaim God’s rule, even
as they continue to work the same signs of healings that Jesus performs
(9:2; 10:9, 11). Jesus’ opposition consists not of the local political bosses or
even of the empire but of the powers of Satan, who controls all the king-
doms of the known world (4:5). Jesus’ triumph over these demonic forces
signifies the arrival of God’s rule (11:20).

As the prophet Jesus moves toward Jerusalem, his proclamation of
God’s kingdom intensifies (11:18; 12:31—-32; 1318, 20, 28, 29; 14:15; 16:16; 17:20;
18:16-17, 24-25, 29). It is because many among the people heed his pro-
phetic challenge and join him on his way to Jerusalem that Jesus can
tell the Pharisees that “the kingdom of God is among you” (17:21). Luke’s
“kingship parable” in 19:1—27 serves to focus and interpret this progres-
sion. Jesus is the one who will be proclaimed as a king by the popu-
lace (19:38) and identified as a king by the Roman prefect who executes
him (23:38). Before his arrest, he will bestow BaciAeia (kingdom) on the
Twelve (22:29—30). Mocked on the cross as a king who cannot save himself
(22:37), he extends a welcome to the criminal who asks of him a place
when he enters into his kingdom (23:42).

The paradoxical character of Jesus’ kingly rule is indicated by the way
in which he is both identified with and distinguished from his ances-
tor David. Luke takes over from Mark 12:35-37 the pericope that claims,
through the use of Lxx Psalm 1091, that the Messiah is not David’s son
but David’s Lord (Luke 20:41-44). But Luke makes the point even more
emphatically by invoking the same verse in Acts 2:33 for the resurrec-
tion of Jesus as an enthronement at God’s right hand. It is as the prophet
whom God raised up (Acts 3:22) that Jesus receives “the throne of his
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ancestor David” (Luke 1:32), and therefore “of his kingdom (BaciAeia) there
will be no end” (Luke 1:33). In Acts, David appears mostly as a prophet
who, by the power of the Holy Spirit, foretold the truth about the Messiah
Jesus (Acts 1:16; 2:25; 4:25). And the truth is that although David was also
a prophet (Acts 2:30), he died and his tomb was still among them (2:29).
David did not ascend into heaven (2:34), and his words about the Lord
saying to my Lord therefore referred to the resurrected Jesus, whom God
had made both Lord and Christ (2:36).

The subtlety of Luke’s language can be seen in Paul’s account of Israel’s
history in Acts 13:16—41. He declares that God raised up David to be a king
(13:22), but it was of his seed that God brought—some manuscripts read
“raised”—]Jesus as savior for Israel (13:23). David once more serves as the
source of prophecy (13:33-35) and the point of comparison for Jesus: “For
David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own generation, died
[Greek, ‘fell asleep’], was laid beside his ancestors, and experienced cor-
ruption; but he whom God raised up experienced no corruption” (13:36—
37). The continued proclamation of the kingdom of God throughout Acts
(1:3; 812; 14:22; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31), therefore, is explicitly distinguished
from a political restoration of factAeia (kingdom) to Israel (1:6). Although
the PaciAeia exercised by the risen Jesus through his prophetic represen-
tatives is a real one and is over the “house of Jacob” that is the restored
Israel gathered into the Jerusalem church, it extends to all humans as that
“salvation” which is equivalent to inclusion in God’s prophetic people.
Thus Luke has James say of the inclusion of Gentiles: “This agrees with the
words of the prophets, as it is written: ‘After this I will return, and T will
rebuild the dwelling of David, which has fallen; from its ruins I will rebuild
it, and I will set it up, so that all other peoples may seek the Lord—even
all the Gentiles over whom my name has been called’” (Acts 15:15-17).

Conclusion

The position that Luke’s Jesus is fundamentally a prophetic figure is sup-
ported not only by multiple and converging lines of literary evidence but
also by the way in which other important Lukan themes connected to
Jesus are at least consonant and in most cases positively complementary
to that prophetic presentation.






CHAPTER NINE

THE LUKAN KINGSHIP PARABLE

In a season when the parables of Jesus generally are subject to tireless
investigation, the Lukan Parable of the Pounds (19:11—27) stands strangely
neglected.! Perhaps the apparently conflated and secondary condition of
the parable makes it less interesting to those seeking the literary persona
of Jesus.? Or perhaps the conventional wisdom on the parable in its pres-
ent context is so consistent and so strong that, in spite of all the talk about
paradox and polyvalence elsewhere, here there seems to be no mystery.
Scholars debate the process of the parable’s formation.? Does it combine
two smaller parables (the “throne-pretender” and “the pounds”)? Has Luke
simply allegorized (with an eye to recent history) a story shared at some
point in the tradition, with Matt 25:14—30?* These questions disappear
when it comes to Luke’s redactional introduction to the parable in 19:11: all

! In the spate of studies devoted to the parables as literary artifacts, no one has looked
hard at this one. There is nothing at all in E. Linnemann, Parables of Jesus (London: SPCK,
1966) or M.A. Tolbert, Perspectives on the Parables (Phil.: Fortress, 1979), or in the volume
from the Entrevernes Group, Signs and Parables (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978), or in
that edited by D. Patte, Semiology and Parables (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1976). Only
passing reference is made in J.D. Crossan, In Parables, M. Boucher, The Mysterious Parable,
A Literary Study (CBQMS 6; Washington: CBA, 1977), D.O. Via, The Parables (Phil.: Fortress,
1967), and K. Bailey, Poet and Peasant (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976). J.D. Crossan has
given a bit more attention to it in “The Servant Parables of Jesus.” Semeia I (1974) 22—25.

2 This quest is made most explicit by Crossan, as in his Raid on the Articulate (N.Y.:
Harper and Row, 1976) 165-182.

3 Some older studies simply assert that Jesus spoke two similar but different parables
at different points in his ministry, as M.J. Ollivier, “Etude sur la physionomie intellectuelle
de N.SJ.C.: la parabole des mines (Luc xix 1-27),” RB 1 (1892) 589—601; H. Thiessen, “The
Parable of the Nobleman and the Earthly Kingdom, Luke 19:1-27,” Bibliotheca Sacra 91
(1937) 180-190; P. Jotion, “La parabole des mines (Luc 19:13—27) et la parabole des talents
(Matthieu 25, 14-30,” RSR 29 (1939) 489-94.

4 For a full discussion of the options, cf. esp. M. Zerwick, “Die Parabel vom Thronan-
waerter,” Bib 40 (1959) 654—674, in which the Archelaus connection is extensively dis-
played, 660ff; and, J. Dupont, “La parabole des Talents (Matt 25, 14—30) ou des Mines (Luc
19:12—27),” RTP ser. 319 (1969) 376—391; for shorter discussions, cf. J. Jeremias, The Parables
of Jesus Rev. Ed. Trans. S. Hook (N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963) 59; Crossan, “Servant
Parables,” 22—25, and F.D. Weinert, “The Parable of the Throne Claimant (Luke 19:12, 14153,
27) Reconsidered,” CBQ 39 (1977) 505ff.
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agree that this makes Ais understanding of the parable absolutely clear.5
19:11 reads, docovévtwy 8¢ adTdvY tabta Tpoabeis elnev mapafoiny did o eyyig
ebvat Tepovoadu adtdv xal Soxelv adtods 8Tt mapoyphiuo HEMEL V) BaotAeia
70D Beod dvagaiveabal In the light of this introduction, the parable (which
speaks of a nobleman going off to get a kingdom) must refer allegorically
to the ascension of Jesus and his return at the parousia for judgment.5
Luke has Jesus tell the story here to counter any misunderstanding about
the entry of Jesus as a messianic enthronement,” and, for his Christian
readers, to show that Jesus himself predicted the delay of the parousia.®
The business of the pounds and servants points to a secondary teaching,
the need to deal with material possessions creatively and responsibly
in the interim between ascension and parousia.®

Some have raised objections to one or the other aspect of this inter-
pretation. In his recent article, for example, Weinert notes that two key

5 The decisive role of 19:11 is especially emphasized by Jeremias, Parables, 59; H. Con-
zelmann, The Theology of Si. Luke tr. G. Buswell (N.Y.: Harper and Row, 1961) 113; A. Plum-
mer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to Saint Luke (ICC;
N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903) 439; and, G. Schneider, Parusiegleichnisse im Lukas-
Evangelium (Stuttgart: KBW Verlag, 1975) 38—42.

6 The consistent view of the commentaries is expressed by B.S. Easton, The Gos-
pel According to St. Luke (N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1926), 200. “To Luke this whole
narrative was a transparent allegory of the church during the absence of Christ.” With
some variations, the same is advanced by A. Loisy, L’Evangile selon Luc (Paris, 1924) 458;
LH. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978) 700—701; E.E. Ellis, The
Gospel of Luke (London: Nelson, 1966) 223; ].M. Creed, The Gospel According to St. Luke
(London: Macmillan and Co., 1930) 232; W. Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Lukas
(THNT III; Berlin: Evangelische Verlaganstalt, 1963) 363; E. Klostermann, Das Lukasevan-
gelium (HNT II, I; Tubingen: JCB Mohr, 1919) 549—550. Cf. also M.D. Goulder, “Character-
istics of the Parables in the Several Gospels.” /TS n.s. 19 (1968) 55; E. Kamlah, “Kritik und
Interpretation der Parabel der Anvertrauten Geldern, Mt 25:141ff,, Lk 19:12ff.,, ” Kerygma und
Dogma14(1968) 30; J.D. Kaestli, L’Eschalologie dans I'Oeuvre de Luc (Geneva: Labor et Fides,
1969) 39; H. Flender, Heil und Geschichte in der Theologie des Lukas (Munchen: Chr. Kaiser
Verlag, 1965) 73.

7 This is stressed by MJ. Lagrange, Evangile selon Saint Luc (EB; Paris: ] Gabalda, 1948)
492, who sees it as addressed, not to Luke’s contemporaries, but to the disciples. Cf. also
Marshall, 700, and E. Franklin, Christ the Lord (Phil.: Westminster, 1975) 26.

8 “The parable is made explicitly to teach a lesson concerning the delay of the second
advent,” C.H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (London: Nisbet and Co., Ltd, 1935) 147
(cf. also p. 153). Not everyone is so confident as that, but this function of the parable is the
standard view, as in Goulder, “Characteristics,” 62; Kaestli, L’Eschatologie, 38; Schneider,
Parusiegleichnisse, 38—40; Kamlah, “Kritik,” 29; Jeremias, Parables 59; Conzelmann, Theol-
ogy, u3; Dupont, “parabole,” 382; F. Bovon, Luc te Théologien (Paris: Delachaux et Niestle,
1978) 58, Marshall, 702; R. Hiers, “The Problem of the Delay of the Parousia in Luke-Acts,”
NTS 20 (1974) 148.

9 Cf. Flender, Heil und Geschichte, 73—74; S. Brown, Apostasy and Perseverance in the The-
ology of Luke (AB 36; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969) 104; Kaestli, L’Eschatologie,
40; Marshall, 701; Grundmann, 363; Plummer, 438.
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elements of the story (the hostile mission of the opposition, and the
account of the revenge by the king) do not fit comfortably within Luke’s
supposed interpretative framework.!? But he does not question the con-
ventional understanding of Luke’s intention.!! David Tiede, on the other
hand, has broken with the accepted interpretation of this parable. He says
that it does not refer to the delay of the parousia, but is best understood
as an interpretation of the larger Lukan story at that point: “Whether the
dominion of the king actually comes with his acclamation or his return in
power, Luke warns that those who refuse to acknowledge such a king are
playing a deadly game and, in effect, are already judged.”'? Tiede suggests
that this judgment is pronounced by Jesus’s words over the city in Luke
19:42—44.13 Although Tiede is certainly correct in his view, he could not,
within the framework of his book, adequately support this position,* as
I could not when I first made a similar proposal.!® Since this way of read-
ing the parable involves as well a shift in perception regarding the way
Luke works, it may be appropriate to place the discussion of the passage
firmly within that perception by means of a longer treatment.

Some Preliminary Remarks

The interpretation of the parable here being advanced depends on three
principles concerning Luke’s literary method which meet with wide appro-
bation in theory but less application in practice. The first is that Luke-
Acts is a single, though two-volumed, literary work. The story of Acts not
only continues, but interprets Luke’s version of the Gospel. The exegetical
implication is that one must reckon with all of Luke’s story to adequately
assess his purposes. An interpretation of any passage which fails to take
into account Luke’s later development of the narrative is insufficient.

10 Weinert, “Throne-Claimant,” 507.

1 Weinert, “Throne-Claimant,” 506.

12 D.L. Tiede, Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts (Phil.: Fortress, 1980) 79.

18 Tiede, Prophecy and History, 8o.

14 His discussion of the parable falls within a presentation of conflict and judgment in
Luke-Acts. Tiede does a good job of showing the thematic connection of this passage to
the opening of Luke’s journey narrative, Luke g:51ff. (cf. p. 57).

15 Cf. L.T. Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts (SBLDS 39: Mis-
soula: Scholars Press, 1977) 168-170.

16 For example, a study of “the poor” which does not take into account the complete
cessation of this theme in Acts would be skewed, as in R.J. Karris, “Rich and Poor: The
Lukan Sitz-im-leben,” Perspectives on Luke-Acts ed. C.H. Talbert (Danville: Assoc. of Baptist
Professors of Religion, 1978) 12—125.
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The second principle is that Luke intends to give his audience dogdAeia
by writing his story xa6e&fi¢ (Luke 1:3). I take this to mean that it is precisely
the sequence (ordering) of the narrative which is significant.’” The use of
this term in Acts 11:4 shows Luke’s aim clearly: by reciting the events of
Cornelius’s conversion in order (and with interpretation), Peter convinces
his listeners.!® So Luke intends his story to give dogdAeta to Theophilus.
The exegetical implication is that, in Luke, we need attend not only to
what Luke says but also to where in the story he says it. Losing the thread
of the story in Luke-Acts means losing the thread of meaning.

The third principle is that within his larger story, Luke uses sayings
material to interpret the narrative for his reader. The interpretative func-
tion of the speeches in Acts has received considerable attention,'® and
an increasing amount of work is also being done on the Gospel sayings
material from this perspective.2? I have called some of these interpre-
tative sayings “programmatic prophecies,” which is a rough and ready
characterization.?! Sometimes Luke’s sayings material points forward, and
sometimes backward.?? At other times, he uses sayings to illustrate what
is happening in his larger narrative.

Taken together, these three principles demand that the exegete take
seriously the function of individual pericopae within the larger Lukan
plot. Luke has a literary-theological goal which is connected to the way
the story is told as a whole, and the way it unfolds in sequence. Before
looking to what Luke may have wanted to teach a (putative) community
by a single pericope, therefore, the exegete needs to look first to the role

17 For recent discussion of this, cf. G. Schneider, “Zur Bedeutung von kathexés im
lukanischen Doppelwerk, ZNW 68 (1977) 128-131, and, RJ. Dillon, “Previewing Luke’s Proj-
ect from his Prologue (Luke 1:1-4),” CBQ 43 (1981) 205-227, esp. 217—223.

18 Cf. also Dillon, “Previewing,” 220, n. 43.

19 Cf, e.g., U. Wilckens, Die Missionsreden der Apostelgeschichte (Neukirchen: Neu-
kirchen Verlag, 1961) 7-31; F. Prast, Presbyter und Evangelium in nachapostolischer Zeit
(Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1979) 17—28; D. Hamm, This Sign of Healing: Acts 3:1-10,
A Study in Lukan Theology (PhD Dissertation: St. Louis University, 1975); Johnson, Literary
Function, 16—19.

20 Cf, e.g.,, P. Schubert, “The Structure and Significance of Luke 24,” Neutestamentliche
Studien fiir Rudolf Bultmann (Berlin: A. Toepelmann, 1959) 165-186; P. Minear, “Luke’s Use
of the Birth Stories,” Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. L. Keck and L. Martyn (Nashville: Abingdon.
1966) 111-130; Tiede, Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts, passim.

21 Johnson, Literary Function 18.

22 Cf. esp. RJ. Dillon, From Eye-Witnesses to Ministers of the Word (AB 82: Rome: Pontifi-
cal Biblical Institute, 1978) 50, 116ff.
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that passage plays in the literary composition as a whole.?3 The two per-
spectives need not conflict. Luke can use material both to advance his
story and to edify his readers. The exegete’s first task, however, is to check
on its function within the whole, for it is in that whole where the purpose
of Luke is most certainly to be found. Before applying these principles to
the Parable of the Pounds, it will be helpful to clear the way by raising
some specific questions concerning the usual understanding of the pas-
sage in its Lukan context.

Problems of the Traditional Interpretation

L. There is little in the parable itself which demands considering it an
allegorical tale about the ascension-parousia. In particular, there is noth-
ing in Luke’s version to indicate a temporal delay. Matthew’s Parable of
the Talents appears to have affected the reading of Luke’s story. By the
way he has clustered 25:14—-30 with the “Ten Maidens” (25:1—23) and “The
Judgment of the Nations” (25:14—30) within his eschatological discourse
(24:1-51), Matthew has made his parable one of eschatological judgment,
Matthew alone has any indication that the man was gone moAbv xpdvov
(Matt 2519).24 In Matthew, the reward is for the future (25:21, 23) and is
connected to v xapdv ToD xvpiov cov. These notes point to an eschatolog-
ical dominion for the faithful ones. This picture accords with Matt 19:28, in
which the rule of the Twelve over Israel is seen in strictly eschatological
terms (in contrast, as we shall see, to Luke). Luke’s version of the par-
able has no significant delay in the nobleman’s return as king. Everything
gets carried out with dispatch. The “getting of the kingdom” is not an
unrealized event of the future, but one already accomplished in the story
(Luke 19:15).25 The reward to those who have handled their charge well
does not consist in some future overseeing of possessions, but is present
(1661, yivov), and consists in power (¢§oucia) over cities within the King’s
realm (Luke 19117, 19). They play a present leadership role within the king-
dom gained by the nobleman. This political reward for the faithful use of
possessions integrates the two parts of the story, and indicates as well that

28 Cf. L.T. Johnson, “On Finding the Lukan Community: A Cautious Cautionary Essay,”
1979 SBL Seminar Papers ed. P. Achtemeier (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979) 87-100.

24 Against Creed, 232; Klostermann, 549; Dupont, “parabole,” 382; Kaestli, L’Eschatologie,
39—40, one cannot take Luke’s “far country” as indicating a significant temporal delay.
Travel was not so bad, then.

25 Cf. Tiede, Prophecy and History, 79.
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the “political” aspect of the parable is not secondary but, in its present
version, primary.

Other parts of the story do not fit the usual interpretation of the parable
as a parousia-allegory. If the “going away” refers to the ascension of Jesus,
what are we to make of his fellow “citizens” (19:14)—who are they? When
and how do they voice their protest?2¢ The slaughter of the opponents is
even more difficult. Is there any indication elsewhere in Luke-Acts that
there will be a final judgment looking like this?2” The usual view of the
parable also leaves hanging the fate of the third servant. In Matthew the
profitless one is thrown into the outer darkness (Matt 25:30). Again, this
is a recognizably eschatological element in Matthew (cf. Matt 8:12; 13:50;
2213; 24:51). But although Luke knows this stereotype for eschatological
judgment (cf. Luke 13:28), he does not use it here. Indeed, this man is
simply deprived of his pound (and his potential leadership). He is not
utterly rejected; only “the enemies” are eliminated. If the story is about
judgment for stewardship in the period of the Church, therefore, it limps
at this point.

Since there is nothing in the story itself which compels its being read
as a parousia parable, and since some parts of the story militate against
this reading, even more weight falls on the introduction in 19:11. The con-
ventional reading is saved in this fashion: no matter how poorly the par-
able itself fits the setting, Luke sees it that way. But does he? Is 19:11 really
so clear? If the introduction and parable go together so feebly, must we
regard Luke as a sloppy workman? No, because we can ask whether this
introduction means what it is usually taken to mean. Perhaps Luke’s par-
able accords very well with another understanding of the introduction.

II. The Introduction, 19:11. This single verse seems to be straightforward,
but is not. Each part of the verse presents multiple possibilities for
interpretation.

A. To whom is the parable spoken? 19:11 links the parable to the story
of Zaccheus and its concluding sayings (19:1-10) by a genitive absolute,

26 To identify the opponents simply as “the Jews,” without any qualification (as in
Plummer 438, Marshall 701), is to miss the careful presentation of Luke concerning “the
divided people of God.” cf. J. Jervell, Luke and the People of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg,
1971) 41-74.

27 Weinert, “Throne-Claimant,” 507.
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axovévtwy 3¢ avtdv tadta. Who are the adtoi? The strict grammatical
antecedent would be the mdvtes of verse 7, who grumbled because Jesus
entered the house of Zaccheus.?® They fit Luke’s usual way of present-
ing the hostile leaders of the people, and the content of their complaint
(cf. e.g. 15:1-3).29 If the parable is told specifically to opponents, the harsh
ending would surely be the point. It is possible, however, that the adtot
refers generally to either the &yAot or uabytai who make up the other parts
of Jesus’ entourage as he goes towards Jerusalem. We last saw the 8xAog in
18:36 (designated as the Aadg in 18:43) at the healing of the blind man who
proclaimed Jesus as Son of David (18:37-39). The padnral last appeared
as represented by the Twelve in 19:31, the audience for the third passion
prediction (18:31-34).

There are, then, three possible audiences for the parable: the crowd,
the disciples, or the opponents. In the journey narrative, Luke is gener-
ally careful to specify Jesus’s audiences, and purposefully.3? To the dis-
ciples, he has Jesus address teachings on discipleship; to the crowd, calls
for repentance, and warnings; to the opponents, sayings of rejection and
judgment.3! His failure to make this audience clearer to his reader leads
one to think that the group to whom the parable was spoken was meant
to consist of all those with Jesus on the way to Jerusalem, with the parable
addressing each segment in diverse ways, and Luke’s readers most of all.

B. Is the story told to confute the audience’s expectations, or confirm
them? This is the critical issue posed by 19:11, and one not easily resolved.
The usual understanding is, of course, that the parable is told to refute the
expectation.32 But is there anything in the introduction itself which leads
to this conclusion? Luke says that the parable was told because of two cir-
cumstances: he was near Jerusalem, and “they” considered étt mapoypfipa
uEMeL 1 Baatieior Tod Beod dvagaiveabal. That he was near to Jerusalem is
not in doubt (18:31). If Luke wanted the parable to serve as a rebuttal, then
it must have been addressed to their expectation.

Before looking at the content of that expectation, we should note that
neither Luke’s language here, nor his accustomed usage, demands that

28 (f. Jotion, 489, who then sees this as a parable told to opponents, 493.

29 Johnson, Literary Function, 109-113.

30 Cf. A. Mosely, “Jesus’ Audiences in the Gospels of St. Mark and St. Luke,” NTS 10
(1963) 139-149.

81 Johnson, Literary Function, 107-108.

32 Cf. esp. Conzelmann, Theology 113; Jeremias, Parables 59; Dodd, Parables 153.
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we see the introduction as setting up a reversal of their expectations. The
language: The verb doxéw is used by Luke in its full range. Sometimes it
appears in sentences containing false suppositions which are either implic-
itly or explicitly refuted.3? Just as often, though, Luke uses it in a neutral
sense.3* It depends on the content whether it is a mere “supposition,” or
a “consideration.” Nor does Luke’s customary way of introducing parables
help us determine whether this one is meant to support or deny the audi-
ence’s expectations. He takes care to indicate the setting of the parables
in Jesus’s ministry, and we are able sometimes to determine the audience
because of his consistency in stereotyping his characters.3®> He can even
explicitly state the purpose of a parable, as in the Woman and the Judge.
This was told to the disciples mpog 6 delv mavtote mpogedyeabar adTovg
wal pn éyxoxelv (Luke 18:1). The structure of this introduction is similar
to that of 191, but it is much more explicit in its intention. Only once in
Luke do we find Jesus telling a parable explicitly to refute an understand-
ing of his audience. This is the parable of the Pharisee and Tax-Collector,
told mpdg Tvag Todg memolbéTag ¢’ Eautols 1t elatv Sixatot xal eEovdevodvrag
Tolg Aotmolg (18:9). In that case, however, it is not a specific expectation,
but an entire viewpoint which is countered. The parable of Lazarus and
Dives (16:19-31) is likewise told to those we recognize as opponents of
Jesus (16:14-15), and is an implicit rebuff to their attitude of grAapyvpla
(16:15), but the point is made subtly.

The parable of the Good Samaritan (10:30—35) is told in response to
a question, and while it may subvert the implicit understanding of the
questioner,3¢ is not strictly a refutation of it (cf. 10:28, 36—37). The par-
able of the Rich Fool (12:16-21) is told to the crowd (12:13, 16) in response
to an inappropriate request (12:13), but does not function as a rebuttal of
the request. The fascinating question of Peter in 12:41 makes the intended
audience for Jesus’s parable of the Household Manager in 12:42—48 the
Twelve,3” but once more, the parable does not overturn any expectation
of Peter’s. The parable of the Fig-Tree (13:6-9) is told to confirm Jesus’s
demand for repentance in 13:1-5.

Luke 8:18; 12:40, 51; 13:2, 4; 24:37; Acts 12:9; 17:18.

34 Luke 1:3; 10:36; 22:24; Acts 15:22ff,; 25:27; 26:9; 27:13.

35 As in Luke 16:14-15 and 18:9.

86 Cf. ].D. Crossan, The Dark Interval (Niles, Ill.: Argus, 1975) 104-108.
Mosely, “Audiences,” 146; Jeremias, Parables 50, 46, 99.
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The introductions to parabolic discourse in chapters 14 and 15 are par-
ticularly interesting. Luke calls the lesson on hospitality given to Jesus’s
fellow guests a mapafory) (14:7), though it is neither veiled nor metaphori-
cal. It serves to reprove the behavior Jesus had observed but does not
directly attack any expectation of the guests. When Jesus does, in this set-
ting, get down to parabolic discourse, (the parable of the Great Banquet,
14:16—24), he does so in response to a statement made by a guest regarding
the kingdom: paxdptog 8atig pdyetar dptov év T BactAeia Tod Beod (14:15).
The parable shows something about the call to the kingdom, but it in
no way functions to rebut the guest's exclamation, or his opinion. As in
19:11, the opinion is stimulated by an apparently eschatological statement
by Jesus (14:4). The parable does not deny the blessedness of life in the
kingdom, but it shifts the discussion to what is, in fact, happening in the
ministry of Jesus: the rejection by those first called, and the invitation of
the outcast. That this is the case is indicated by the thematic connection
between the parable and Jesus’s immediate call to the crowd in 14:25-33.
In short, the parable of the Great Banquet responds to a statement about
the Kingdom with an illustration of its emergence within the ministry
of Jesus.

The most extended introduction to a parable is found in 15:1-3. The par-
ables of the lost sheep (15:4—7), lost coin (15:8-10) and lost son (15:11—32)
are told in response to the reactions of the Scribes and Pharisees to Jesus’s
ministry. They grumble because Jesus receives and eats with sinners. Each
parable is clearly intended by Luke, not to refute this perception, but to
confirm it. Each one shows that, in fact, Jesus’s ministry precisely involves
such a welcoming of those who are lost and sinful. These parables defend
Jesus’s ministry.

Luke’s way of introducing parables is various. Only once does he explic-
itly refute the outlook of his listeners. Sometimes he uses the parable to
confirm the viewpoint of the audience. Other times still he uses the intro-
duction and parable as a way of illustrating something about the progress
of his larger story. This is clearest in the parable of the Great Banquet and
the parables of The Lost. It may well be the function of the Parable of the
Pounds, as well. In any case, there is nothing in Luke’s language or other
usage to demand our seeing the parable as a refutation of the expectation
expressed in 19:11.

C. The content of 19:11: what is being confirmed or confuted? There are at
least three possibilities, here.
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1. Usually the emphasis is placed on mapaypfjua,®® and its place in the sen-
tence would justify this stress. What does it mean? Apart from Matt 21119,
20, it is a distinctively Lukan word, being used by him sixteen times and by
the other NT writers not at all. Luke especially likes to use it for healings,
to note the suddenness of physical change.39 It always refers to a palpable,
physical event. This is the only place where its reference might be to an
event of larger or more indeterminate proportions. The tadta, referring
back to 19:9-10, seems to place their expectation within an eschatological
framework.#? If the parable confirms the introduction, Jesus’s entrance
as Paoireds and the events of the passion are proximate enough to be
called mapaypfjua. But if this word is the target of disconfirmation, it is
by no means necessary to conclude that the author is justifying a parou-
sia delayed for generations. The confutation of mapaypfjua could be taken
care of within the temporal range of Luke’s narrative (any time past the
anpepov of 19:9), with not an eye to a distant return of the Lord.

2. The verb dvagaiw is in a position of greater emphasis even than
mapaxpipa. It is usually taken to mean, simply, “appear.” If so, the ques-
tion “in what sense,” is still appropriate. Does it point to a full-scale, visible
realization of the kingdom, or specifically to the return of the Son of Man
for judgment? Or can an “appearance” be accomplished by some sort of
symbolic manifestation of the Kingdom, such as the proclamation of a
king by his followers? Again, the issue of confirmation or disconfirmation
is important.

It is necessary, in any case, to emphatically deny the assumption that
dvagaivw is part of the technical language connected to the parousia.
This illegitimate transfer of meaning sometimes takes place,*! supported,

38 Cf, e.g., Plummer, 439.

39 Cf. Luke 4:39; 5:25; 8:44, 47, 55; 1313, 18:43; Acts 3:7. He also uses it for the sudden
deaths of Sapphira (Acts 5:10) and Herod (Acts 12:23).

40 The combination of “Son of Abraham,” “Salvation,” “Today,” and “Son of Man,” is
evocative. There is a cluster of eschatological Son of Man sayings in the journey section
(9:26; 12:8-10, 40; 17:22, 24, 26, 30; 18:8). Abraham appears in eschatological contexts in
13:28 and 16:22. Of greater interest, however, is the Lukan redaction of 3:6-8, in which
owtpla and téxva Afpady closely joined. The statements of 19:9-10 are not, within the
Lukan story, unusual. The coming of salvation is announced already in 1:69, 71 and 2:30.
Jesus declares the Scripture fulfilled “today” in 4:21, and the bent woman is called a daugh-
ter of Abraham in 13:16. As in those places, the realization of salvation or healing is not
future, but present, “for the Son of Man has come to save...” (19:10).

41 This seems to be implicit in the commentaries, and is made explicit in Ellis, 223.
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of course, by the use of gaivw and especially émigaivw in the New Testa-
ment. In 2 Thess 2:8, émipdvela and wapovaia are used together. And in the
Pastorals, émipdveia has close to a technical meaning in reference to the
mapovaia (cf. 1 Tim 6:14; 2 Tim 1:10; 4:1; Tit 2:13). But Luke lacks this noun
altogether, as he does mapovaio. Luke uses the adjective émigavig once
in the citation of Joel 3:4 in Acts 2:20, with reference to the “Great and
Manifest Day of the Lord.” As for the verb émaivw, it is used by Tit 2:11
and 3:4 in a sacral sense, but in both Luke 1:79 and Acts 27:20, the use
is non-technical. There is simply no basis for transferring any technical
sense from émigaivw to dvagaivw in Luke 19:11.

Neither can we assume that dvagaivw always means the same as paivw,*?
although it sometimes does. Luke is the only NT author to use it. In Acts
21:3, the aorist participle dvagdvavtes means, “catching sight of,”#3 and the
only other use in the NT is here in 19:11. To conclude that it means sim-
ply “appear,” however, would be precipitous, for the uses of dvagaive in
other writings of the time are more various. The verb in the passive voice
frequently does mean, “to appear, to be manifested,” as consistently in
Josephus.** But this is not invariable. Philo uses it often in the sense of “to
reveal,” especially in contexts wherein something latent becomes visible.#>
By extension, he can speak of God “revealing” his own existence,*¢ or the
truth of a situation.*” This meaning, in turn, shades easily into “manifest”
in the sense of “demonstrate,” or even “display.”® The step is not far, then,
to another use of dvagaivw which is of special interest to the analysis
of this passage. Philo speaks of God “revealing his judgment.” As a ver-
bal action, this sort of manifestation is tantamount to “announcing his
judgment.”*® Finally, Philo speaks of actions which “reveal” or “declare” a

42 Luke uses qaivwa physical appearance in Luke 9:8 and for a mental impression in
Luke 24:11. He uses éupaviig in Acts 10:40 for Jesus’s resurrection appearance. 'Epgovilw
used in Acts 2315, 22; 24:1; 25:2, 15 for “report.”

43 As in Philo, Ad Flaccum 27.

44 Cf. Josephus, /B IV 377; VII 371 and Ant XVII 120.

45 Cf. De Migr. Abr. 183; De Fuga 28; De Cong. 124, 153; De Spec. Leg. 11, 141, 152; IV, 51-52;
Ad Gaium 120.

46 De Praem, 44. Cf. also the two uses of dvagaivw given in J.H. Moulton, G. Milligan, The
Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1930) 39.

47 De Jos, 255.

48 Quod Omn. Prob. 149; De Praem. 4. Plato uses dvagaivw this sense in Critias 108C.

49 De Vita Mosis 11, 228. The two uses of dvagaivew LxX Job 11:18 and 13:18 seem to me
to bear the same meaning. In Job’s forensic context “to appear righteous” implies, “to be
declared righteous by the judge.”
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royal figure to be divine.>° This last usage is considerably older than Philo,
and can be found in Pindar,5' Euripides,>? and, possibly, in Herodotus.53

In the light of this, it is not at all impossible that Luke intended péXiet
¥ BaaiAeio 10D Beod dvagaivesdat to mean that “the Kingdom of God was
going to be declared.” This would find immediate confirmation in the
proclamation of Jesus as King in 19:38. But this brings us to the final dif-
ficulty of 19:11, the meaning of Bactieia To0 Beod.

3. What point does Luke want to make about the Kingdom of God? If the
function of the parable is to confirm the expectation of 19:11, then Luke
illustrates something about this kingdom, and those who reject it. And
by having Jesus proclaimed as king in 19:38, he says something about the
relation of Jesus to this Kingdom. This is straightforward. But if the point
of the parable is to refute 19:11, several other possibilities present them-
selves. Already from Luke 1:33, Luke told us that Jesus would rule over
Israel forever. The question of the restoration of the kingdom to Israel is
raised explicitly in Acts 1:6, and only obliquely answered. Three aspects of
“Kingdom” must therefore be considered: the kingship of Jesus, rule over
Israel, and the Kingdom of God. Do they mutually impinge? If the point
of the parable is to clarify a misconception contained in 19:11, how does
it do this? Does it assert that messianic rule over Israel is not the same
thing as the Kingdom of God, although Jesus is proclaimed as king in the
entry?54 Does it assert that the rule of Jesus over God’s people is not yet
the full realization of God’s rule and Kingdom?55 Much weight rests on a
less than clear construction. This article cannot rehearse all the complex-
ity of Luke’s view of the Kingdom. But a simplistic view of 19:11 which,
without qualification, identifies Bagiiela ToD Oeod with the return of Jesus
at the parousia misses that complexity altogether and begs the question
of the passage’s meaning.

50 In a recitation of Caligula’s wrongdoing, Philo asks rhetorically, 31 tabta 6 véog
Advuaog Nty dvepdwng?

51 Pindar’s 4th Pythian Ode 1:62 has the son of Polymnestus declared the (future) king
of Cyrene: Bagilé’ dugavev Kvpdva (Liddell and Scott).

52 In the Bacchae 528, there is a divine acclamation: dvagaive ot 88, & Bdugyte, OnBaig
dvopdZew (Liddell and Scott).

53 Herodotus III, 82.

54 Dupont, “parabole,” 381.

55 Conzelmann, Theology 198; Hiers, “Delay,” 148.
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III. This is the final deficiency in the traditional understanding of the
parable with its introduction: it makes Luke work against himself as an
author. We are asked to believe that Luke, using traditional materials with
considerable freedom and able to put this passage wherever he wished,>¢
deliberately placed it here at the climax of Jesus’s carefully plotted ascent
to Jerusalem (with meticulous markings of the way and the exact point of
entry). He put it at this point of crescendo, in order to show that, in fact,
this entry of Jesus was not the “appearing at once” of the Kingdom of God.
Why should Luke’s readers need to be told that? Were they so confused?5”
If Luke wanted to clarify matters, he has done an extraordinarily poor job,
for the placement of the parable here only heightens the kingly impres-
sion made by Jesus’s entrance into Jerusalem. This is strengthened further
by Luke’s insertion of ¢ PagiAels in 19:38, which makes the acclamation
avagaiveadat explicit, and by his having the Pharisees respond immedi-
ately with a demand that this acclamation of Jesus as king be silenced.
As to the connection between this royal entry and the kingdom of God,
Luke has further muddied his own waters by making the phrasing of 19:38
(&v oVpav® elpVvy xai 36Ea év piotorg) recall so emphatically the angelic
praise of God in 214 (86&x év Oictowg fed xai €mi Yiig elpywy év dvbphmorg
evdoxlag).

The entry is only part of the problem. The Lukan version of the Last
Supper again speaks clearly of the kingly rule of Jesus, one to be given
as well to the Twelve: xaryw SratiBepar duiv xabwg d1€beto not 6 matnp pov
Bagtielav (22:29). The striking difference from the parallel Matthean logion
has been elaborated before.>® In Luke, the authority is a present one, and
will be carried out by the Twelve in Luke’s narrative of the Jerusalem
community.59 Again, if Luke wished to loosen the connection between
the reign of God and the manifestations of it in Jesus’s ministry, he only
confused the issue by shaping this passage the way he did. He adds to the
confusion further in 23:2 by the way he has phrased the charge against

56 A simple observation, but worth pondering. If Luke had control of his materials, and
wanted to achieve the purpose suggested for this passage, why didn’t he place the passage
in a less ambiguous setting, for example after the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, so that the
reader could not miss the next “enthronement” as the ascension?

57 Marshall, 702, sees the difficulty here, but passes over it.

58 J. Dupont, “Le logion des douze Trdénes (Mat 19:28, Lc 22:28-30),” Bib 45 (1964)
355—-392. One should especially note the solemn and legal resonances of Siatibyput, cf. L-S,
s.v. and J. Behm, “Swtifnu,” TDNT 11, 104-106, who sees the va clause as the object of the
verb.

59 Dupont, “Logion,” 381; Brown, Apostasy 641f.; Jervell, Luke and the People of God 94.
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Jesus. Before Pilate, Jesus is accused of stirring up the nation and call-
ing himself a Christ, a king (Aéyovta éavtdv xpiotév Paciiéa elvat). Only
Luke draws this close a connection between yplotés and Bactietds, and
has reported it as Jesus’s own identification. Finally, in a uniquely Lukan
turn, the man crucified with Jesus asks to be remembered Stav €Afyg €ig
™V Pagiieiov gov (23:42), and Jesus tells him that he will be with him that
day in paradise (23:43).

Since all of these notes emphasizing the kingly identity of Jesus are
uniquely Lukan, and all of them occur immediately after the parable with
its introduction, we must take seriously the possibility that Luke intended
his parable to confirm 19:11, for the progress of Luke’s story after the par-
able shows us in fact a “manifestation” of God’s Kingdom “immediately.”
The points I have made should at least cause the traditional interpretation
of this passage as a teaching on the delay of the parousia to be put aside,
and prepare the way for a reading of the parable which takes seriously its
function within Luke’s larger narrative. The shape of the parable itself,
the ambiguity of 19:11, and Luke’s consistency as a writer call for such a
reading.

The Lukan Context for the Parable

If it is so that Luke achieves his purpose not only by what he tells his
readers but also by the order of his telling, it is important to see precisely
where in his story Luke has placed this passage, and what that placement
might signify. The parable comes at a critical turning point in three con-
current developments within Luke’s story: the proclamation of God’s Rule
by the Prophet-Messiah, the division within the people Israel caused by
this proclamation, and the formation of a new leadership for the restored
portion of this people.

A. Jesus and the Kingdom of God. Luke does not identify the Kingdom of
God with the Kingdom of Israel, or the kingship of Jesus. The Kingdom
of God remains a transcendent reality, the effective rule of God, which is
proclaimed throughout Luke-Acts,5° but is never said to be realized fully.®!
As Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of God (4:43) and sends out emissar-

60 Cf. Prast, Presbyter und Evangelium 263-300.
61 But Conzelmann goes too far when he asserts, “He knows nothing of an immanent
development on the basis of the preaching of the kingdom,” Theology 122.



THE LUKAN KINGSHIP PARABLE 177

ies so to preach (9:2; 10:9), the missionaries of Acts continue to preach 7
Bagtrela tod Beod: Philip (Acts 8:12), Barnabas with Paul (14:21—22), and Paul
himself (19:8; 20:25) until the very end (28:23, 31). Jesus can speak of the
“approach” (¢yyvg) of the Kingdom as a future phenomenon (Luke 21:31).

But there is another side to Luke’s presentation of the Kingdom. Jesus
promises not to eat or drink after the meal with his disciples before his
death “until the Kingdom of God comes” (Luke 2216, 18). Yet, Luke makes
a point of Jesus eating and drinking with his witnesses after his resur-
rection (24:30, 43; Acts 1:4; 10:41), and these occasions are used by Jesus
to teach them ta mepl tj¢ Pagtreiog Tod Beod (Acts 1:4). Here is the deep
ambiguity in Luke’s teaching on the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom is not
the church, certainly, nor is it simply a spiritual reality. At the same time,
it is not entirely future, or world-ending. People enter into it (Luke 18:24)
even if through suffering (Acts 14:22). Luke’s eschatology is decidedly
more individualistic than some other NT writers (cf. Luke 12:20; 16:22),52
and his eschatology is not simply a temporal category.6® At the heart of
the ambiguity is the role played by Jesus as King over Israel. Luke may not
have intended to resolve the ambiguity, but it is part of the puzzle into
which this parable must be fitted.

From the beginning of the Gospel, Luke’s reader knows that Jesus will
reign (Bagthevoet) over the House of Jacob, that his kingdom (Bagtieia)
will have no end (1:33), because God will give him the throne of his father
David (1:32). In Luke, prophecies have a way of getting fulfilled within his
story, and so it is with this one. In the first eight chapters of the Gospel,
the phrase 1) Paciieio To0 B0l occurs five times, in each case with Jesus
as its proclaimer (4:43; 6:20; 7:28; 8:1, 10). From the sending of the Twelve
in 9:1, however, up to our parable in 19:11, the phrase occurs twenty-one
times. Luke does more than intensify the number of references to the
kingdom in this section. He associates the Kingdom explicitly with the
words and work of Jesus, and he pictures the Kingdom as imminent,
indeed immanent.5* These two aspects are brought together in Jesus’s
response during the Beelzebul controversy, “If I cast out demons by the
finger of God, dipa EpBagev €’ budg 1) BagtAeia Tod Beod” (11:20).

The prayer Jesus teaches his disciples during the journey, éAbétw 1
Bagtiela gov (11:2) is found in a context where that kingdom is appearing

62 Cf. J. Dupont, Lés Beatitudes 111 Les Evangélistes (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1973) 136.

63 This is developed in a small pamphlet of mine, Luke-Acts: A Story of Prophet and
People (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1981) 54—64.

64 Cf. Luke 10:9, 11; 16:16; 17:20—21; 18:16-17; 18:24, 29.
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powerfully in the work and words of Jesus. It is because of this that he
can tell the pofyrtal (12:22) to seek the Kingdom because, in fact, it has
already pleased the Father to give it to them: un @éfov... &1t €0déxnoev 6
morty)p D&Y Sodvat Opiv ™ Pactieioy (12:32).85 It is for this reason that the
kingdom parables of the mustard seed and leaven, which stress imma-
nent presence, are appropriate in this journey context (13:18-21),66 and
it is for this reason that Jesus'’s response to the Pharisees’ interrogation
about the coming of the Kingdom 300 yap 1) factieio tod Beod évrdg Hpdv
goTw, 17:20—21) must be seen as an interpretation precisely of this process:
in the progress of Jesus toward Jerusalem, the authentic people of God
and therefore the Kingdom of God, is coming into existence.

The kingdom has been connected to Jesus’s work, and has been increas-
ingly pictured as present. But Jesus himself has never yet been called a
king. Only, just before the Zaccheus incident, he is twice called “Son of
David” by the blind man of Jericho, which is a preparation. Right after the
parable, however, we find Jesus himself proclaimed as BagtAeds (19:38),
accused of claiming to be Messiah-King (23:2ff.), castigated as such on the
cross (23:37, 38), begged there for a place in his kingdom (23:42), and, at
the last supper, giving rule (Bagtieia) to his closest followers (22:29). Con-
cerning this past point, we should note that Jesus gives to others what had
already been granted to him (xafcg 81é0eté pot 6 matip pov Bactieiow). This
should be kept in mind as we read the parable, for the nobleman gave rule
to his servants after he had gotten the kingdom (AafBévta v Bagtieiov,
19:15). After the parable, in short, the Kingdom of God and the Kingship
of Jesus are brought by Luke very close together.

This connection continues in Acts, though less obtrusively, for the point
has been made for any careful reader. The question concerning the resto-
ration of the kingdom to Israel “at this time” is not so much rebuffed as
answered in terms of his followers’ witnessing to him (Acts 1:6-8). Philip
preaches about the Kingdom of God and the Name of Jesus Christ—the
two are spoken in one breath (Acts 8:12). We find Paul accused of preach-
ing another king, Jesus (Acts 17:7). And Paul’s final testimony concerning
the Kingdom of God is specified by his trying to persuade the Jews of
Rome mept 100 'Inood (28:23). At the very end, Paul preaches the Kingdom

65 The use of the aorist should be noted here, as well as the complete absence of this
element of realization in the parallel, Matt 6:33.

66 Unless these small parables have this interpretative function within the Lukan jour-
ney narrative, their uprooting from the Markan setting (cf. Mk 4:30—32) which is taken
over by Matt 13:31—33, is hard to understand.
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and teaches mept 00 Kuplov 'Inood Xpiatod (Acts 28:31). Finally, we note
that in Paul’s sermon at Antioch of Pisidia, he strikes the Davidic (and
therefore kingly) connection hard, by moving directly from David to Jesus
¢ Topan owthpa (13:23, cf. Luke 2:11), a connection already established by
Luke 1:32, 69; 18:37—-39; 20:41—44; Acts 2:34; 7:45, and picked up a last time
by James in Acts 15:16.

As Luke sees God’s people as consisting in more than the historical
Israel, yet always rooted in the restored people (realized in the Jerusalem
community),5? so he sees the Kingdom of God as transcending the rule
of Jesus over the people Israel, yet always without denying the reality or
legitimacy of that messianic rule. It is not contrary to God’s Kingdom; in
some sense, it is both sign and partial realization of that kingdom. And
the place in the story where this connection is established is the Parable
of the Pounds.

B. The rejection of Jesus by the leaders of Israel.58 It is again in the journey
narrative that Luke intensifies this part of his story. Zechariah had pre-
dicted a division in the people Israel caused by Jesus (Luke 2:34). It was
programmatically foreshadowed at Nazareth (4:16-30). And in 7:29-30,
Luke identifies the nature of the split: the tax-collectors and sinners—
the outcast—received God’s prophets; but the leaders of the people—the
Pharisees and Lawyers—rejected both John and Jesus. These are the “citi-
zens” (19:14) who did not accept the prophetic messianic mission of Jesus.
Because they rejected him, they rejected God’s plan for themselves (7:30),
and found themselves progressively excluded from the restored people
forming about the Messiah.

In the journey narrative, Luke so organizes his materials that the reader
gains the impression of a great crowd of disciples being formed about
Jesus from among the crowd, as he makes his way to Jerusalem (the small
band of 8:1-3 becomes, at the entrance to the city, a TAHBog T@V padntév,
19:37). At the same time, the leaders of the people, who constantly test
and oppose the prophet, are being excluded.

Once more, the Parable of the Pounds proves to be a critical stage in
this progress of the story. It is immediately preceded by the acceptance
by Zaccheus of Jesus (Zaccheus, of course, being a chief tax-collector),

67 Cf. Jervell, Luke and the People of God 56—64, and N.A. Dahl, “‘A People for His Name
(Acts 1514)" " NTS 4 (1957-8) 319-327.

68 For these two sections of the argument, I rely on evidence developed more fully in
Literary Function 46121, and will therefore make my points without great elaboration.
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and Jesus in turn proclaiming him a son of Abraham (19:9).6° Typically,
the opponents respond to the gesture of fellowship by grumbling (197,
cf. 151-3). After the Parable of the Pounds, when Jesus is acclaimed as
BaatAevg, the Pharisees want the acclamation silenced (19:39). In response,
Jesus speaks words of judgment over their city (19:41-44), thus completing
the pattern: the leaders who reject Jesus are themselves rejected.

That there will be a change in leadership over the people is indicated
parabolically by the Parable of the Vineyard (20:9-18) which is recognized
by the leaders as addressed to them (20:19). The representatives of the
leadership shift at this point: the Pharisees and Lawyers are replaced by
the members of the Sanhedrin as the opponents of Jesus. But it is still the
leaders who oppose him, rather than the populace at large.”®

In Acts, the Jerusalem narrative shows how the leaders of the people
who rejected the voice of the Prophet whom God raised up (to continue
his powerful presence in the words and deeds of his prophetic followers)
were “cut off from the people” (Acts 3:23). Before the Spirit-filled words
and deeds of the Apostles, the leaders were reduced to fear and impo-
tence: authority over the people passed from their hands (5:26, 41-42).

They resisted the rule of the one who was the true heir of the throne
of David his father (Acts 2:30, cf. Luke 1:32), who was at God’s right hand
(2:35), and was seen as Son of Man standing at God’s right hand (7:56).
They resisted him by refusing the proclamation of him by those who pro-
claimed God’s Kingdom in his name. They were never “slaughtered.” But
they were certainly, in Luke’s story, “cut off” from the people of God.

C. The New Leadership over Israel. As the old leaders fall away from their
place of authority, Luke shows us the preparation, installation, and min-
istry of a new group of leaders over Israel: the Twelve. From the send-
ing out of the Twelve in guff,, Luke joins two aspects of this leadership:
(1) it is intimately connected with the work of Jesus—as he proclaims the
kingdom and announces its presence by works of healing, so do they (9:2,
1): 2) it is symbolized by the disposition of possessions, especially by the
distribution of food. The Twelve share with Jesus in the feeding of the

69 Notice how the talk of Abraham in 3:8; 13:15-16; 13:28 and 16:22 occurs within this
theme of acceptance and rejection within the people. Luke makes the point repeatedly
that the acceptance or rejection of Jesus determines inclusion within the people. Thus,
in 19:9-10, salvation comes to Zaccheus, a son of Abraham because of his acceptance of
Jesus.

70 Cf. J. Kodell, “Luke’s Use of Laos, ‘People’ especially in the Jerusalem Narrative,” CBQ
31 (1969) 327—343; Johnson, Literary Function 117-119.
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five thousand (9:12—17). The Twelve (cf. 12:41) are like managers whom the
master will place over the household servants (12:42).

After the Parable of the Pounds, as we have seen, the Twelve are, at the
Last Supper, given Baciieia over Israel (22:29-30), and this authority is
symbolized in terms of service at tables (22:24—27).7! In Acts, this author-
ity is exercised by the leadership role the Twelve play within the restored
Israel. They are established in power when faced with persecution (4:23—
31). They exercise prophetic power within the people (5:1-11), and are
the acknowledged leaders both within (4:32—-37) and without (5:12—42).
The authority they wield is again symbolized by their being in charge
of the collection and distribution of goods. When the Twelve hand on
the spiritual authority to the Seven, it is once more symbolized by table-
service (Acts 6aff.). In this progression as well, the Parable of the Pounds
provides a point of pivot.

Reading the Parable in Context

The lines of interpretation should by now be abundantly clear. Who is the
nobleman who would be king, and who in fact gets BactAeia, so that he
cannot only exercise it, but share it with his faithful followers? Jesus, who
will immediately be hailed as king, dispose of BagtAeia, grant entrance
to the thief, and, as risen Lord, continue to exercise authority through
his emissaries’ words and deeds. Who are the fellow citizens who do not
wish to have this man as their ruler, who protest it, and then, defeated,
are slaughtered before the king? The leaders of the people who decried
the proclamation of Jesus as King, who mocked him as such on the cross,
who rejected his mission as prophet, who persecuted his Apostles and
who, at last, found themselves “cut off from the people.” Who are the ser-
vants whose use of possessions is rewarded by ¢£ovoia within the domin-
ion of this king? The Twelve, who have been schooled in service (22:28),
and whose BagiAeia over the restored Israel is exercised and expressed in
the ministry of word and table-service.”> When will all this occur? In the
course of the story Luke is telling, beginning immediately with the mes-
sianic proclamation of Jesus in 19:38.

7 Cf. Prast, Presbyter und Evangelium 233-262.
72 Brown, Apostasy 64, connects the éovaia of the parable to the Bactheia of 22:29, but
refers the first to the parousia.
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Not everything fits exactly. One cannot push the “slaughtering,” for
example, or suggest that the profitless servant who was rejected from
leadership is Judas. Luke is not working with needlepoint obsessiveness.
But the parable works admirably to illustrate and interpret the next sec-
tion of Luke’s story. Indeed, it does nothing else so well. Reading the Par-
able of the Pounds in this fashion within the context of the Lukan story,
we conclude that it does not deny but confirm the expectation of 19:11:
Jesus is proclaimed as a King and does exercise rule through his apostles
in the restored Israel. This is a “manifestation” of God’s Kingdom. And
those who refuse it, are cut off. The parable and its introduction together
serve the literary function of alerting the reader as to just what will follow.
It is, preeminently, the Lukan kingship parable.



CHAPTER TEN

THE SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF SOTERIA IN LUKE-ACTS AND PAUL

What do New Testament writers mean when they speak of salvation? My
inability to answer so basic a question has bothered me more in recent
years as I worked through two NT compositions (Luke-Acts and James)
where salvation language figures prominently. It is easier to state the
importance of the language than to define its significance.

The Question

Part of my discomfort—perhaps shared by my readers—derives from my
increased awareness of the complexity of such a question and the dif-
ficulty of carrying out proper inquiry into it. Soteriologies are complex
systems of meaning, which often show only a part of themselves pub-
licly. Statements about salvation bear with them an implicit cosmology,
anthropology, and eschatology, but it is not always easy to tease these
implicit dimensions into visibility. And the accurate delineation of any
soteriology is hampered by an assumption that the system as a whole is
already understood even as we examine its parts.

The assumption is often wrong. My inherited Catholic Christianity,
for example, leads me to assume that the NT’s language about salvation
concerns the future blessedness of the individual human soul in heaven.
Using such a code, I can deal easily with passages such as James 1:21, which
encourages its readers to accept with meekness the implanted word
“which is able to save your souls.” Likewise, I imagine that I understand
what Luke means by those who seek to “save their souls” only to end up
losing them (Luke g9:21). My assumptive soteriological code makes good
(even if erroneous) sense of statements about individual persons in rela-
tion to God.

But I have a harder time supplying sense to Paul’s statement, “Thus all
Israel will he saved” (Rom 11:26). Can Israel be saved the way souls are
saved? What might that mean? Does this passage demand consideration,
as many New Testament Theologies suppose, under the rubric of final
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and universal salvation?! The adequacy of my assumed code is challenged.
I must scramble for meaning the way Irenaeus was required to when
Gnostics read Paul’s language of “flesh and spirit” cosmologically rather
than morally.2

Any attempt to deal seriously with NT soteriology first must pay close
attention to the system implied by explicit statements, and second, must
question the assumption that the code for understanding the system is
already in possession. The third thing any such analysis must do is resist
the impulse to harmonize the divergent witnesses precipitously.

Fresh impetus has recently been given to a reexamination of NT
soteriology(ies) by the publication of N.T. Wright's The New Testament
and the People of God.® Wright surveys Jewish apocalyptic literature of
the first century and concludes that “the hope of Israel” had nothing to
do with a world-ending cataclysm but rather with a this-worldly resto-
ration of God’s people.* On that basis, he further questions widespread
assumptions about the NT’s “Apocalyptic worldview.” He suggests that
there is little evidence either for a fervent expectation of the end of the
world associated with the parousia, or for a great crisis created by the
“delay of the parousia.”® Wright suggests that the NT writers also may well
have viewed salvation as a restoration of God’s people here on earth.® It
is not necessary to deny future or individual or spiritual dimensions of
Christian hope, in order to reconsider, as Wright invites us, a this-worldly,
socially defined understanding of salvation in early Christianity. It is a
good hypothesis.” How can it be tested?

1 See, e.g., D.E.H. Whitely, The Theology of St Paul (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966) 273;
E. Stauffer, New Testament Theology (London: SCM Press, 1955) 223; G.E. Ladd, A Theology
of the New Testament (Grand Rapids; Eerdmans, 1974) 521; W.G. Kummel, The Theology of
the New Testament (Nashville: Abingdon, 1973) 238.

2 Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses |, 3; 1, 8, 2—5; 1, 20, 2.

3 As he explains in his preface (xiii—xix), this is the first of a projected five-volume
study on “Christian Origins and the Question of God,” Wright, The New Testament and the
People of God (Fortress Press, 1992).

4 Wright, 300 and especially 334—338. On this point as on many others in his recon-
struction of Judaism (whose main fault is its almost exclusive focus on the Palestinian
variety), Wright credits his conversation with E.P. Sanders; see Judaism: Practice and Belief,
63 B.C.E—66 C.E. (London: SCM Press, 1992) 278. 298.

5 Wright, 459-64.

6 Wright, 400 and 458.

7 And this is how Wright identifies his own effort, p. 464.
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Comparative Method

One way to begin to test the hypothesis is through the careful compari-
son of two NT writers for whom salvation is a major theme. Compari-
son between bodies of literature is difficult to execute properly. But it
is of considerable benefit. Comparison sharpens our perception of each
writing, and enables the generation of more encompassing theories.® If
the examination of salvation language within two sets of NT writings
for whom it is most centrally a concern should reveal—despite all the
expected dissimilarities—a deep level of fundamental agreement, then
a general theory concerning the early Christian conception of salvation
is at least one step closer to being demonstrated. Such a comparison, of
course, must move beyond the mere lining up of “parallels” to deal with
dissimilarities as well as similarities, and the functions of each within the
respective compositions.

Luke-Acts and Paul’s letters offer themselves as good candidates for
comparison on the question of salvation. First, we are dealing with the
most substantial bodies of literature in the NT attributable to individual
authors. Second, the theme of salvation plays a distinctively important
role in each author’s writings. In support of this last assertion, a few statis-
tics: (a) the Gospel of Luke uses owlewv 17 times (compare Matt 14, Mark 13,
John 6), and Acts uses o@(ew 13 times; these 30 instances match the 28
uses of the verb by Paul (21 if the Pastorals are excluded). Apart from the
Gospel passages already mentioned, o@Zew is used otherwise in the NT 1
times; in sum, Luke and Paul use the verb 58 of its 102 occurrences.
(b) The noun cwmpla is found 10 times in Luke-Acts and 17 times in Paul
(15 outside the Pastorals), (c) The term cwtyptov is used in the NT only
the three instances found in Luke-Acts (Luke 2:30; 3:6; Acts 28:28), and
the one case of Eph 6:17. (d) The title cwtp appears four times in Luke-
Acts (Luke 1:47; 2:11; Acts 5:31; 13:23), and twelve times in Paul (but only
twice—Phil 3:20 and Eph 5:23—if we exclude the ten instances in the
Pastorals), (e) Finally, the adjective ocwtptog is found in the NT only in
Titus 2:1. Third, these statistics show that compared to other NT writ-
ings, these authors are not only fond of salvation language, but that the
various terms are proportionately distributed in each case. We are not in

8 See J.Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Reli-
gions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990) 46.



186 CHAPTER TEN

a position of trying to compare a minor theme in one author to a major
theme in the other.

Such an even-handed approach has not always been the rule when
comparisons have been made between Luke-Acts and Paul. More often,
what has been called comparison has turned out to be a measuring of
Luke-Acts against a Pauline standard to Luke-Acts’ disadvantage. The
approach is classically illustrated by Vielhauer'’s essay on “The Paulinism
of Acts,” and is perpetuated by any number of studies that propose to
compare the “image of Paul” in the undisputed letters and in Luke-Acts!®
or that consider some theme thought to be “central” to Paul but regret-
tably deficient in Luke-Acts.!!

Because of the assumed connections between “Paul” and “Luke,” and
because “Paul” appears as a character in both sets of writings, it has proven
extraordinarily difficult to disentangle a genuine comparison between the
compositions from notions of dependence, derivation, development, and
distortion.!? But precisely such a dispassionate and even-handed compari-
son is what is desired if we are to make headway concerning the role of
salvation language in each set of compositions. To make the point emphat-
ically, I turn first to the writings of Luke before considering those of Paul.

Criteria for Comparison

For such a comparison to be adequate, several criteria need meeting. First,
all of the relevant data should be included. Ideally, this would include all
references to redemption and liberation (among others) as well as terms
for “salvation.” That ideal will certainly not be met in the present essay

9 In Studies in Luke-Acts ed. L.E. Keck and J.L. Martyn (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966)
33-50.

10" See, e.g., P.-G. Mueller, “Der ‘Paulinismus’ in der Apostelgeschichte: Ein Forschungs-
geschichtlicher Uberblick,” Paulus in den neutestamentlichen Spaetschriften ed. K. Kertelge
(Quaestiones Disputatae 89; Freiberg: Herder, 1981) 157—201, and K. Loening, “Paulinismus
in der Apostelgeschichte, ” ibid., 202—232.

11 See, e.g., the discussion of “salvation” in S.G. Wilson’s Luke and the Pastoral Epistles
(London: SPCK, 1979), which reads the evidence consistently to show that Luke and the
Pastorals not only agree on major aspects of this theme but do so in consistent disagree-
ment with Paul. Unfortunately, the argument is based on faulty method: see my review in
JBL 101 (1982) 459—460.

12 For a very recent example, see J.C. Beker, Heirs of Paul: Paul’s Legacy in the New
Testament and in the Church Today (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991). Despite the use
of a “comparative method” (ch.3) and despite protestations of sympathy for the difficul-
ties facing Paul’s “adapters,” Beker must conclude, “Therefore we can only consider Luke’s
adaptation of Paul an acute deformation and distortion of the historical Paul” (92).
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which aims at suggestion rather than demonstration. On the other hand,
it is important as well to isolate specific “language games” to see how
they work on their own terms (if they do) before invoking language from
another “game” to explicate them.!® Second, the literary character of the
respective writings must be taken into account. Although Paul’s letters
do not lack some narrative character,!* the implicit story undergirding his
argument requires reconstruction. The analysis of salvation in Luke-Acts
must take narrative structure much more directly into account.!® Third,
the ways in which each writer appropriates earlier traditions has some
significance for the analysis: Paul obviously makes use of creedal formu-
lae and scriptural texts (Rom 9:10; 10:13),'6 but in addition to citing scrip-
ture (Acts 2:21), Luke also takes over and modifies the salvation language
already embedded in his Markan gospel source.

Finally, proper comparison demands a consistent set of questions that
can appropriately put to both authors’ works. The full range of questions
concerning salvation would include: who does the saving; what is salva-
tion from; what aids or impedes salvation; how is salvation accomplished;
when does salvation take place; what is the telos of salvation; where is
salvation accomplished; and finally, who is saved? Neither Luke nor Paul
fills out the survey completely. The questions they most fully and directly
respond to are the ones most useful for comparison. Fortunately for the
sake of this exercise, the compositions enable us to work toward some
answer to our opening question: do these writers conceive of salvation
primarily in terms of when, or where? Are they thinking mainly about the
individual, or a social group?

The Social Character of Salvation in Luke-Acts

The most appropriate procedure would be to work through Luke-Acts in
its narrative order, since that is clearly the way Luke himself wishes to

13 See the helpful discussion in E. Boring, “The Language of Universal Salvation in Paul,”
SBL 105 (1986) 274—275; also. J.C. Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and
Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980) 256—60, in conversation with G. Theissen, “Soterioio-
gische Symbolik in den paulinischen Schriften,” Kerygma und Dogma 20 (1974) 282-304.

14 See the seminal work by R.B. Hays, The. Faith of Jesus Christ (SBLDS 56; Chico, Ca.:
Scholars Press, 1983).

15 See now W.S. Kurz, Reading Luke-Acts: Dynamics of Biblical Narrative (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993).

16 For intertextual connections in Romans 9-11, see R.B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the
Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989) 73-83.



188 CHAPTER TEN

make his argument.'” Although constraints of space demand here a more
efficient approach, the literary unity of the two volumes and their narra-
tive progression must be kept in mind.1®

To assess the social dimension of salvation in Luke-Acts, I will deal with
the verb ocw{ew, which is primarily embedded in specific stories and pro-
nouncements, and then the use of the substantives cwmpla and cwtptov,
which more frequently occur in programmatic announcements.!® Narra-
tive sequence is observed only by considering each volume’s combined
data in turn.

The Gospel

By far the hardest material to evaluate is that involving o¢ew. One dif-
ficulty is presented by the fact that Luke takes over some instances from
Mark (6:9=Mark 3:4; 8:48-50=Mark 5:23—24; 9:24=Mark 8:35; 18:26=Mark
10:26; 18:42=Mark 10:52; 23:35—-37=Mark 15:30-31), while also eliminating
Mark’s use of o@lew in other passages (the healing summary of Mark 6:56
and the eschatological declarations in 1313, 30), and lavishly increasing the
use of the verb in still other places (Luke 7:50; 8:12; 8:36; 9:56; 13:23; 17:19;
19:10; 23:39). Luke’s practice can usefully he contrasted to that of Matthew,
who adds o){ew to his Markan source twice (Matt 8:25; 14:30), and other-
wise amplifies the language about salvation only by adding the program-
matic statement in the infancy account, “for he will save his people from
their sins” (Matt 1:21). Another difficulty is that c@lew is found frequently
in healing stories, where the verb obviously bears the straightforward

17 See L.T. Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina 3; Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
1991) 1-24.

18 In Luke: Historian and Theologian (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1970), I.H. Marshall
declared that “the central theme in the writings of Luke is that Jesus offers salvation to
men,” (116), and he devoted half his book (pp. 77—215) to developing that theme. Marshall
did not yet have the advantage of the work done on the theme of “the people of God”
in Luke-Acts by N. Dahl, “The Story of Abraham in Luke-Acts,” Studies in Luke-Acts ed.
L.E. Keck and J.L. Martyn (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966) 139-158, or J. Jervell, Luke and the
People of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972), and he failed to integrate the theme of sal-
vation into that of the shaping of God’s people. In this respect, RF. O'Toole, The Unity of
Luke’s Theology (Good News Studies 9; Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1984), which also
takes salvation as a central Lukan theme, is an advance. But far more attention is given to
the playing out of the theme in narrative terms by R.C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of
Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation Vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), Vol. 2 (Min-
neapolis: Fortress Press, 1990); see esp. 1:15-44 and 1:103-139.

19 For the similar treatment of Lukan strands, see L.T. Johnson, The Literary Function of
Possessions in Luke-Acts (SBLDS 39; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977) 127-1S9.
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meaning of “being rescued/healed” from some specific physical or spiri-
tual ailment, and individuals rather than groups are affected (see Luke
7:50; 8:36; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42). Conclusions about a thematic signifiance of
owew or about any “social dimensions” of salvation must be derived from
such passages by inference.

In fact, however, the passages do support some such inferences. We
note first that Luke, taking the lead from his Markan source, makes the
term of healing not only “salvation” from a physical sickness but a “resto-
ration” to human society (see Luke 4:39; 5:14; 5:25; 6:9; 7:10; 8:39; 8:48—56;
14:4; 17:19). Indeed, Luke emphasizes this aspect of ctew by having Jesus
return the resuscitated son of Nain to his mother (7:15) and the pacified
epileptic to his father (13:10-17). And although the language of “salvation”
is not explicitly used, such also is the obvious point of Jesus’ three parables
of the “lost and found” in 15:3-32, the last of which (15:11-32) restores lost
son to father in illustration of Jesus’ mission to the outcast of Israel rep-
resented by “tax-collectors and sinners” (15:1—2). The coalescence of these
ideas is suggested as well by the synonymous character of two declara-
tions by Jesus. In 9:24, he states that “the Son of Man came not to destroy
lives but to save (olew) them,” and in 19:10, he says that “the Son of Man
came to search out ({tfioat) and save (cwlewv) that which was lost.”

That Luke signified something more than physical recovery by his heal-
ing stories is also indicated by his expansion of the theme of faith beyond
trust shown toward Jesus the healer (see 7:50; 8:48—50; 17:19; 18:42), to the
message of Good News proclaimed by this prophetic Messiah to the poor
and outcast of the people (4:16-32; 6:20). Luke combines deeds of healing
with “the good news proclaimed to the poor” (7:22—23), and matches the
faith shown toward Jesus the healer with the “faith in order to be saved”
that is directed to “the word of God” (8:12). As I stated in my recent com-
mentary on Luke, “By combining physical healings with the proclamation
of the good news, furthermore, Luke continues to make the point noted
earlier, that the ministry of healing involves most of all the ‘healing’ or the
‘restoration’ of the people of God.”?0

The two previous observations are joined by the theoretical question,
unique to Luke’s Gospel, posed to Jesus as he progresses on his journey
to Jerusalem. Luke structures this journey in order to show how, as the
prophet Jesus heads toward his death, he is already gathering a people

20 Johnson, The Gospel of Luke 125.
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around himself.2! The question is motivated, therefore, by the events tak-
ing place within the narrative itself: “Lord, are those who are being saved
few in number?” (xVpie €l dAiyot oi cwlduevol, 13:23). Notice the present
progressive sense of the participle. Both the question and Jesus’ answer
make most sense when “salvation” is understood precisely in terms of
inclusion within God’s people. Included in the kingdom of God are Abra-
ham and Isaac and Jacob and “all the prophets,” as well as those (we note)
who will come from the east and west and north and south to recline in
the kingdom of God. Excluded are those who do not enter by the narrow
gate (Luke 13:24—30). It is surely not by accident that Luke has placed this
question so close to the healing of the bent woman who is designated as
a “daughter of Abraham” (13:10-17),22 As the ministry of healing is continu-
ous with the prophetic proclamation of the good news to the poor, so is
“saving” of the sick continuous with that “rescuing of the lost” that leads
to the restoration of God’s people.

The story of Zacchaeus makes the point conclusively. It comes at the
climax of Jesus’ progression toward Jerusalem. Zacchaeus is the paradig-
matic “sinner and tax-collector” who when visited by the prophet responds
to him in faith (as is shown by the disposition of his possessions).23 Jesus’
declaration that “the Son of Man has come to search out and save (gZew)
that which was lost” (19:10) is here used to support Jesus’ pronouncement
that “today salvation (cwtpia) has come to this house, because he too is
a child of Abraham” (19:9).

As the declaration concerning Zacchaeus shows, Luke’s language of
cwtpla/ocwtiplov corresponds to that of clewv. The statement that cwtvpic
had “come” (or “happened”: éyéveto) to the house of Zacchaeus (19:9) is
the first use of this substantive since the Benedictus, where it occurs three
times: Zechariah says that God has “raised up a horn of salvation (cwypla)
for us (Npv)” in 1:69; that this is understood as a salvation (cwtpia) from
“our enemies” is stated in 1:71; and that the prophet John would give
“knowledge of salvation” (cwmpia) to his people (1@ Aad adtod) in 1:77.
These statements join that in 19:9 concerning Zacchaeus to frame Luke’s
use of c@lew, and move in the same direction. Who saves? God. Through

21 See Johnson, The Gospel of Luke 163-165; and, with a different emphasis, D.P. Moess-
ner, Lord of the Banquet: The Literary and Theological Significance of the Lukan Travel Nar-
rative (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989).

22 See M. Dennis Hamm, This Sign of Healing, Acts 3:1-10: A Study in L.ucan Theology
(Ph.D. Dissertation, St. Louis University, 1975) 64-73.

23 For discussion, see D. Hamm, “Luke 19:8 Once More: Does Zaccheus Defend or
Resolve?” JBL 107 (1988) 431—437; and Johnson, The Gospel of Luke 283—288.
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what agency? The visitation of God’s prophets. Who is saved? The people
Israel. What is the sign of salvation? Negatively, freedom from enemies
and freedom from sin (1:75, 77); positively, the freedom to worship God
in holiness and righteousness (1:74—75). Salvation “means,” then, leading
a life before God as a member of God’s people.

Mary’s designation of God as “my savior” (cwt/p) obviously conforms to
this understanding, for the entire structure of the Magnificat demonstrates
how the “raising up” of this lowly servant is emblematic of the “raising up”
of the people Israel (1:46—55),24 in fulfillment of the promises to Abraham.
The angelic announcement of Jesus as a “savior born for you who is Lord
Messiah” (2:11) fits in the same framework, as does Simeon’s declaration
upon receiving the child Jesus that “my eyes have seen your salvation”
(cwthplov, 2:30), which he then elaborates as a “glory of your people Israel”
as well as a “light of revelation to the Gentiles” (2:32), a proleptic note of
universality sounded also by Luke’s inclusion of Isa 40:5 in the citation of
3:6, “and all flesh will see the salvation (cwtptov) of God.”

In the gospel section of his narrative, then, Luke uses salvation lan-
guage with reference to the restoration of God’s people in response to
prophetic visitation. This conclusion is supported negatively by the fact
that Luke does not use salvation language in other contexts where it might
have been expected. Luke avoids using salvation for the resting of Lazarus
in Abraham’s bosom, for example (16:32), or for the reception of the good
thief into paradise (23:42—43)—an omission the more striking for failing to
match the set-up provided by 23:39, “Save yourself, and us.” Finally, Luke
does not use salvation language with reference to the disciples’ future
experience of the parousia. I have noted already his omission of cqewv as
found in Mark’s eschatological discourse (Mark 13:13, 20). In speaking of
the parousia in 17:33, Luke uses the language of “losing and gaining” one’s
life, rather than the language of “losing and saving” (in contrast to 9:24).
And in 21:28, those who persevere to the end will find their anoAdtpwaotg
to be near at hand, rather than their cwmpla.

In his efforts to describe the normative story that shapes the world-
view of Judaism and early Christianity, Wright makes judicious use of
the “actantial model” of narrative analysis associated with AJ. Greimas.?®
Since I have entered into conversation with Wright, it may be helpful to
display my findings concerning Luke’s salvation-language in the gospel in

24 Johnson, Gospel of Luke 45—44.
25 Wright, 69—77; it has also been used effectively by Hays, Faith of Jesus Christ 92—125.
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the form of the model he himself has adopted from Greimas. The basic
model looks like this:

Receiver Sender

Opponent

Like Wright, I find the model useful most of all for the way it enables com-
plex data to be organized. My findings with respect to salvation language
in the Gospel of Luke fit perfectly into this model:

cotmpia

(Lack Faith) Prophets Faith
(John & Je-

sus)

To spell this out: God sent salvation to his people Israel through the agency
of his prophets John and Jesus. It could be received by faith and (by impli-
cation) impeded by lack of faith. What the model does not make clear is
that “salvation” has meant precisely to be part of this people by faith.



SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF SOTERIA 193
Acts

This discussion of salvation language in Acts will bracket from the start
the two cases of ct){ew in 27:20 and 27:31 as well as the declaration, “this
will turn out for your salvation (cwtpia)” in 27:34. In the context of Paul’s
sea voyage and shipwreck, these terms bear the obvious meaning of “res-
cue and survival.” It is possible that they might be read for deeper narra-
tive significance, but they need not be.26

Otherwise, the salvation language in Acts develops the theme estab-
lished by Luke’s gospel. Indeed, two of Luke’s programmatic statements
flesh out the actantial model sketched above. In his recital of Israelite his-
tory, Luke has Stephen declare that in Moses’ first visitation of the people,
God wanted “to give salvation (cwtpla) to them through his hand” (Acts
7:25). And in Paul’s proclamation in the Synagogue at Antioch of Pisidia,
he states that of David’s seed “according to the promise, he sent Jesus as a
savior (cwtyp) to Israel” (13:23), and concludes to his Jewish audience, “to
us the message of this salvation (Adyog T cwtyplag Tadtg) has been sent
(ékameotdy)” (13:26). This is the point also of Peter’s declaration in 5:31 to
the council that “God has raised to his right hand this one as pioneer and
savior (cwtp) in order to give repentance (uetdvolav) and forgiveness of
sins to Israel (& TopanA).”

On the basis of these texts, the model now looks like this:

[srael cwmpia

(Unbelief) Moses
John
Jesus

26 See L.T. Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles (Sacra Pagina 5; Collegeville: Liturgical
Press, 1992) 456—459.
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The receiver of salvation, in other words, remains Israel. This social under-
standing is entirely consistent with Luke’s use of oZew in the first part of
Acts. In Peter’s Pentecost speech, after announcing on the basis of Joel
3:5 that “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (2:21),
Peter says in response to those who ask him, “what shall we do?” to “be
saved [or: save yourselves, cwdyte] from this twisted generation” (2:40).
Salvation appears here precisely as the formation of a remnant people out
of the larger faithless population, which, by being baptized and repenting,
receives the gift of the Holy Spirit (2:38), which Luke has Peter interpret
as the “promise to you and to your children” (2:39).27 It is not surprising,
therefore, to see those who join this people being referred to as “those
being saved” (ol cw{bpevot). In context, the term means virtually the same
thing as “being in community” (énl 10 a1, 2:47) and “those who were
believing” (ol motedoavteg 2:44).

As the healing of the bent woman in Luke 13:10-17 and as the recep-
tion of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10 symbolized the restoration of Israel, so
does the healing of the lame man at the gate in Acts 3:1-10, as has been
shown so well by Dennis Hamm.28 Peter makes this clear in his speech
to the council following the healing, when he declares the man to have
been “saved” (4:9), and connects his healing/salvation to the restoration
of Israel through the prophet Jesus: “this is the stone that was rejected by
you the builders which has become a cornerstone, and there is not in any
other the salvation (cwtpia), for neither is another name given among
humans under heaven in which we must be saved (3l cwdfvat Nuag, 4:12).
It is, furthermore, undoubtedly this symbolic function of the healing that
helps account for the awkward inclusion of “faith” as the other active
agent of healing in 316.29

As the proclamation of the word moves into the Gentile world, Luke
continues to use salvation language in precisely the same social sense.
Cornelius is told by the angel to send for Peter, who will “speak words to
you by which you will be saved, you and all your household” (11:15). In still
a third symbolic healing, the lame man of Lystra is perceived by Paul to
possess “such faith as to be saved” (14:9). This healing by faith symbolizes

27 For the language of “remnant” for believing Jews in Luke-Acts, see also D.P. Moess-
ner, “Paul in Acts: Preacher of Eschatological Repentance to Israel,” New Testament Studies
34 (1988) 102.

28 D. Hamm, “Acts 3:1-10: The Healing of the Temple Beggar as Lukan Theology,” Biblica
67 (1988) 305-319.

29 Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles 68.
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the spread of the movement among Gentiles through the ministry of Paul,
in fulfillment of the programmatic prophecy announced by him at the end
of his synagogue speech at Antioch of Pisidia: “I have made you a light to
the nations, so that you will be for salvation (cwmpia) to the end of the
earth” (Acts 13:47; see Isa 49:6). The narrative model for Luke’s story of
salvation can therefore be expanded still further, both with reference to
the “receivers” of salvation and with reference to the “agent”:

owoTnpin

(Unbelief) Moses Faith
John
Jes
Apostles

Although the receiver is expanded and the agents multiplied, it remains
the same story: God sends salvation to his people through his prophets,
and salvation means precisely to be part of that people.

That Luke continues to work with such a fundamentally social under-
standing of salvation is shown above all by the conflict at Antioch and
the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. Those telling the Gentile believers “you
cannot be saved unless you are circumcised according to the custom of
Moses” (15:1) are not stating something about a future life with God but
something about status within the restored people of God. For them, to
be a part of this people demands the practice of the customary circumci-
sion. The same logic attends the statement of the Pharisaic party that the
Law of Moses must be kept (15:5). But Peter responds by recounting his
experience of God’s work among the Gentiles, concluding that “through
the gift that is the Lord Jesus, we are believing in order to be saved, in
the same way that they are” (15:11).3° He asserts that membership in the
people is exactly the same for both Jews and Gentiles. Thus also James
speaks of the Gentile mission in terms of the “raising up of the fallen tent

80 For this translation, see Johnson, Acts of the Apostles 263.
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of David” (15:16) by which God “has made visitation to take from the Gen-
tiles a people for his name” (15:14).3!

This decision once made, the message moves even more rapidly into
the gentile world through the work of Paul. The Pythian spirit in Philippi
announces to the crowd that “these people are announcing to you (Ouiv)
a way of salvation (cwtpla, 16:17). When the frightened jailor in that city
asks “what must I do in order to be saved” (16:30), Paul’s response is in
terms of faith and of the group: “believe in the Lord Jesus and you will
be saved, you and your household” (16:31). The upshot is that his entire
household is baptized (16:34). The extension of the people of God among
Gentiles is solemnly enunciated at the end of Acts. Corresponding to
Paul’s statement in 13:26 that “to us was sent (¢£aneatdy) the message of
this salvation” is his final prophecy in 28:28, “to the Gentiles this salvation
(owtptov) has been sent (dmeatdAy). And they will listen.”

Luke’s use of salvation language is utterly consistent. It has to do with
God’s restoration on earth of a people drawn from the Jews and Gentiles
alike, a people that responds in faith to the prophetic proclamation of
good news. Salvation for Luke involves healing and rescue, but its term
is present and social rather than future and individual. Salvation means
belonging to a certain community, with faith signifying in behavioral
terms the commitment that makes such inclusion actual.

The Social Dimension of Salvation in Paul’s Letters

The problems of method here are different if no less complex. First, the
distribution of salvation language is uneven across the letters. It is missing
entirely in Colossians, Philemon and (surprisingly) Galatians. At the other
extreme, Romans uses cwlew 8 times and cwtpia 5 times. 1 Cor uses o@letv
8 times but cwtpia not at all. 2 Cor uses cletv once and owtypla 3 times.
1 Thess uses oewv once and cwtypio twice; 2 Thess uses cwlewv once and
cwtpla once. Philippians does not use o{ewv but has cwtypio three times
and cwtp once. Ephesians has c@lew twice, cwtypia once, cwtiptov once
and owt)p once. The obvious conclusion is that the language is not equally
central to every letter, and is configured somewhat differently wherever it
occurs. A second problem is what to do with the Pastorals. On one hand,
their use of salvation language is extravagant, including c&ew (1 Tim

31 See N.A. Dahl, “‘A People for His Name’ (Acts 15:14),” New Testament Studies 4 (1957—
58) 319-327.
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1:15; 2:4; 2:15; 4:16; 2 Tim 1:9; 418; Tit 3:5), cwmpia (2 Tim 2:10; 315), cwtP
(1 Tim 1315 2:3; 4:10; 2 Tim 1115 Tit 1:3; 1:4; 2:10; 2:13; 3:4; 3:6), and cwtplog
(Tit 2:11). On the other hand, the data from the Pastorals is so complex and
the questioning of their authorship so widespread that including them in
this discussion could prove both distending and distracting.32

It is sensible method, therefore, to begin with Romans, where the lan-
guage is most attested and plays the most central thematic role; then
compare the other undisputed letters with Romans for consistency; then
bracket the data from the Pastorals for another occasion.33

Romans

Read on its own terms, Paul’s salvation language in Romans also appears
to tell a story of how God was revealing through the good news about Jesus
a “power for salvation (eig cwmpiav) to all who believe, Jews first and Gen-
tiles” (1:16). As we all now recognize, that is the “thesis” of Paul’s diatribal
argument.3* But it is also the “story-line” in whose plot Paul conceives his
mission to be playing a critical role. God’s plan for salvation, according to
Paul’s argument, is not directed first of all at scattered individuals but at

82 T adopt this procedure with some regret and only for efficiency; the more the Pasto-
rals are systematically excluded from such analyses, the more stereotypical views of them
can prevail. For my own position concerning authenticity, see L.T. Johnson, Writings of the
New Testament: An Interpretation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1986) 255—257, 381-389.

33 Although it must exist somewhere, my limited research has yet to uncover a study
that proceeds this way. More often, the subject of “salvation” is treated without specific
attention to the language of cwmpla; J.C. Beker, Paul the Apostle, for example, pays close
attention to the communal concerns of Paul (309), and in particular to the connection of
Church to Israel (316), but without reference to cwmpio; E.P. Sanders, Paul and Palestin-
ian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress 1977) similarly
has several of the pieces but treats them separately; likewise, L. Cerfaux, The Church in
the Theology of St. Paul (NY: Herder and Herder, 1959). But at least these are aware of the
social dimension. More often, salvation in Paul is treated almost entirely in terms of its
temporal dimension and in terms of the individual’s destiny: The comment by W. Foerster
is classic: “In Paul o{w and cwtpia are obviously limited quite intentionally to the rela-
tion between man and God,” in S620, ktl. TDNT 7:992. See also ]J. Bonsirven, Theology of the
New Testament (Westminster: Newman, 1963) 271—272; E. Stauffer, New Testament Theology
(London: SCM Press, 1955) 223; W.G. Kummel, The Theology of the New Testament (Nash-
ville: Abingdon, 1973) 145-50, 186, 238. R. Bultmann'’s Theology of the New Testament (NY:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951) simply equates salvation with righteousness (1:271), and pays
no attention to cwtpla as social; not surprisingly, Bultmann has no discussion at all of
Rom g-1! The best treatment of swmpia in social terms that I have yet found is F. Amiot,
The Key Concepts of St. Paul (Freiburg: Herder, 1962), esp. 148, 173.

34 ].D.G. Dunn, Romans 1-8 (Word Biblical Commentary 38; Dallas: Word Books, 1988)
37-49.



198 CHAPTER TEN

social groups, at peoples. This becomes clear in the midrashic argument of
chapters 9-11, where the bulk of Romans’ salvation language is located.

The first suggestion that cwtypic is communal is found in Paul’s citation
of Isa 10:22, which states that “the remnant will be saved” (10 dméAeippa
cwdnoetal, 9:27). Paul then declares that his prayer is for “them” (adt@v)—
meaning his fellow Jews—*“for salvation” (elg owtypiav, 10:1). In context,
this clearly means that his fellow Jews are not presently part of the rem-
nant people constituted by faith, since their acknowledged zeal for God is
not accompanied by “recognition” (10:2).

The tight cluster of statements in 10:9—13 serves to clarify what “recogni-
tion” Paul sees as necessary for “salvation,” that is, inclusion in the remnant
people of God. The confessional language of 10:9-10 deserves especially
close attention. How does a person become part of the remnant people?
First, there is the verbal profession that “Jesus is Lord” (10:9a). This, says
Paul, is €ig cwmplav (10:10b). He means it has the effect of “recognizing”
the claim of the messianic community concerning Jesus (see 1 Cor 12:1-3).
This recognition signifies membership in the messianic community. But
the verbal profession must be accompanied by “believing in your heart
that God raised him from the dead” (10:9b). Such faith establishes one as
“sharing the faith of Abraham” (4:16—25) i Scatogtvyy (unto righteous-
ness, 10:10a) and therefore as part of that “remnant chosen by grace in the
present time” (11:5). Consequently it issues in, “you will be saved” (10:9b).
The faith from the heart defines the right relationship with God, but the
confession with the mouth defines entrance into the “salvation people”
(10:10).35 That Paul is thinking of salvation in terms of membership in the
remnant people is shown further by his iteration of the principle of God’s
impartiality (10:12) and citation from Joel 3:5, “For everyone who should
call on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (10:13; compare Acts 2:21). This
reading makes good sense of the next three statements involving salva-
tion. In 1111, Paul asserts that Israel did not stumble so as utterly to fall.
God has not rejected his Aadg (11:1). Rather, their “false step” (mapdmtwua)
has meant cwtypia tolg €8veov. This can only make sense in the histori-
cal context of the early Christian mission, including that of Paul, which

35 Tt is striking to find a consistent tradition of interpretation that simply equates
Sixatoahvy and cwtypia in 10:10, clearly because the social implication of verbal profession
have not been thought through: see e.g. R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament 1:
271; H. Conzelmann, Grundriss der Theologie des Neuen Testament (Miinchen: Chr. Kaiser
Verlag, 1967) 224; L. Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1982) 2:136.
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progressed to the Gentiles largely because of Jewish rejection. Acceptance
by the Gentiles of the Good News in “the present season” means “salvation
for them,” that is, their inclusion in God’s dméAeippua. Paul also adverts to
the deeper game God is playing. The Gentiles are included to mapalyi&oat
adTovg, that is, stimulate his fellow-Jews to emulation (11:11). Such, indeed,
was the motivation for Paul’s own work among the Gentiles: he “magnifies
his ministry” so that mapadnidow pov ™)y cdpxa (“cause my kinspeople to
emulate”) which he spells out “and I might save some from among them”
(xal otiow TVAG EE adTAY, 11:14).

In these passages, salvation cannot mean anything other than inclu-
sion of the Jews in the restored Israel according to the promise by faith.
That Paul expected his mission to have just that effect is expressed in
11:25—26: “Blindness has come upon a part of Israel until the full number of
Gentiles come in, and thus all Israel will be saved” (xal oltwg mag TopanA
owbnoetat).

Paul’s thesis statement in 1:16 and his elaboration of it in chs 9—11 sup-
port the suggestion that cwtpic means inclusion in God’s restored Aadg
(see Rom 9:25, 26; 10:21; 1111, 2; 15:10-11). It should he emphasized that Paul
has not used salvation with reference to the individual person’s spiritual
dilemma or as opposed by life according to the flesh or sold under sin. Nor
has it been used for an individual’s future life before or with God.

This reading enables us to understand 1311 in the same context of
Paul’s ministry. The community is encouraged to pay special attention
to the commandment of love, “since you also know the season, that the
hour [is here] for you already to rise from sleep, for now (vdv) our salva-
tion (cwtpia) is closer than when we came to believe.” In the context
of the argument from 911, the cwtpia Paul has in mind is the inclusion
of Jews as well as Gentiles in the people rescued from the 6pyy o0 00l
The Gentiles need particularly in “this season” to show that love which is
the “fulfillment of the other law” by being its summary (13:8), and by thus
demonstrating the “righteous demand of the law” (8:4), cause the Jews to
emulate them and turn to Jesus as the télog ydp véuov (10:4).

The three remaining texts in Romans might be thought to challenge this
“horizontal” reading of salvation. In 5:9-10, Paul celebrates the restored
relationship between God and humans (5:1) enabled by “this gift in which
we stand” (5:2) by declaring: “How much more therefore, now having
been put in right relationship by his blood, shall we be saved through him
from the wrath. For if when we were enemies we were reconciled to God
through the death of his son, how much more, once reconciled, shall we
be saved by his life.” We notice at once that the contrast in these sentences
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establishes a rhetorical rather than a real temporal sequence. The contrast
posits “salvation” as a condition distinguishable from “righteousness,” as
in 10:9-10. But no more than there should salvation be read here as an
entirely future reality: first, the dpyy is not only future in Romans (2:5, 8);
it is also past and present as well (1:18; 3:5; 4:15; 9:22; 12:19; 13:4—5). Second,
there is no question that, for Paul, the gift of Jesus’ “life” ({w7) is already
shared by those who “live by faith” (117; see 517-18; 6:4; 8:2, 10). In these
statements, therefore, cwtpiag is not only clearly communal (referring to
all those who “now have peace with God”, 5:1), but is at the very least also
incipient in those who, justified and reconciled, now live by the Spirit of
Jesus. The same temporal tension is expressed by 8:23—24: “ourselves hav-
ing the first-fruits of the Spirit, we also groan within ourselves as we await
the dmoAitpwaty Tod cwuartos Nudv; for we have been saved (éowbnuev) in
hope.” Here, salvation is grammatically past and the redemption of the
body (by resurrection?) is future. But as the plurals suggest, the experi-
ence of being in the restored people (“salvation”) is proleptic of the future
and full realization of redemption/reconciliation by God.

In Romans, therefore, salvation has to do with inclusion within God’s
remnant people. Negatively, it denotes rescue from the opyy that is God’s
judgment on sinful humanity. Positively, it signifies right relationship and
reconciliation with God through recognition of the gift given by the faith
of Jesus expressed in his sacrificial death (3:21-26).36 Apart from 10:9-10,
13, which define the terms of inclusion in this people, salvation language
in Romans is entirely social in character. It would not distort the “story-
line” of Romans, I think, to display it this way:

aoTpio

(Unbelief) eharyyéhov Faith
(about God's Son)

36 On this, see L.T. Johnson, “Romans 3:21-26 and the Faith of Jesus,” Catholic Biblical
Quarterly 44 (1982) 77—90.
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The major difference from the “story-line” of Luke-Acts involves the major
role played by the opy" tob 6200 in Romans, and the dialectical charac-
ter of Jewish/Gentile roles in God’s plan, only a portion of which appears
in Acts.

Corinthian Correspondence

Paul’s use of salvation language in 1 Corinthians is almost entirely con-
sistent with that in Romans. The Corinthians are “being saved” (notice
the plural present progressive, cw(eafe) through the Gospel preached by
Paul (15:2); the message of the cross is said to be dOvapuig Tod 8eod for those
who “are being saved” (1ol 8¢ cwlopuévorg, 118), and through its foolish-
ness, God has been pleased to “save those who are believing” (c@oat Tovg
motedovtag, 1:21). That these statements fit within Paul’s Roman under-
standing of “joining the remnant community” is shown further by the
marked resemblance to Rom 11:14 in Paul’s declaration that he becomes
all things to all people fva mavtwg Tvag cwow (9:22), as well as his assertion
in 10:33 that he seeks the good of the many tva cwf&atv.

Such a “social” understanding of salvation gives an edge to Paul’s cau-
tionary comment to husbands and wives of unbelievers. He asks each in
turn, “how do you know that you will save your husband/wife” (7:16)? In
context, this surely does not mean, “How do you know you will influence
them for eternal life,” but rather, “How do you know whether you can
draw them into the community/remnant people?”

Two of the statements in 1 Corinthians seem not to fit this framework.
In his discussion of the work of himself and Apollos, Paul says that “the
day” will make clear how builders of the house have done their work, “for
it is revealed in fire.” The one whose house is burnt up will “suffer loss
but himself be saved (cwbnoetat), but thus, as though through fire” (3:12).
Here the future judgment of the individual seems to be the clear focus for
salvation language. And with reference to the sexually deviant member
of the church in 1 Cor 51-5, Paul expresses the desire that the dAefpov
Ths capxds (destruction of “his” flesh, or destruction of his “fleshly lusts”?)
will have an effect: “lva t6 mvedpa (his spirit? the spirit operative in the
community?) cw0j] on the day of the Lord.” Once more, future judgment
is in view for the individual person. But even in these two texts, we notice,
the fate of the individual is very much related to that social reality that is
the community (the “house”/the “gathering”).
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Turning to 2 Corinthians, the use of toig cwlopuévors in 2:15 has exactly
the same valence as in 1 Cor 1:18. In 2 Cor 6:2, the citation of Isaiah 49:2, “In
an acceptable season I heard you, on a day of salvation I have helped you,”
is applied by Paul to the community’s present circumstances: “Behold,
now is the acceptable season; behold, now is the day of salvation,” and
used as part of the presentation of his ministry as one that “avoids giving
offense” (6:3); the combination reminds us of Rom 13:11-14. The precise
meaning of 2 Cor 1:6 is harder to pin down: “If we are afflicted it is for your
encouragement and cwtpia,” as is that of 7:10: “sorrow according to God
works repentance without regret eig cwtypiav, but the sorrow of the world
works death.” There is no doubt, however, that the context in both cases
is social rather than individual, present rather than future.

Thessalonian Correspondence

If 1 Thess 216 is not an interpolation—as I believe it is not—then the
statement concerning the Jews who “are preventing us from speaking to
the Gentiles tva cwbdaw” corresponds exactly with the missionary lan-
guage employed by Paul in Rom 11:11-14. Likewise, the two statements in
5:8—9 make sense precisely when understood in application to life in the
present time within the messianic remnant community: “But let us who
are of the day be alert, having put on the breastplate of faith and love and
the hope of salvation as a helmet. Because (6tt) God has not destined us
for wrath (6py1v) but for the possession of salvation (cwtypia) through our
Lord Jesus Christ.”

When 2 Thess 2:10 characterizes those who “are being destroyed” (ol
dmoMupévolg, compare 1 Cor 1:18; 2 Cor 2:15) as those who by deception “do
not accept the truth eig 10 cwdijvar adtols,” the salvation language func-
tions straightforwardly to designate those who belong to the community
and those who do not.3” This can be seen even more clearly when placed
next to the sequel in 2:13: they are to thank God, “because God chose you
to be the first fruits unto salvation (&’ dpyns ci¢ cwtypiav) in holiness of
Spirit and fidelity to truth.” Note in passing that “first fruits unto salvation”
echoes the language of Rom 11:16 concerning the remnant people.

37 For salvation language used in defining insiders and outsiders, see Boring, “The Lan-
guage of Universal Salvation in Paul,” 276—277.
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Captivity Correspondence

The usage in Philippians is more mixed. In 1:27-28, the language of sal-
vation suggests just the sort of insider/outsider distinction found in the
Corinthian and Thessalonian correspondence. The Philippians’ living
according to the good news and not being intimidated by “those who
are opposing” is “proof of your salvation” (cwtpia) as it is also for those
opposing “proof of their destruction” (&v3ei£ig dnwelag; compare 1 Cor
118; 2 Cor 2:5; 2 Thess 2:10). Likewise, Paul’s instruction in 2:12 to “work
out your own salvation (v éxvt®v cwmplav) in fear and trembling,” when
addressed to all “my beloved,” suggests that they live out their commu-
nity identity according to the “mind of Christ” in mutual service (Phil 2:
l-12a). In contrast, the expectation from heaven of the Lord Jesus Christ
as owt)p, while communal, is certainly oriented to the future. And in 1:19,
Paul’s assertion that Christ’s being preached in whatever circumstances
“will turn out to me eig cwmplay” has his individual future as its obvious
point of reference, especially since this is what is developed by the verses
following in 1:20—26.

The salvation language in Ephesians is virtually identical to Romans,
no surprise in light of the overall resemblance between these letters.3® In
2:5 and 2:8, the statements ydpitt éote gegwapuévol and T) Ydp YApLTL €0TE
geawauévol did Tiotewg refer precisely to the inclusion of the Gentiles with
the Jews in the one people being shaped by God. Likewise in the opening
blessing, the edayyéhiov tijg cwmplag (1:13) is mentioned with reference to
the Gentiles (xal Opelg) who by faith have become heirs of the promise.
In contrast to Philippians, Ephesians’ designation of Jesus as owtp fits
within this present and social context: he is “head of the church, him-
self cwtip of the body” (5:23). Finally, the exhortation to “accept the hel-
met of salvation and the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God”
is addressed to the community and has the same sense of 1 Thess 5:8,
namely, to live out their identity as God’s remnant people even in the face
of spiritual opposition.

Such is the evidence in Paul’s letters, absent the complicating data from
the Pastorals. We have found that Paul’s most deliberate use of salvation
language is in Romans, and that with some few exceptions, his usage else-
where fits comfortably within its framework. Salvation language is used
more consistently of present circumstances rather than future. It almost

38 See A. Van Roon, The Authenticity of Ephesians (NovTSupp 39; Leiden: Brill, 1974).
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entirely has a social rather than an individual application. It seems to
mean primarily belonging to a remnant people chosen in the present time
by God (by grace and through faith), a people which itself escapes the
wrath that is God’s judgment turned even now toward the world of sinful
humanity, and yet also lives in hope of a future in which the remnant will
be filled out (Rom 11:12) by Paul’s fellow Jews, whose joining of the rem-
nant people, Paul thinks, will mean “all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11:26)
and as well, “the resurrection of the dead” (Rom 11:15).

Conclusions

This essay began as an effort to test Wright's hypothesis concerning the
conception of salvation in early Christianity by carrying out a careful com-
parison of salvation language in two NT writers. The sketchy comparison
of Luke-Acts and Paul’s Letters suggest the following conclusions:

1. The use of swtmpica/cplewv language in both writers serves to identify
present social realities more than the future destiny of individuals.

2. Both writers share the same basic story and world-view: salvation
means belonging to the remnant people God is creating out of Jews
and Gentiles in the present season. For Luke and Paul, extra ecclesiam
nulla salus would not only be true but tautologous.

3. Comparison on the basis of this deliberately limited set of data tends
to support the view that at least these two important NT writers shared
the overall story and world-view that Wright has described as that of
Jewish apocalyptic. Yet by defining the remnant people in terms of
grace and faith and spiritual transformation, that story was given a
decisive turn and that world-view a definitive new shaping.3®

4. If doing comparisons adequately is so arduous, it is no wonder that it
is also done so rarely.

39 In this respect, Wright's consideration of the ways in which the messianists reshaped
Jewish symbols in light of the experience of Jesus (pp. 365-70), and redefined hope in light
of the continuing presence of Jesus (pp. 459—464), is a more adequate account than Bult-
mann’s flat, “what for the Jews is a matter of hope is for Paul a present reality—or better is
also a present reality,” Theology of the New Testament 1:279 (underscoring original).
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LITERARY CRITICISM OF LUKE-ACTS

I agree with C. Kavin Rowe that the history of reception is important.!
Indeed, I am willing to argue that biblical scholars in the future will prob-
ably find the examination of the world that the New Testament creates
more fruitful than the study of the world that created the New Testament.
But in his attempt to use the evidence of the late second century (mainly
Irenaeus and the Muratorian Canon) to warn against drawing historical
conclusions from the reading of Luke-Acts as a literary unity, Rowe may
fall into the same error against which he warns.

The fact that there is no evidence that Luke-Acts was received or read
as a literary unity in late second-century compositions does not answer
the question of how the first readers might have read and understood
Luke’s writing.

In the first place, one could find little evidence that any New Testa-
ment writings were read in the late second century—or for much of the
patristic period—as “literary compositions”. It is well known that patristic
writers seldom advert to the distinctive literary characteristics of a Gospel
or Epistle. That Luke-Acts was not read in the late second century as a
literary unity is no more surprising than that no other New Testament
writing was read that way.

In the second place, the second-century writers to whom Rowe refers
were already approaching the New Testament compositions precisely as
parts of a New Testament, that is, as a collection of writings that were to
be read in the church, in distinction from other writings that were not to
be read in church. They were, furthermore, making arguments or state-
ments precisely about matters of inclusion and exclusion for a church
considered as universal rather than simply local. In contrast, no original
hearers of Paul’s letters or of the Gospels could possibly have heard them
as part of a collection. And even if we assert a wider audience for the
Gospels than a single community, we must admit that the first hearers
of Luke-Acts (or, if one insists, of Luke and Acts) would have heard the

1 C.K. Rowe, “History, Hermeneutics and the Unity of Luke-Acts,” Journal for the Study
of the New Testament (2005): 131-157.
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composition, not as part of a scriptural collection written in the past, but
as a single, discrete, literary composition addressed to them—and pos-
sibly others—in the present.

In short, there is a gap between the authors cited by Rowe and the first
readers of Luke-Acts, a gap not only of time, but also of circumstance
and therefore of perspective. It is this gap that traditional historical-
critical exegesis has tried to fill. Since we cannot supply the first readers of
New Testament compositions, we try as best we can to imagine how they
might have read. Literary criticism is very much like historical exegesis in
this respect. Literary critics though, at least of the sort I try to be, think
that historical critics pay too little attention to the rhetoric of the com-
positions and too much attention to the putative reconstruction of their
historical situation—often at the expense of compositional integrity.

Literary critics seek to redress that imbalance by focusing on the com-
position’s own rhetorical intentionality, but they do not thereby abandon
historical imagination. To put it simply, the way the composition itself
is put together suggests readers with certain characteristics and capabili-
ties. Analysis of the composition’s rhetorical or narrative logic also reveals
not only the writing’s argument but also something about the direction in
which that argument wishes to turn its intended readers. A delicate sen-
sibility is required in such reading. As I argued over 25 years ago, it is cer-
tainly wrong-headed to construct a ‘Lukan Community’ from the narrative
of Luke-Acts.2 But this does not mean that some historical judgments can-
not be made about the readers. Scholars can, for example, argue over, the
ethnic identity of author and readers, for the composition allows distinct
conclusions to be reached. The composition does not allow the conclu-
sion, however, that the readers were not intended to be intensely and
existentially interested in the destiny of Jews and Gentiles in the unfold-
ing of God’s plan. To reach such a conclusion would mean to go against
the composition’s internal logic and to indict the author as rhetorically
incompetent.

The same desire for balance accounts for the way literary critics speak
of “intended readers”, or “ideal readers”, or “imagined readers”. They do
not want to make historical claims about actual readers. But they want to
respect the nature of writing as communication, and point to the kinds
of characteristics and competencies required to make full sense of the

2 Johnson, “On Finding the Lukan Community: A Cautious Cautionary Essay,” in
P. Achtemeier (ed.), 1979 SBL Seminar Papers (Missoula: Scholars Press): 87-100.
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author’s work. Such language points to the nature of the composition
more than it does to the situation of the readers. And it is in this chas-
tened and modest sense that I employed the phrase “Luke’s readers rec-
ognize”, in my commentary on Acts (476) cited by Rowe.

Rowe also tries to get some historical leverage from the prologue to
Acts: the second volume may have been composed at a time substantially
later than Luke and therefore could not have been read as ‘one work’ even
by its earliest readers. But the leverage is simply not there. Nothing in the
second prologue suggests the passage of time between the composition
of the two volumes. Indeed, the very briefness of the prologue to Acts
suggests the opposite, namely that the author could assume substantial
knowledge of what the first volume contains.

On this point Rowe has some good-natured fun with my own two-
volume commentary on Luke-Acts, noting that it was published sepa-
rately and shelved in two different sections of the Duke Divinity library,
even though I explicitly communicated to my readers that I wanted the
volumes to be read together. Let me grant the point and push it further.
I have no doubt that my books are used in a variety of ways. Some read-
ers look in them for cross-references, others for a bit of historical data or
lexical information, others for my opinion of a single verse or passage.
Some readers of one volume may in fact be unaware that I have written
the other volume.

But if we are to ask about the “intended” readers or “ideal” readers of my
commentary, the ones who are most competent to follow my argument
concerning Luke-Acts as a whole, and therefore best understand what
I wanted to communicate in my commentary, we would have to think of
those readers who have, despite the vagaries of book cataloguing, read
them as one. No one would suggest, furthermore, that those who read one
without reference to the other are reading “Johnson’s commentary” in a
superior fashion, even if we were to show statistically that nearly all of my
readers did read that way. I can state, finally, that although the commen-
tary volumes were published in 1991 and 1992, both volumes could have
been read together in sequence by my first “ideal reader”, who was Daniel
Harrington, S, the editor of the Sacra Pagina commentary series.

I make two final points quickly. (1) As I think Rowe recognizes, I regard
the literary-critical reading of Luke-Acts as a unity to be a genuine read-
ing choice. By no means do I think it has exclusive value. It is perfectly
legitimate to read Acts together with Paul’s letters, and Luke together
with the other Gospels. It is appropriate to read the Gospel as a source
for historical knowledge about Jesus, and Acts as a source for historical
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knowledge about early Christianity. It is also appropriate to employ the
various reading perspectives offered by source history, tradition history,
form criticism and redaction criticism. But I do claim that the sort of
literary-critical reading I have done of Luke’s entire narrative is best
for one purpose, namely understanding his literary and theological voice.
(2) As important as reception history is, it cannot be prescriptive for all
interpretation. Would Rowe seriously propose that the reading of Romans
by Origen, Cyril of Alexandria and Augustine should preclude the efforts to
hear Romans fresh—within the frame of first-century social realities and
rhetoric—Dby readers such as Stendahl, Sanders and Stowers? Surely not.
I hope he would agree that all of these ways of reading ought to be
part of a vigorous and wide-ranging conversation about the meaning of
the texts.



CHAPTER TWELVE

NARRATIVE CRITICISM AND TRANSLATION:
THE CASE OF THE NRSV

As anyone who has tried it can attest, translation is a difficult, even a per-
ilous art. Because of its central role in the worship and teaching of faith
communities, the translation of the Bible is even more daunting, and sel-
dom lacking in controversy. Augustine objected strenuously to Jerome’s
translation of the Old Testament directly from the Hebrew,! and the King
James Version was initiated because of the pitched ecclesiastical battles in
England swirling around the Geneva and Bishop’s Bible.2

The K]V, in fact, set a precedent for translations carried out by large com-
mittees of scholars,® reducing the risk incurred by any single translator—
learning a lesson, no doubt, from the experience of the great Tyndale.# Still,
even a translation carried out by committee (as was the NRSV),5 comes
into the world naked, exposed to the gaze of benevolent and hostile eyes
alike without the protective clothing provided by a commentary that can
explain the thinking that went into every translation decision. I undertake
my critical examination of the New Revised Standard translation of Luke-
Acts, then, in a spirit of deep appreciation for the courage and integrity of

1 See Augustine, Letters 28 and 71, and my discussion, “Augustine and the Demands
of Charity,” in The Future of Catholic Biblical Scholarship, with W.S. Kurz (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2002) 108-110.

2 The Geneva Bible was published in 1560 with an introduction by John Calvin, and with
extensive notes of a thoroughly reformed (and decidedly anti-Catholic) tendency: it con-
sistently reduced priests to elders and church to congregation. It was also popular, going
through 140 printings before 1640. Elizabeth I sponsored the Bishops Bible in 1568 precisely
to counter such low-church tendencies. In 1604 King James I responded to a plea from
bishops at the Hampton Court conference to authorize a new translation.

8 Fifty-four scholars from Oxford, Cambridge and Westminster met in six teams over a
period of four years. Three scholars subsequently spent nine months going over the work
of the six teams, and the complete translation was published by Robert Barker in 1611.

4 William Tyndale (1494-1536) left his imprint on all subsequent English translations
(some 8o percent of the KJV comes from him). He was hounded by the agents of Henry
VIII (then in his Catholic phase), arrested near Brussels in 1535, strangled, and burned at
the stake. See D. Daniel, The Bible in English: Its History and Influence (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2003).

5 The NRSV copyright is dated 1989; according to B.M. Metzger, “the Story of the New
RSV Bible,” Reformed Liturgy and Music 24 (1990) 171-176, the “time of publication” was
May 1, 1990.
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those responsible for this important version, especially since my own efforts
at translating portions of the New Testament make me aware of the dis-
tance between exalted linguistic goals and lowly translation compromises.5

These reflections on narrative criticism and translation are offered in trib-
ute to Professor Carl R. Holladay. We have been friends for thirty years and
colleagues at Yale and Emory for almost twenty.” It is a joy for me to share
in the celebration of Professor Holladay’s place and accomplishments in his
chosenworld ofbiblical scholarship. The topic seemed particularly appropri-
ate for this occasion because Carl has himself expended great effort in text-
critical and translation labors,® because like me, he has struggled with the
strengths and weaknesses of the NRSV since its first appearance,® and because
he is now, at the time of writing, working on a commentary on the Acts of
the Apostles that will once more require the establishment of the text and
an original translation.!® So important has Carl been to my own efforts along
these lines that the most difficult aspect of writing the present essay is that
I must do without his steady and wise consultation on the points I make.

The NRSV and Its Critics

As explained by Bruce Metzger for the committee of translators in a
preface addressed to the reader, this new translation of the entire Bible

6 See L.T. Johnson, The Letter of James: A New Translation with Notes and Introduction
(Anchor Bible 37A; New York: Doubleday, 1995); The Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina 3; Col-
legeville: Liturgical Press, 1991); The Acts of the Apostles (Sacra Pagina 5; Collegeville: Litur-
gical Press, 1992); The First and Second Letters to Timothy: A New Translation with Notes
and Introduction (Anchor Bible 35 A; New York: Doubleday. 2001); Hebrews: A Commentary
(The New Testament Library; Louisville: Westminster/ John Knox Press, 2006).

7 Carl was appointed to Yale Divinity School in 1975, and I joined him in 1976. We co-
taught New Testament Introduction there for four years. Out of that experience, I wrote
The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation, 2nd revised and enlarged edition
with Todd Penner (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), a book that owed a great deal to
our joint efforts and lively conversations. Carl went to Emory in 1980, and on the basis
of his teaching of NT introduction over many years at Candler School of Theology, wrote
A Critical Introduction to the New Testament: Interpreting the Message and Meaning of Jesus
Christ (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005). We have been colleagues at the Candler School of
Theology and in the Emory Graduate Division of Religion since 1992, an association that
has meant a great deal to me, and in which I have gained more than I have given.

8 See in particular C.R. Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jewish Authors. 4 Volumes:
Vol. 1, Historians; Vol. 2, Poets; Vol. 3, Aristobulus; Vol. 4, Orphica (Chico, CA, Atlanta, GA:
Scholars Press, 1983-1989).

9 He has, in fact, reviewed two study Bibles based on the new translation; see C.R. Hol-
laday, “Sorting out the NRSV Study Bibles,” The Christian Century 1 (April 6,1994) 350—-352.

10 In the Westminster/John Knox Press series entitled, New Testament Library.
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was authorized in 1974 by the Policies Committee of the Revised Stan-
dard Version, which is a standing committee of the National Council of
Churches of Christ in the USA. It was not to be an entirely fresh start, but
a revision that continued in the King James tradition, taking into account
new knowledge concerning texts (especially in the Old Testament) and
language (both ancient and modern). The committee took as its maxim,
“as literal as possible, as free as necessary.” The feature of the NRSV that
has drawn most attention from fans and critics alike, was its effort to use
gender-inclusive language with respect to humans (but not of God), but
equally innovative was the elimination of archaic forms (thee, thou, thine,
art, hast, hadst) in passages addressed to God. Although the distinction
between “shall” and “will” is maintained in the Old Testament, it is elimi-
nated in the New Testament because of the “more colloquial nature of the
Koine Greek.”!! The goals of the NRSV, in short, appear to be eminently
modest and reasonable.

The first chair of the committee was Herbert G. May, but after his death
in 1977, Bruce Metzger became chair, assisted by Robert C. Dentan and
Walter Harrelson as vice chairpersons. Members came and went over
the years, but at the time of publication, the 33 member committee had
10 scholars specializing in the New Testament and 23 specializing in the
Old Testament. There was one Jewish member and one from the Greek
Orthodox Church. The remaining members were drawn from Roman Cath-
olic (5), Episcopal (5) and a variety of Protestant traditions (17), as well as
some identified only by academic positions (4). Although the committee
remained overwhelmingly male, there were four female members by the
time the committee finished its work.

The process followed by the committee was as follows: larger groups
worked on sections of the Old Testament, New Testament, and Apocrypha,
and their revisions were then handed over to two editorial committees for
each testament. Bruce Metzger and two others made up each of these edi-
torial committees “for the necessary smoothing and standardizing of work
that had extended over a span of fifteen years.” Then, “it was the respon-
sibility of the chair to introduce at the very end a number of adjustments
within, and between, the Old and New Testaments.” The process, as we
shall see, may account for some of the problems in the translation; at the
very least, it removed the final product from the review of the committee

11 Metzger, Preface, The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991) ix—xiv.
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as a whole and gave enormous authority for “last minute changes” to the
general editor.1?

Because the NRSV was not a private venture but an official production of
the National Council of Churches, and because it was immediately embraced
by scholars and teachers as the improved version of the widely-accepted
(if not universally accepted) Revised Standard Version, it quickly achieved
establishment status, appearing in study versions with notes by respected
scholars,’® in tools such as the Synopsis™* and Concordance,'® in the Com-
mon Lectionary,!® and as one of the translations (with the NIV) used in the
multi-volume commentary, New Interpreter’s Bible.'” The National Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops quickly granted the translation an imprimatur
and authorized its use in Catholic editions of the Bible.!® This initiative was
subsequently reversed by the Vatican because of the NRSV’s use of inclu-
sive language,'® but the same fate was suffered by the New American Bible,
produced by the scholars of the Catholic Biblical Association of America;2°

12 Metzger, “The Story of the New RSV Bible” 171-172.

13 For example, The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha/Deuterocanonical
Books, edited by B.M. Metzger and R.E. Murphy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991);
NRSV Harper Study Bible, Expanded and Updated, edited by V. Verbrugge with study helps
by H. Lindsell (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991); The HarperCollins Study Bible: New Revised
Standard Version with the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, edited W.A. Meeks (New
York: HarperCollins, 1993); Cambridge Annotated Study Bible, with notes and references by
H.C. Kee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); The New Interpreter’s Study Bible:
New Revised Standard Version with The Apocrypha (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003).

14 B.H. Throckmorton, Gospel Parallels: A Comparison of the Synoptic Gospels, 5 edition
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992).

15 See R.E. Whitaker and J.R. Kohlenberger, Analytical Concordance to the New Revised
Standard Version of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). So far as I can tell,
no concordance on the entire Bible has appeared.

16 See Revised Common Lectionary 1992 for the United Methodist Church (Wichita:
St. Paul’s United Methodist Church, 1992); W. Brueggemann, C.B. Cousar, B.R. Gaventa,
J.D. Newsome, Texts for Preaching: A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV. 3 Volumes
(Louisville: Westminster/ John Knox Press, 1995).

17 The New Interpreter’s Bible in Twelve Volumes (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998).

18 See “Imprimatur Granted” in The Christian Century 108 (November 20-17, 1991)
1087.

19" See “Vatican Bans NRSV for Catholic Worship,” in The Christian Century 1 (Decem-
ber 7, 1994) 154.

20 The New American Bible (NAB) first appeared in 1970 and was amended to employ
more inclusive language in 1991. The Vatican rejected it as the basis for the revised lec-
tionary for the Roman Catholic Dioceses in the United States because of this inclusive
language, then in 2000 the 1991 New American Bible with Psalms and Revised New Testament
was modified by a committee made up of members of the Vatican and American Bishops
for use in the liturgy.
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both translations were victims of the retrogressive sexism characteristic of
the Vatican under John Paul II.

The effect of this publishing putsch was most evident in the world of
theological education associated with the same denominations that spon-
sored the translation. Its explicit embrace by American scholars, not to
mention its use in the commonly used pedagogical resources, meant that
for most seminary students, the RSV was speedily displaced, and the NRSV
was the version used in their study (and subsequent use) of the Bible. The
translation won slower acceptance among Christian groups less strongly
affiliated with the National Council of Churches,?! and anecdotal publish-
ing information suggests that the NRSV has proved to be more popular
among academics than among ordinary Bible readers.?2

In preparing for this essay, I made the usual “due diligence” search for
earlier reviews of the New Revised Standard Version. Although I managed
to find a not inconsiderable number of them, and will summarize them
briefly, four general impressions emerged from my reading. The first is that
the initial flurry of responses based on a superficial reading was succeeded
only sporadically by later, substantive engagements. The second is that the
reviews tended to appear mostly in ecclesiastical journals rather than in
specifically scholarly venues. The third is that attention, both positive and
negative, focused disproportionately on the issue of gender-inclusive lan-
guage or the quality of the English diction, rather than on the question of
how accurately the translation rendered the Hebrew or Greek originals. The
fourth is that the few reviews by independent biblical scholars that consid-
ered the translation in some detail tended to be more negative than those
that provided only a superficial impression. Overall, it seems, the closer one
peers at the NRSV the worse it appears as a responsible rendering of the
ancient compositions.

21 See “Bible Translation Awaits Acceptance,” The Christian Century 1o (February 17,
1993), 168-169.

22 A comparison of sales ranking on Amazon.com made on November 10, 2006 shows that
the NRSV sells best in study versions, with the New Oxford Annotated (2001) ranked 2,477,
the New Interpreter’s Study Bible at 11,770, and the HarperCollins at 42,969. The best-selling
non-study version (OUP, 1991) was ranked 101,654. The Revised Standard Version is still avail-
able in the New Oxford Annotated Bible (1977) and is ranked 78,901. The Nelson hardback of
the RSV (1952) is ranked 4,933. The Nelson edition of the K]V, in turn, ranks 1,686, and the
Hendrickson edition at 7,926. The NIV study edition (Zondervan) ranks 2,880, and the 2005
Hendrickson hardback ranks 79,649. The Oxford Study Bible of the Revised English Version
ranks 74,422. To put this in context, the DVD of the KJV ranks at 3,489, and sells well in
every available packaging.
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Almost concurrent with the actual publication of the translation a num-
ber of essays appeared by representatives of the sponsoring organization,?3
by leading members of the translation committee: Bruce Metzger,2*
Walter Harrelson,?> Robert C. Dentan?® (all part of the group carrying out
penultimate or final revisions), and by the committee’s sole Jewish mem-
ber, Harry Orlinsky.2? Such essays are not properly reviews but can be
fairly characterized as an effort to “sell” the new translation. This is not to
say that they are not worth reading. Metzger most clearly gives expression
to the overall process and goals; Dentan provides historical context and
is candid about the committee’s shifting perceptions as well as the role of
“common-sense” in many translation decisions. Harrelson is particularly
helpful in communicating the impact of new textual knowledge on the
translation, and on the growing awareness of the inclusive-language prob-
lem, as well as acknowledging, “The NRSV has flaws.” Harrelson also well
states the committee’s conviction concerning its work (please observe the
ordering of the positive points):

No doubt there are mistakes, instances of lack of consistency, infelicities
of expression, and perhaps some howlers. But on the basis of my examina-
tion of considerable portions of the text I would judge that it is by far our
most inclusive Bible, the one best suited for public reading among all the
newer translations, and (as will be indicated elsewhere in this issue) our
most accurate available English Bible.28

A number of positive reviews appeared shortly after publication of the
new translation. Some of these are less critical reviews than they are
essays that applaud the new version for its goals and process, and use it
as an opportunity to talk about translation in general, or suggest topics

28 See “The Long Road to the NRSV” by J. Martin Bailey, Acting Associate General Sec-
retary for Communications of the NCCC USA, in Religion and Public Education 17 (Winter,
1990) 45-50, and “The NRSV—Why Now?” by A.O. Van Eck, Associate General Secretary for
Education and Ministry, NCCC, in Religious Education 85 (Spring 1990) 163-172.

24 B.M. Metzger, “The Story of the New RSV Bible,” Reformed Liturgy and Music 24 (Fall
1990) 171-176; “The Processes and Struggles Involved in Making a New Translation of the
Bible,” Religious Education 85 (Spring 1990) 174-184.

25 W. Harrelson, “Recent Discoveries and Bible Translation,” Religious Education 85
(Spring, 1990) 186—200; “Inclusive Language in the New Revised Standard Version,” Princeton
Seminary Bulletin n.s. 11/3 (1990) 224—231.

26 R.C. Dentan, “The Story of the New Revised Standard Version,” Princeton Seminary Bul-
letin n.s. 11/3 (1990) 211—-223.

27 H.M. Orlinsky, “A Jewish Scholar Looks at the Revised Standard Version and Its New
Edition,” Religious Education 85 (Spring, 1990) 211—221.

28 Harrelson, “Inclusive Language in the NRSV,” 231.
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for discussion and instruction.?? Others praise the translation for its aes-
thetic qualities3© or for its suitability for public reading.3! Two positive
reviews that focus on gender-inclusive language compare the NRSV to the
Revised English Bible, published in the same year by British scholars. New
Testament scholar B.H. Throckmorton applauds the NRSV’s moves toward
inclusivity,32 while Old Testament scholar Carole R. Fontaine is apprecia-
tive of the NRSV but more reserved in her approval: it does not go far
enough.33 Herbert G. Grether compares the NRSV to three other recent
English translations (all of which profess inclusivity as a goal) and finds
that it is more consistent than the others.3* By far the most positive schol-
arly review was by Walter Wink, who declared himself “astonished by the
almost unerring precision of not just some but virtually all its changes,”
states that the NRSV is a “quantum leap forward,” and a “stunning achieve-
ment.” Wink notes a number of passages that might have been rendered
better, but also uses phrases such as “brilliant phrasing” and “excellencies”
for the NRSV’s renderings. As for the issue of inclusive language, Wink’s
main complaint is that the committee did not go far enough.3%

A positive but carefully nuanced review was offered by D.A. Carson,
who found some items to criticize—inconsistency in the use of “Messiah”
and “Christ,” for example, and the failure to explain why the NRSV some-
times places in the text readings that appeared as alternatives in the RSV’s
notes—but finds that, “by any reckoning, the NRSV is fresh, powerful,
interesting, and usually right.”3¢ In similar fashion, Roman Catholic New
Testament scholar John Donahue concludes that “in terms of accuracy,

29 K.R. Krim, “Translating the Bible: An Unending Task,” Religious Education 85 (Spring,
1990) 201—210; M. Boys, “Educational Tasks Old and New for an Ancient yet Timely Text,”
Religious Education 85 (Spring, 1990) 227—239; H.S. Olson, “The Word in Quest of Words,”
Currents in Theology and Mission 18 (1991) 338—344; A.D. Bennett, “The NRSV: A Teaching
Guide,” Religious Education 85 (Spring, 1990) 255-278.

80 J.Jenkins, “The NRSV: The Church'’s Bible?” Lutheran Forum 27 (November, 1993) 50-51;
T.A. Reiner, “The NRSV: Beauty and the Beast,” Word and World 16 (1996) 366, 368.

81 R.G. Bratcher, “Translating for the Reader,” Theology Today 47 (1990) 290-298;
J.V. Brownson, “Selecting a Translation of the Bible for Public Reading,” Reformed Liturgy and
Music 24 (1990) 191-194.

82 B.H. Throckmorton, “The NRSV and the REB: A New Testament Critique,” Theology
Today 47 (1990) 281—289.

33 C.R. Fontaine, “The NRSV and the REB: A Feminist Critique,” Theology Today 47 (1990)
273—280.

34 H.G. Grether, “Translators and the Gender Gap,” Theology Today 47 (1990) 299—305.
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recapturing not only the meaning but the tone of the biblical texts, and ease
of reading, the NRSV may be the best English version available.” Donahue
does identify a key passage in which the goal of inclusive-language threat-
ens the integrity of the scriptural metaphor (Galatians 4:4-7), and he
reaches a conclusion that others have as well, “although judging that the
NRSV may be the best English translation available, I think that the Old
Testament is better translated than the New.” He considers that, inclusive
language aside, the revised version of the NAB (1986) “has a slight edge in
the New Testament, both for accuracy and English expression.”37

A second set of early reviews more evenly balanced positive and negative
aspects of the NRSV. A short review appearing at the relatively late date of
1996 complained that the translation tried to be “all things to all people,”
and was hampered by excessive dependence on the Tyndale tradition.38
Another later essay discusses the reception of the NRSV in the Ortho-
dox tradition, but does not consider the translation itself in any detail.3°
In contrast, the essay by Peter Mendham lists matching lists of details,
which, in his judgment, the NRSV handled well or poorly, but advances
no definitive judgment of the translation’s value overall, concluding, “But
you judge.”*? A similar list of details is drawn up by Sakae Kubo with little
comment beyond, “In some cases, I would disagree with the choices of the
NRSV committee,” and his conclusion that no more revisions in the KJ
tradition should be made, but a fresh translation undertaken.*!

The Bible Division at Trinity Lutheran Seminary gave a thorough review
to the distinct parts of the NRSV and reached similar mixed conclusions.
In the Old Testament, the reviewers found counterbalancing positive and
negative aspects. The scholars reviewing the New Testament, however,
found more to challenge than to praise. A consistent worry was with accu-
racy. As Mark Powell comments, “Now we realize why the NRSV reads so
well. The scholars who prepared this version apparently viewed themselves
not only as translators but also as copy-editors. Their ‘improvements,
however, will not be appreciated by those who prize accuracy over art-

37 J.Donahue, SJ., “Adjusting the Standard: A First Look at the NRSV,” Ecumenical Trends
19/10 (November, 1990) 145-150.

38 M.A. Throntveit, “The NRSV: All Things to All People,” Word and World 16 (1996)
367, 369.

39 M. Prokurat, “NRSV: Preliminary Report,” Saint Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 43/3—4
(1999) 359-374-

40 P. Mendham, “The New Standard?” St. Mark’s Review 142 (Winter, 1990) 34—37.

41 S, Kubo, “The New Revised Standard Version,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 29

(Spring, 1991) 61-69.
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istry, substance over form.” The essay concludes that the version is an
improvement over the RSV, but also that “the overall product, however,
is uneven and suffers from being too close to the RSV in many instances
and too far from the Greek in even more cases.”*? The final essay in this
mixed-review category is by ]J.J.M. Roberts, a member of the NRSV transla-
tion committee, who states candidly, “The NRSV is a very good translation
in some places, but it is also a very poor translation in some ways in some
places.” He worries about the “nimbus of piety and respect” surrounding
the translation process, and seeks to show the human dimension of the
committee’s work. Specifically, he attributes the deficiencies of the NRSV
to “the danger of absolute editorial control,” noting that the final revisions
undertaken by a small inner group, and then Metzger alone, removed the
final product from the careful discernment process carried out within the
subcommittees in touch with the actual translation decisions. This agrees
substantially with Powell’s hunch that a desire for smoothness and read-
ability in the end trumped a concern for accuracy with respect to the origi-
nal languages.*3

I turn now to predominantly negative assessments of the NRSV. Two
early reviews focused on the standard translation questions without over-
due attention to the question of inclusive language. J.H. Dobson provides
a close examination of Mark 1:1—20 and John 11-51, and a more cursory
survey of other passages in John. He acknowledges the readability of the
translation, but concludes that claims to have taken advantage of advances
in biblical studies “do not stand up to careful scrutiny.” His analysis, how-
ever, is flawed because of his premise that “most of the New Testament was
written by people who knew Hebrew and probably also Aramaic’—the
handling of whose idioms serves as his main criterion of evaluation.** In an
extensive analysis, John H. Stek (a member of the Committee that produced
the NIV translation) pays some attention to inclusive language, but con-
centrates on a range of other translation issues. He appreciates the NRSV’s
improved style—*“the washing out of all those cumbersome Hebraisms
and archaisms”—but “when I began to follow my nose and concentrate
on certain details, I grew increasingly disappointed.” He predicts that the

42 C.Lynn Nakamura, RW. Doermann, R.R. Hutton, M.A. Powell, M.H. Hoops, S.K. Avotri,
W.F. Taylor, Jr., “The New Revised Standard Version: A Review,” Trinity Seminary Review 12
(Fall, 1990) 77-94.

43 JJ.M. Roberts, “An Evaluation of the NRSV: Demystifying Bible Translation,” Insights
108 (1993) 25-36.

44 J.H. Dobson, “New Revised Standard Version OUP 1995—Part 1. An Appraisal,”
Churchman 118 (2004) 53-74.
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NRSV will find greater success among liberal than among evangelical
Christians.*

Since the issue of gender-inclusive language is not the main inter-
est of the present essay, I quickly summarize the negative reviews of the
NRSV that focus especially on that aspect of the translation. As might be
expected, some criticize the NRSV for going too far, either with respect to
the original languages or contemporary English.#¢ Specific objections are
raised concerning the effect of inclusive language on Paul’s metaphor of
adoption.*” Other reviewers criticize the translators for not going far enough
and allowing the translation to retain unnecessary elements of patriarchy
and androcentrism.*8

Closer to the point of my essay are those reviews that take up specific
aspects of the NRSV primarily from the perspective of accuracy, rather
than readability, and find it wanting. These reviews illustrate the obser-
vation made above that the closer one looks, the worse this translation
appears. Some focus on the translation of a specific passage. Paul Elling-
worth rejects on linguistic and sociological grounds the NRSV’s translation
of &vdpeg ddeAgol in Acts 1:16 as “friends.”*® Although Edwin Hostetter thinks
the NRSV a “superb translation”; he challenges its rendering of Canticle 1:5
as “I am black and beautiful’—replacing the RSV’s “I am very dark but
comely’—concluding that “at this juncture the translators have seemingly
succumbed to tampering with the message of Scripture.”>° Thomas Salter
finds the NRSV translation of viév dvBpwmov in Rev 1:13 and 14:14 as “the son
of Man” rather than “a son of Man” is faulty. It “shows the heavy influence
of gospel studies but does not take into account the use and function of

45 J.H. Stek, “The New Revised Standard Version: A Preliminary Assessment,” Reformed
Review 43 (Spring, 1990) 171-188; a slightly revised form of the essay also appears in Calvin
Theological Journal 26 (April, 1991) 80—99.

46 P.B. Bretscher, “Translating the Bible: An Evaluation of the New Revised Standard
Version,” Logia 3 (January 1994) 55-58; A.E. Steinmann, “Bible Translations among Luther’s
Heirs,” Logia 10 (Epiphany, 2001) 13—22.

47 ]. Alsup, “Translation as Interpretation and Communication,” Insights 108 (1993)
15—23; G. Vail, “Inclusive Language and the Equal Dignity of Women and Men in Christ,”
The Thomist 67 (2003) 579—606.

48 K. Farmer, “The Misleading Translations in the New Revised Standard Version of
Proverbs,” Daughters of Sarah 21 (Winter, 1995) 36—41; C. Mercer, “Contemporary Language
and New Translations of the Bible: the Impact of Feminism,” Religion and Public Education
17 (Winter, 1990) 89—-98.

49 P. Ellingworth, “‘Men and Brethren. ..’ (Acts 1:16),” Bible Translator 55 (2004) 153-155.

50 E.C. Hostetter, “Mistranslation in Cant 1:5,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 34
(Spring, 1994) 35-36.
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the phrase in apocalyptic literature.”>! Other responses take up consistent
translation patterns. J. LaGrand objects to the frequent use of “Gentiles” in
place of “nations” in the NRSV,52 and Troy Martin systematically compares
the RSV and NRSV with respect to their translation of terms for time and
money, finding both deficient but the RSV as relatively superior.53

Finally, two reviews provide sustained attention to specific biblical
compositions. Jack Lewis examines the NRSV translation of the Minor
Prophets, and although he draws no sweeping conclusions, his close
analysis of individual points makes clear the puzzling lack of consistency
characterizing the translation, not least on choices touching text-criticism
and inclusive language.5* Paul Walasky’s examination of the NRSV trans-
lation of Luke-Acts comes closest to the topic of my essay. In his introduc-
tory comments, Walasky properly observes that “few biblical authors were
more conscious of the problems and possibilities of language than Luke
the Evangelist. From the elegant introduction to the Third Gospel to the
final speech recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, Luke was fully aware
that he was writing in a linguistically complex culture.” He notes further
that “there is a significant amount of resonance that operates between the
two Lukan volumes.”

In his examination of the opening chapters of the Gospel and the final
section of Acts, Walasky finds the smoothness of the translation as a
whole impressive, yet finds it wanting precisely in its literary sensitivity.
The translation obscures the dense intertextual allusions to the LxX in
Luke’s infancy account, and it fails to understand the intratextual echoes
in Luke’s use of terms such as Omnpétyg. He concludes, “the translators
have certainly achieved an overall smoothness in their English text of
Luke-Acts. However, it may be a texture that Luke never intended.”5®

51 T.B. Salter, “HOMOION HUION ANTHROPOU in Rev. 1:13 and 14:14,” Bible Translator
44 (July, 1993) 349-350.

52 ]. LaGrand, “Proliferation of the “Gentile” in the New Revised Standard Version,” Bibli-
cal Research 41 (1996) 77-87.

53 T. Martin, “Time and Money in Translation: A Comparison of the Revised Standard
Version and the New Revised Standard Version,” Biblical Research 38 (1993) 55-73.

54 J.P. Lewis, “The Minor Prophets in the NRSV,” Restoration Quarterly 33 (1991) 129-139.

55 P.W. Walasky, “‘In Our Own Language”: Working with the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion of Luke-Acts,” Religious Education 85 (Spring, 1990) 222—228.
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Walasky has well made the basic point about the importance of paying
attention to narrative interconnections in Luke-Acts, a composition of
considerable literary self-consciousness and sophistication. A significant
body of scholarship devoted to the narrative artistry of Luke-Acts has con-
firmed the importance of literary connections within and between the
two parts of Luke’s work.56 In the rest of this essay, [ want to show that
the NRSV’s failure to attend to such narrative signals has led to inadequate
and at times erroneous translation. I am not interested in assigning blame,
especially since an appreciation of literary criticism (much less rhetorical
criticism) was not widespread at the time that work on the NRSV was
begun.5” Nevertheless, the problems in the NRSV translation of Luke-Acts
are real, and I write in the hope that due consideration for narrative criti-
cism might inform future efforts. I will consider in turn two passages from
the Gospel, then some themes that span the Gospel and Acts, and finally
a passage in Acts.

The Prologue (Luke 1:1-4)

The importance of the prologue for the interpretation of the entire two-
volume work is universally recognized.>® It is the more shocking, then,
that the NRSV’s translation gets two of the critical elements in the pro-
logue wrong. First, following the RSV, it translates the final phrase, va
EMLyvs Tepl WV xatxn O Adywv v dopdAeiay, as, “so that you may know
the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.”

56 The pioneering works were by H.J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke (HTS
VI; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1920) and The Making of Luke-Acts (New York:
MacMillan and Company, 1927); fuller realizations of the literary approach are found in
L.T. Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts (SBLDS 39; Missoula: Scholars
Press, 1977) and especially R.C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Inter-
pretation, 2 Volumes (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986, 1990).

57 It is worth observing, however, that one of the New Testament committee members,
Paul Minear, had a deserved reputation for literary sensitivity, not least with respect to
Luke-Acts: see “Luke’s Use of the Birth Stories,” Studies in Luke-Acts, edited by L. Keck and
J.L. Martyn (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966) 11-130; To Heal and to Reveal: The Prophetic
Vocation according to Luke (New York: Crossroad, 1976).

58 See RJ. Dillon, “Previewing Luke’s Project from his Prologue,” CBQ 43 (1981) 205-221;
S. Brown, “The Role of the Prologue in Determining the Purpose of Luke-Acts,” Perspec-
tives on Luke-Acts, edited by C.H. Talbert (Danville, VA: Association of Baptist Professors
of Religion, 1978) 99—111.
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But the translation of dogdleia as “truth” is both wrong and misleading,
since it gives the impression that Luke writes in order to correct the factual
accuracy of earlier narratives, but that is not the case. A simple glimpse
at the concordance reveals that Luke’s use of dogaAvg and its cognates
always stresses “security, certainty” (Acts 2:36; 16:23—24; 21:34; 22:30; 25:26,
and above all, Acts 5:23), which the NRSV translation correctly communi-
cates in those other passages. Luke’s concern is not truth versus falsehood,
but certainty versus doubt. He writes to give Theophilus “assurance” con-
cerning the things about which he has been instructed.>®

Even worse is the NRSV’s bungling of the prologue’s main point. Luke
sets out to write, not simply a 3uynoig (“narrative”) as others have done,
but to write an “orderly account” (xafe&fic oot ypdat). That the phrase
xabekis is of critical importance can be seen from its use to describe Peter’s
exposition in Acts 11:4: it is clear that, for Luke, a narrative told in proper
sequence has a rhetorically convincing effect.6? In this case the RSV gets
the contrast exactly right, but for some inexplicable reason, the NRSV uses
“orderly account” for both the noun dwjynois in 11 and the phrase xafe&fjg
oot ypdat in 1:3, and thus destroys the author’s deliberate and critical
contrast. It is impossible to make sense to students of the prologue’s point
using the NRSV translation.

The Empty Tomb (Luke 24:1-12)

The first problem here is the puzzling decisions made about the te