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About the author


Manfred Bauer was born in Sudetenland (a region that is now part of the Czech Republic) in 1944 and grew up in Bavaria (southern Germany). He has been married for 45 years and lives in western Germany.


As a practicing, though not dogmatic Catholic, he has always been deeply interested in finding an answer to people’s fundamental questions about the existence of God and the meaning of life. In his attempt to do so, he has been delving into religion, science, philosophy, and esotericism since his youth. During these researches, he has consistently given central importance to the person of Jesus and his teachings.


Regular yoga exercises and meditation have been conducive to broadening his worldview not only in theory, but also in practice.


He spent his entire professional career in the German income tax administration and worked for many years in the field as an auditor, tax investigator, and head of department. As such, he was in a position to look behind the scenes of our society day in, day out. Over time, this has led him to develop a critical attitude to the statements issued by any type of authority.




About this book


Biblical statements and beliefs that were shaped by the ancient mindset have been mindlessly repeated for way too long. In the process, some of these ideas were eventually dogmatized. By investigating the historical origin of such dogmas, the author carries out an in-depth analysis of the contents of established Christian doctrines without bothering about political correctness. He is outspoken, but is careful not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. This book is therefore especially aimed at people with an interest in theology who are no longer satisfied with the usual clichés.


During his research, the author put expert opinions to the test and found out quite frequently that they leave much to be desired. He realized that many a Bible scholar makes his or her point on the basis of a limited and incomplete view of the world that is shaped, as the case may be, by his or her own faith or atheism.


As a result of the globalization that has occurred over the past few decades and the greater insight it has afforded us into other religions and worldviews, our perspective on the nature and abilities of spiritual masters such as Jesus has broadened considerably. Since such discoveries have been taken into account only rarely in “biographies” of Jesus, it has been the author’s intention to illustrate parallels between the teachings and actions of Jesus and those of spiritual masters from other religions.


This book also asks the questions:
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With forensic meticulousness, the author provides proof that not everything went by the book during the 1988 radiocarbon dating that “exposed” the Shroud as a medieval fake. The role of the Catholic Church leadership comes thereby under intense scrutiny.


Hence, the aim of this unconventional book is to invite the reader to accompany the author as he tries, with the help of Jesus’ example, to acquire a better understanding of the meaning and purpose of human existence and to show what consequences such a better understanding might have for the way we conduct our lives. 




So our lives glide on: the river
 ends we don’t know where, and 
the sea begins, and then there
 is no more jumping ashore.


George Eliot,
 Felix Holt, the Radical





Prologue


“I can’t die yet! There are still so many things I need to find out about Jesus!”


Vladimir Kramarevsky, a neighbor of mine when I was a teenager, was on a brief visit to us when he made that witty remark. A Russian immigrant, Vladimir was a sprightly old man in his 80s back then, i.e. in the 1960s. Having served as an officer in the White Army during the Russian Civil War, he had fled via China to Paris after the victory of the Red Army, i.e. around 1920. In 1945, for fear the French might commit acts of revenge because his wife was a German, he had immigrated with her to Germany. Eventually, he settled down in a two-room shack next to our house.


Even though he did not belong to any denomination, he was passionately interested in anything connected with spirituality. At the time, I showed precious little understanding for his enthusiasm and thought to myself, “What brand new things does he expect to find out about Jesus? For 2000 years, the smartest minds have been making conjectures about him. You would think that, by now, they must have unearthed everything that can be discovered. Moreover, the church is constantly telling us about him. And if the church authorities are not in the know, who else could be?”
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Fast-forward twenty years or so. It is my fortieth birthday, and I am about to be given a special kind of present.


On my way back home from work I have just picked up a colleague with whom I have been ride-sharing. At a very busy junction we need to cross in order to get to the expressway, I realize the traffic light is switching to amber, so I step on the gas in order to get through. As we come level with the traffic signal, my colleague shouts, “Watch out! Watch out!”


At that point, my sensory perceptions undergo a sudden change: I see something white drifting toward us as if in slow motion and I hear a siren wailing as if in the far distance. I have a feeling this could be the end. In a moment reminiscent of accounts of near-death experiences, I get the impression that I might hover above the scene of the accident. The following thought occurs to me: “Unless you do more with your life, you are no longer needed here!" This brief and calm message is quite authoritative. There is no doubt about it: it is a kick in the pants.


The banging and crashing noise of the impact jerks me back to the ordinary, real-time unfolding of events: my car is rammed against the guardrail; it jolts to a halt; a sudden silence ensues; my colleague and I are now trapped in a totaled car.


An ambulance has just crashed into the fender on the driver’s side, causing the legroom on my side to shrink by two-thirds. Splinters of the shattered windshield and side window have lodged in my face.


My colleague and I look at each other and, in turn, ask, “Are you OK” Feeling fine, I answer, “Yes”. Finding that the front doors are jammed, we climb over the seat backs and get out through the rear ones.


Only once outside does my bruised left lower leg begin to hurt. It makes me feel faint. Blood is running from the cuts in my face.


Some time later, a replacement ambulance took me to a hospital from which I was discharged after my wounds had been stitched. My colleague went home by train. Luckily, he had suffered only a few bruises. For a while, I felt guilty at having crossed the path of an ambulance, but it turned out that it was its driver who was to blame for the crash: he had crossed the junction on a red light without having first made sure that the path was clear.


During the three weeks I spent on sick leave, I kept thinking about the inner voice that had asked of me more than I had given thus far. It dawned on me that I had lived a spiritual life only in theory, i.e. had been satisfied with reading spiritual books, and that it was now time to get practical. This was a disturbing thought, though. It meant that I would have to change my life: for me as for most people, a difficult decision to make.


As luck would have it, I had just finished reading Autobiography of a Yogi, a book in which an Indian yoga master named Paramahansa Yogananda shows his readers how to achieve spiritual progress through meditation. Having been deeply impressed by examples from his own life, I began to practice meditation on a regular basis with the help of the service readings published by the Self-Realization Fellowship, an organization set up by Yogananda himself.
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You may wonder why I have chosen to describe the above personal experience in such detail and what all this has to do with Jesus.


After the aforementioned chat with our Russian neighbor, I had first started to study Jesus from a Christian viewpoint. Then, little by little, I began to consider him from the perspective of the Eastern philosophy of religion. This offered me completely new insights and enabled me to find quite a few parallels to many of Jesus’ mysterious sayings and actions.


I realized that there is no Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim truth (to name but a few of the world religions), but that the wise men and women of all religions, including Jesus, were and are still following different paths to the same truth.


Little by little, I gained a wider view of the founder of Christianity, a view I invite you to discover in this book.


What the Christian Churches’ doctrines tell us about him is based on ancient Scriptures that are suffused with legends and steeped in the beliefs that prevailed at the time they were written.


Although religious scholars have spared no effort in order to extract the truth from the Scriptures and have been discussing that issue for over a century, the church has apprehensively avoided any mention of their findings in its proclamation of faith.


However, I must hasten to add that the said scholars are anything but in agreement about the founder of Christianity. The truth is that everyone views him from his own perspective and judges him according to the rules of his field of expertise. But, to be fair, I must also admit that it is really difficult if not impossible to describe a spiritual master such as Jesus. All the more so because the following reservation applies to just about every quotation of Jesus in the Gospels: we cannot be sure that it faithfully reflects what Jesus actually said.


The Indian philosopher Sri Aurobindo once said:




Nobody except myself can write my life—because it has not been on the surface for man to see.1





The same goes for Jesus, of course.


We could say, “Let’s keep it that way! It does not make any sense to write about Jesus because we will never be able to get the whole picture anyway.”


However, before you close this book and put it aside, please consider this: What if nobody had written about Jesus? What if there weren’t any Gospels at all? No matter how deficient all writings about him are—the same goes for this book—they are pieces of a jigsaw that merely convey a rough, incomplete image of Jesus.


For generations, they have presented the image of a man who did not use his abilities to strive for worldly power, fame, and wealth. His aim went beyond all that: he wanted to give people an understanding of the spiritual world—despite all the mistakes that even he was liable to make. His teachings were mainly about the concept of a God based on his own experience—a God he knew as a loving father. For all that, he never digressed into spiritual discourse nor forgot about his contemporaries’ material hardships and the world’s injustices. He did not just talk the talk; he also walked the walk, i.e. stuck to his conviction to the last.


Unfortunately, it is almost impossible to get a clear image of Jesus. That is not only because the Evangelists were born too late to be personally acquainted with him, but also because they interpolated passages expressing their own views in the accounts of his life that had already assumed legendary characteristics by the time they wrote them down.


For these reasons, any description of Jesus’ life is guesswork to a great extent. This book is therefore just another attempt to get as close to the truth as possible. While trying to do so, the gaps and discrepancies in the Gospel narratives cannot be complemented by facts, but only by possibilities.


When he was still in office, Pope Benedict XVI expressed the following opinion about how one should approach the Gospels:




Naturally this will require of us a readiness not only to form a “critical‛ assessment of the New Testament, but also to learn from it and to let ourselves be led by it: not to dismantle the texts according to our preconceived ideas, but to let our own ideas be purified and deepened by his word.2





Could it be that Pope Benedict XVI suffered from a lack of self-confidence?


Once we have carefully analyzed the texts of the New Testament, why on earth shouldn’t we have the right not only to give credence to what sounds convincing, but also to dismiss what seems dubious either as a misconception or as a view dating from a bygone era?


Not everything is “his word", after all.


As a saying goes, “Today’s truth is tomorrow’s lie!” What used to be considered as the truth at a given time often turns out to have been a misconception or a legend later on. Similarly, what used to be regarded as reality in former times need not be accepted as a signpost written in stone. Human conceptions and customs keep evolving.


We could also turn the aforementioned saying on its head: “Today’s lie is tomorrow’s truth!’ In other words: the narrative elements that the Evangelists made up in order to make Jesus attractive to their contemporaries were later adopted as “dogmatic truth”. To be fair, I should add that it would be wrong to refer to such elements as lies because that is how history used to be written at the time.


Still: does the church really expect us to bring our worldview into line with conceptions that date back 2000 years and were not undisputed, but hotly debated even back then?


As you will realize in the course of reading this book, it is absolutely not my intention to qualify every biblical statement and dismiss it as sheer myth. Rather, I am aiming at a differentiated approach that is free of ideological blinders.


Fortunately, we no longer live in a time when a group of uncritical believers could still impose their views on critical believers. Today, we can even contradict the theological statements of a pope without running any risks.


Unfortunately, that still isn’t true of all religions.


My former neighbor Vladimir Kramarevsky epitomizes the inquisitive researcher whose open-minded worldview keeps evolving as new information comes to light. Mind you, such inquisitive researchers are the exception rather than the rule. Otherwise, the fact that so many serious misconceptions have crept into established religious belief systems and have endured for so long— mainly through dogmatization (i.e. the laying down of Christian doctrines)— would never have been possible.


My aim as a writer— and thus your aim as well, dear reader, if you accept my invitation to accompany me on my quest—is to try to get as close as possible to Jesus as a person by using all the means we have at our disposal.


In order to do so, we can take advantage of globalization because it is a process that has not stopped short of anything, not even the spiritual field. As


I explained above, we can e.g. do so by taking into account knowledge that is peculiar to the Eastern philosophy of religion.


We can draw parallels between ...




	■the teachings and extraordinary events that are recorded in the Gospels


	■and accounts of the lives of former outstanding spiritual figures, no matter which religion they belonged to.





This approach will allow us to see Jesus in the context of what should be—according to God’s plans—man’s overall spiritual development.


As far as I know, such a comparative method has not yet been used in conventional Bible science. I think this may be one of the reasons why scholarly views of the Jewish itinerant preacher and miracle worker that Jesus was are often very one-sided and narrow.


As a consequence of the method I have used in my research, this book is more than just a description of Jesus’ life. It intends to point out spiritual connections that can give us an insight not only into man’s enormous God-given potential and endless possibilities, but also into the meaning of our lives.


Let me conclude this introduction with a brief overview of the contents of this book:




	■I have considered it necessary to begin by making my readers familiar with the existing biblical texts and with the views prevailing among Bible scholars.


	■Before we study and discuss Jesus himself, it is also indispensable, in order to be able to understand his motives, to delve into the history of his people, i.e. Israel. That is why I have devoted much space to this topic in Chapter 2.


	■As you will notice, there are three chapters in which I have related Jesus’ public ministry in a narrative form. Each of these narrative chapters is followed by a justificatory chapter in which I present arguments supporting the plausibility of each narrative I wrote.


	■Did Jesus leave behind his image on the Turin Shroud? The comprehensive chapter addressing this question (Chapter 11) may have a few surprises in store for you.


	■The final part of this book deals with the time after Jesus and includes chapters about St. Paul, the early church, and Marian devotions and apparitions.





I have tried to use easily comprehensible language and have avoided theological and scientific terms as far as possible. In my experience, specialist terminology waters down the message and makes it less clear and convincing.


I hope that I have found in you, dear reader, a discerning, but unbiased and open-minded critic.


With this in mind, I wish you interesting hours of reading during which you may hopefully gain new insights that will broaden your view of the world.





Chapter 1



Biblical texts


Is the Bible the word of God?


After reading out a passage from the Old Testament or from the Pauline Epistles during a Catholic Mass or during a Protestant or Anglican service, the lector standing at the altar usually says, “The word of the Lord1”, and the members of the congregation dutifully reply, “Thanks be to God!”


Whenever that happens, I feel the need to apologize to the Almighty, “Dear God, please don’t take it personally that such texts are attributed to you! The lector is not to blame, he has to comply with the order of service and has to stick to that wording.”


I really cannot understand how anyone who has studied the Scriptures could ever hit on the idea of referring to the aforementioned texts as “the word of the Lord”. They are an inextricable mixture of ancient conceptions based on ...




	■facts;


	■legends;


	■errors;


	■later insertions or omissions;


	■and contradictory statements.





The Jewish religious scholar Pinchas Lapide puts it in a nutshell:




Basically, there are only two ways to deal with the Bible: you can take it literally, or you take it seriously. These two approaches are hardly reconcilable.2





If, as the church teaches us, the New Testament owes its inspiration to the Holy Spirit, he must have suffered from Alzheimer’s disease because every Evangelist and Epistle writer has written a more or less different version of Jesus’ teachings and actions.


The Bible covers a vast field, both temporally and ideologically.




	Deuteronomy, for instance, mentions a piece of over 3000-year-old legislation in which YHWH orders the Israelites who are taking part in campaigns of conquest in the Holy Land to slay all the male inhabitants of the conquered cities that do not surrender voluntarily and are located within the planned settlement area. In all the conquered cities within that area, women and children are to be killed as well (cf. Deut. 20:10–17). In Chapter 2 (History of Judaism), I shall address the question to what extent that extermination strategy was realistic or just wishful thinking.


	On the other hand, Jesus on the cross forgives his executioners:







[...] Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. [...]


(Luke 23:34)





The Bible also spans a great variety of texts: from psalms praising God to angry outbursts by St. Paul against his opponents.


According to our current perception of God, it is no longer conceivable that he could ever have chosen a specific people, preferred them to all others, and not just allowed, but even ordered them to exterminate other peoples. According to self-centered conceptions dating from before antiquity however, tribal deities were responsible only for their own people.


As we will discover later (cf. Biblical studies, exegesis), it was the priests and secular leaders of the people who saw to it that various texts (i.e. not only pieces of legislation such as the aforementioned one, but also instructions and stories) were inserted in the Scriptures. When St. Paul gives vent to his anger against the conservative Jewish Christians, who wanted the Gentile Christians to undergo Jewish circumcision, by expressing the wish that the former be simply emasculated (cf. Gal. 5:12), his statement is nothing but his anger and his words.


Just as this book you are reading now, the Bible—no matter whether it is the Old Testament or the New Testament—was written by humans from beginning to end.
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Let us first turn our attention to the Jewish Scriptures.


The Old Testament


The Jewish Scriptures (hence the Old Testament as well) are based on the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh). The Tanakh includes ...




	
the Torah (Hebrew for instruction, law, that law being mainly spelled out in five books attributed to Moses);


	books about prophets;


	and other texts such as psalms or the Song of Solomon or the Book of Proverbs.





Legends of a few scattered tribes dating back to pre-antiquity were passed on by word of mouth and later recorded and amalgamated into a salvation history under the tribal God YHWH. Apart from the Creation story, the Tanakh covers a period of about 1300 years.


Some of the “Divine Commands” that it contains (such as the aforementioned rule concerning the procedure after taking a city by storm or the legal relationship between a slave and his master) refer to the living conditions of a bygone era, i.e. pre-antiquity. Such statements are difficult to understand today and have to be considered in the light of the circumstances obtaining at the time.


As we will see in the next section (cf. Biblical studies, exegesis), the Tanakh was repeatedly revised by various authors over the centuries and, each time, it was adapted to the new circumstances.


The relationship between Israel and their God YHWH is the major thread running through the Jewish Scriptures. Some historians assume that YHWH was originally a volcanic or thunder-and-lightning deity of the Midianites, a people who lived on the Arabian peninsula. The Israelites adopted their cult. The nomads regarded the volcanoes that were active in the area across which they wandered as the seat of their god.


During the immigration of various nomadic tribes to the ancient civilized land of Canaan (present-day Palestine), every tribe took along their own tribal god. These gods were blended first with each other, then with the religious beliefs of the Hebrews who came from Egypt. Some of the gods, however, were also worshipped alongside the deities of the Canaanites. The Canaanite god of creation, El, for instance, could easily be equated with YHWH. For a while, the people also worshipped fertility and astral deities such as Baal, Astarte, and Marduk. The priests and prophets, however, prevented such practices with drastic measures, which included the death penalty.


Nevertheless, monotheism gained acceptance only gradually in Israel.


In 597BC, following the conquest of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar II, King of Babylon, a many of its Jewish inhabitants—members of the upper class in particular—were deported to Babylon and resettled there. Only in 539BC, i.e. after the Persians conquered Babylon, were the Jewish captives allowed to go back home. Jewish Scriptures that date from after their return from the Babylonian exile are the first documents to refer to YHWH as the creator of heaven and earth. But even though this made him the God of all mankind, his exclusive covenant with Israel was given prime importance.


In those days, uttering God’s name was tabooed out of respect for his holiness, a circumstance that was probably partly influenced by the fact that anyone who uttered God’s name in a negative manner by accident ran the risk of being punished.




You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain; for the LORD will not hold him guiltless that takes his name in vain.


(Exod. 20:7)





In extreme cases, blasphemers could be sentenced to death. From then on, God’s name existed only in writing, i.e. as YHWH. And, because of the absence of vowels in written Hebrew, the knowledge of the original pronunciation gradually slid into obscurity. It may have been [jahwe], [jabe], or [jauwe].


Henceforth, paraphrases were used whenever people talked about God or to God: for instance, Adonai, a very respectful way of saying “my Lord”. Ja or HaShem, which means “the name”, were common terms as well.


The Hebrew Scriptures provided important impulses that have influenced the life of the people beyond Judaism all over the world up to the present day, for example the notion that man is made in the image of God.




So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.


(Gen. 1:27)





This is where the principle found in all modern constitutions that all men are basically equal stems from.


The Ten Commandments are norms that are easy to understand and still of importance to the social coexistence of people. The division of the week into seven days as well as the Jewish Sabbath and our Sunday are all derived from the notion that God rested on the seventh day after creating the world.


Incidentally, the word Jew comes from the expression Jehuda, which means “I want to praise God”.


But how did the Jewish Scriptures come into being?


In order to find out, let us look Bible scholars over the shoulder.


Biblical studies, exegesis


The method employed by Bible scholars is called exegesis. This Greek word is used to refer to the interpretation of the texts of the Old and New Testament. Exegesis is the attempt to make the statements and meanings of the Bible as well as the historical and textual connections of biblical texts comprehensible to both professionally qualified and unqualified readers. For that reason, the challenge for the scientists is to find out by whom, when and where the texts were written.


Right up into the 18th century, Bible scholarship was dominated by the dogmatic teachings of the Christian Churches. The Old and the New Testament were divine revelations. Doubting their origin used to be a grievous sin that deserved to be punished by hellfire. In the Middle Ages, such skeptics were still tortured for their own good in order to make them retract. Sometimes, when all attempts had been in vain, they were even burned at the stake to save them from everlasting fire. As you can see, back then, people were deeply concerned about the salvation of their poor erring contemporaries.


Later, it was only the skeptics’ books that were burned, or they were silenced by other methods, such as the revocation of their teaching license, excommunication, or verbal attacks by opportunistic, sycophantic fellow scholars who ridiculed their way of thinking. Only in the 19th century did some form of critical Bible scholarship emerge, mainly within the Protestant Churches.


The Catholic Church took its time and eventually cleared the way for freer research in 1943, when Pope Pius XII released his encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu [Inspired by the Holy Spirit]:




Let the interpreter then, with all care and without neglecting any light derived from recent research, endeavor to determine the peculiar character and circumstances of the sacred writer, the age in which he lived, the sources written or oral to which he had recourse and the forms of expression he employed.3





Pope Pius XII, however, still stuck to his opinion that the Holy Spirit had spoken through the biblical authors and that it had not been his intention to enlighten man about processes in the physical world. Pope Pius clearly did not expect the Holy Spirit’s knowledge to extend beyond the usual boundaries of his time.


The expression The LORD/God said occurs many times in the Old Testament and implies that YHWH talked to his people or to his prophet in person.
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By way of example, let me quote the passage in which Abraham is asked to sacrifice his son Isaac as a burnt offering:




And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said to him, “Abraham”: and he said, “Behold, here I am.”


And he said, “Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and get you into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering on one of the mountains which I will tell you of.”


And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son, and split the wood for the burnt offering, and rose up, and went to the place of which God had told him.


Then on the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes, and saw the place afar off.


And Abraham said to his young men, “Abide you here with the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you.”


And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it on Isaac his son; and he took the fire in his hand, and a knife; and they went both of them together.


And Isaac spoke to Abraham his father, and said, “My father”: and he said, “Here am I, my son.” And he said, “Behold the fire and the wood: but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”


And Abraham said, “My son, God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering”: so they went both of them together.


And they came to the place which God had told him of; and Abraham built an altar there, and laid the wood in order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar on the wood.


And Abraham stretched forth his hand, and took the knife to slay his son.


And the angel of the LORD called to him out of heaven, and said, “Abraham, Abraham”: and he said, “Here am I.”


And he said, “Lay not your hand on the lad, neither do you any thing to him: for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son from me.”


And Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son.


(Gen. 22:1–13)





In the lifetime of Abraham, the mythical progenitor of the Jews and Arabs, people traditionally offered human sacrifices (even their own children, their firstborn son in particular) to the gods. In order to justify such a practice, in pre-antiquity the Jews imputed it to YHWH:




[...] the firstborn of your sons shall you give to me.


(Exod. 22:29)





✓But perhaps there came a time when the priestly caste felt that such sacrifices were inhuman and no longer appropriate. What could they do? Since the custom was YHWH’s express wish, they could not simply forbid it. That would explain why a new story was circulated: the one about Abraham and Isaac, in which YHWH refrained from demanding human sacrifices.


Nevertheless, in the hope of obtaining God’s help, children were still sacrificed now and then. Judge Jephtha, for example, sacrificed his only daughter because God had helped him to victory in the war against the Ammonites (cf. Judg. 11:30–40).


Something similar is recorded about the king of the Moabites:




And when the king of Moab saw that the battle was too sore for him, he took with him seven hundred men that drew swords, to break through even to the king of Edom: but they could not.


Then he took his oldest son that should have reigned in his stead, and offered him for a burnt offering on the wall. And there was great indignation against Israel: and they departed from him, and returned to their own land.


(2 Kgs. 3:26–27)
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Let’s take the origin of the Five Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) as an example.


As is always the case with Jewish or Middle Eastern history, the task is rather complicated because every group did its own thing. They pursued their own interests with lots of fantasy and swagger. Let’s begin with the kingdom of David.


About 1000BC, David created a kingdom that reached from the border to Egypt in the south to Phoenicia in the north, including the areas of Edom, Moab, and Ammon on the other side of the River Jordan. This event is recorded in the Second Book of Samuel (cf. 2 Sam. 8:2–10).


But that passage is clearly an idealized account that was added by its author!


According to the latest research, David was originally a gang leader who became king of a few of the Jewish tribes in what was later known as Judaea. Due to his victory over King Saul, who ruled over the other tribes in the north, he could establish a Jewish kingdom. It was divided into the southern kingdom of Judah with Jerusalem as its capital and the northern kingdom of Israel with Shechem as its central city. The latter kingdom roughly covered the territory of what later became known as Samaria and Galilee.


The territory of these two kingdoms was inhabited by about 55,000 people. Hence, it was much too weak to attack the cities of the Philistines on the Mediterranean or the areas on the other side of the Jordan.


Contrary to David, who paid attention that both kingdoms enjoyed equal rights, his son Solomon—who was not as wise as he is portrayed— discriminated against the northern kingdom, i.e. Israel, to such an extent that it reasserted its independence after his death. Even though the tribes in both kingdoms shared the same roots, the same religion, and the same history, they were now competing against each other. As a result, the stories they had passed on from generation to generation were edited or rewritten by each side according to their own interests.


In Jerusalem the priests traced back their descent to Aaron, but in the northern kingdom their colleagues claimed they were the sons of Moses. As a result, the role of Moses was understated in the southern Scriptures, whereas the northern ones misrepresented Aaron to Moses’ benefit.


Bible scholars use the letter J (short for Jehovah) to designate the Scriptures of the southern kingdom of Judah because these texts refer to God as YHWH; the Scriptures of the northern kingdom, on the other hand, are designated by the letter E because they use the name Elohim for God.


When, in 722BC, the Assyrians—a people from Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq)—destroyed the northern kingdom, its population was deported or fled to the southern kingdom, i.e. Judah, and took along their Scriptures. In Judah, the two Scriptures J and E were then cobbled together into a single Torah.


During that process, it happened quite often that two stories were combined to a single one, even though each of the original accounts still survived almost completely. This is exemplified by the Creation story or the story of Noah.


After J and E had been mixed together, new stories were added. These new stories are designated by a P because they predominantly represent the point of view of the Aaronic priestly caste. They are mainly about the principle that the consecrated priests are the only intermediaries between man and God. Only Aaron’s progeny was regarded as having a rightful claim to that level of priesthood. Nobody else was authorized to make sacrifices to YHWH, and sacrifices could only be made at a central place, i.e. the Temple in Jerusalem. The priests of Moses’s progeny were reduced to the level of subordinate assistants, the so-called Levites. Today, we would call the Aaronic priesthood’s status a “monopoly position”. And an especially lucrative one at that.


Let’s consider an example from Numbers 25 (“The heresy of Peor”).4


This story is made up ...




	of elements from J and E (the amalgamated Scriptures of the northern and southern kingdoms);


	and of elements taken from P (the priestly caste’s insertions).





The first five sentences of the text come from JE; the following ones from P. In the quotation below, the passage from JE is italicized; that from P is in roman type.




And Israel stayed in Shittim, and the people began to commit prostitution with the daughters of Moab.


And they called the people to the sacrifices of their gods: and the people did eat, and bowed down to their gods.


And Israel joined himself to Baalpeor: and the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel.


And the LORD said to Moses, “Take all the heads of the people, and hang them up before the LORD against the sun, that the fierce anger of the LORD may be turned away from Israel.”


And Moses said to the judges of Israel, “Slay you every one his men that were joined to Baalpeor.”


And, behold, one of the children of Israel came and brought to his brothers a Midianitish woman in the sight of Moses, and in the sight of all the congregation of the children of Israel, who were weeping before the door of the tabernacle of the congregation.


And when Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he rose up from among the congregation, and took a javelin in his hand;


And he went after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, the man of Israel, and the woman through her belly. So the plague was stayed from the children of Israel.


And those that died in the plague were twenty and four thousand.


And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying,


“Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, has turned my wrath away from the children of Israel, while he was zealous for my sake among them, that I consumed not the children of Israel in my jealousy.


Why say, Behold, I give to him my covenant of peace:


And he shall have it, and his seed after him, even the covenant of an everlasting priesthood; because he was zealous for his God, and made an atonement for the children of Israel.”


Now the name of the Israelite that was slain, even that was slain with the Midianitish woman, was Zimri, the son of Salu, a prince of a chief house among the Simeonites.


And the name of the Midianitish woman that was slain was Cozbi, the daughter of Zur; he was head over a people, and of a chief house in Midian.


And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying,


“Vex the Midianites, and smite them:


For they vex you with their wiles, with which they have beguiled you in the matter of Peor, and in the matter of Cozbi, the daughter of a prince of Midian, their sister, which was slain in the day of the plague for Peor’s sake”.


(Num. 25:1–18)





If we take a closer look at the text, we can see the intention behind it very clearly. Both parts of the text are incomplete. In the JE section, Moses initially gives the order to kill everyone who has turned to Baalpeor, a god of the Moabites. Here, the text breaks off without providing any detailed information on the execution of his command.


Next comes a switch to the P section, which describes how an Israelite arrives in the company of a Midianitish woman in plain view of Moses and the people. The man and the woman obviously enter a house to enjoy a “lovers’ tryst” there. Phinehas, one of Aaron’s grandchildren, follows the lovers and kills them both with a single javelin thrust. Phinehas and his descendants, the Aaronites, are rewarded for that deed by YHWH with the covenant of an everlasting priesthood.


According to the priestly part of the story, the authority to offer sacrifices to YHWH rested exclusively with the Aaronites for all times. After all, Moses had merely watched from the sidelines.


It is not clear what is meant by the “plague” Israel’s children died of. Presumably, it was an epidemic that YHWH sent to the people of Israel as punishment for their idolatry.


The whole passage is also noteworthy for the following peculiarity: in the P section of the story, the Moabites from the JE text suddenly turn into Midianites. Moses’s wife was a Midianite. Hence, he was discredited. And his descendants were no longer pure-blooded Israelites.


But even that is only a half-truth. In fact, the “Moses” mentioned in that story was a legendary figure. If he really existed, by the time the stories about him were written, hardly any facts (including, of course, the identity of his wife or wives) were still known about his life.


The most likely hypothesis is that the Midianites were initially a befriended people and that this circumstance was emphasized by claiming that Moses had a wife who came from there.


Presumably, by the time the story quoted above was recorded, the friendly relationship between both peoples had become a thorn in the priests’ side. Maintaining the purity of the bloodline was more important to them. So, with this story, they killed two birds with one stone: for one thing, the Midianites were declared enemies, and for another, Moses and his descendants were discredited in a manner that was reason enough for them to be considered no longer worthy to offer sacrifices to YHWH.


This example shows how, in those days, you could establish a lucrative monopoly position with relatively little effort: power politics by means of historical misrepresentation!


The above P story is by no means the only one of its kind. As an antithesis to it, someone (probably Jeremiah, a priest of Mosaic descent) wrote Deuteronomy (named D text in exegesis).


Furthermore, in Bible science, the letter R stands for the reviser who pieced together all of those partially contradicting texts to what is now known as the Old Testament. This was probably done by the Aaronic priest Ezra during the years of the Babylonian exile (587–539BC).


Every biblical story reflects something that was of importance to its author. And, due to the circumstance that the Aaronic and the Mosaic priests were competing against each other for power and influence, this fact is noticeable in the Mosaic Scriptures as well. In the following quotation, for example, the Mosaic prophet Jeremiah gives vent to his anger toward the Aaronites:




“How do you say, ‘We are wise, and the law of the LORD is with us?’ See, certainly in vain made he it; the pen of the scribes is in vain.


[...]5


[...] from the prophet even to the priest every one deals falsely.”


(Jer. 8:8–10)





The God of the Old Testament is often described as wrathful and punishing. This image, however, is too one-sided. It is mainly due to the Scriptures of the priestly caste (P): they claim that man can only meet YHWH’s standards by adhering to the laws and they threaten him with horrible punishments if he fails to do so.


By contrast, the authors of J (YHWH, southern kingdom), E (El, northern kingdom) and D (Deuteronomy) depict a rather humane God who can be persuaded to change his mind and shows mercy whenever a sinner repents. The emphasis in these texts is not so much on complying with laws, but rather on loving God and acting righteously, the latter behavior being dictated by man’s inborn knowledge of good and evil.




For this commandment which I command you this day, it is not hidden from you, neither is it far off.


[...]


But the word is very near to you, in your mouth, and in your heart, that you may do it.


See, I have set before you this day life and good, and death and evil;


In that I command you this day to love the LORD your God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commandments and his statutes and his judgments, that you may live and multiply: and the LORD your God shall bless you in the land where you go to possess it.


(Deut. 30:11–16)





Sometimes, however, the priestly authors (P) also emphasized God’s mercy; just as the author of Deuteronomy (D) could issue horrible threats in case of disobedience:




But it shall come to pass, if you will not listen to the voice of the LORD your God, [...] that all these curses shall come on you, and overtake you:


Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed shall you be in the field.


Cursed shall be your basket and your store.


Cursed shall be the fruit of your body, and the fruit of your land, the increase of your cows, and the flocks of your sheep.


Cursed shall you be when you come in, and cursed shall you be when you go out.


The LORD shall send on you cursing, vexation, and rebuke, in all that you set your hand to for to do, until you be destroyed, and until you perish quickly; because of the wickedness of your doings, whereby you have forsaken me.


The LORD shall make the pestilence stick to you, until he have consumed you from off the land, where you go to possess it.


The LORD shall smite you with a consumption, and with a fever, and with an inflammation [...].


[...]


The LORD shall smite you with madness, and blindness, and astonishment of heart:


[And so on].


(Deut. 28:15–28)







[image: cover] Is that the word of God?


✓ Certainly not!


But perhaps there was no other way back then to discipline people into living together peacefully. Since no concrete idea of the afterworld existed in Judaism at that time, God’s curses applied exclusively to the here and now.


On the basis of the experience that evil generally thrives despite such curses, Christianity later shifted the time of punishment to the afterlife and threatened recusants with everlasting hellfire.


As a result of the aforementioned different viewpoints in early Judaism, everyone could pick his God from the Scriptures. Unsurprisingly, this translated into perpetual discussions and quarrels. Some people even adopted standpoints directly opposed to some of the demands contained in the Scriptures. For example, there were a few rabbis who criticized (just as Jesus did later on) the immense number of priestly regulations concerning the Sabbath because, in their opinion, they imposed unnecessary burdens on the people.


A couple of decades before Jesus began his public ministry, a non-Jew asked the famous rabbi Hillel (♰ 7AD) about the essence of the Jewish Scriptures, “I will convert to Judaism, on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while I stand on one foot.” The rabbi answered, “What is hateful to you, do not do onto others: that is the whole Torah. The rest is commentary; go and learn it.”6


Did anything attract your attention in this anecdote?


During the short period of time he had at his disposal, the rabbi forgot to mention the passage from Deuteronomy that Jesus later described as the most important Commandment:




And you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.


(Deut. 6:5)





Maybe the inquirer, who was standing on one foot, was already swaying so much that Rabbi Hillel no longer had the time to add that sentence. He knew that Commandment for a certainty, but—as this example confirms—quick answers are not always the best ones.


The texts of the Old Testament are like human life; a conglomeration of nonsense and wisdom, of egocentric thirst for power, of a sense of justice and, last but not least, of the desire for God’s kingdom on earth, where all good things will come true and evil will be eradicated. For that reason, we should not assume that the Jewish Scriptures mirror God’s attributes. Rather, they reflect the expectations that the author set on YHWH. God’s real disposition is beyond human description. He can only be experienced in person.


Christianity adopted the books of the Tanakh and canonized them as the Old Testament; that is to say, they were specified as a standard of belief. Christianity, which was originally a Jewish sect, laid claim to the biblical tradition as well as to Jewish history and regarded itself as the “New Israel”.


Thus, Christianity did not actually steal the Scriptures from Judaism, which still possesses them. In today’s language, you could refer to the Christian Scriptures as a pirate copy of the Jewish ones.


At any rate, the Old Testament brought about a positive, cultural impetus in terms of religion in the Roman Empire and beyond; in particular in comparison to Germanic lore such as the Nordic heroic Edda saga or the Nibelungen saga, which are almost only about quarrels, fights, destruction, and heroism.


But let’s now turn our attention to the texts that are dedicated to a Jewish building craftsman, miracle worker, and doomsday preacher.





The New Testament, biblical canon


The New Testament is a collection of 27 writings about the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, proclaiming him as the Son of God and the Messiah who has come to save the world.


After a lengthy process that lasted until the end of the 4th century, various doctors of the church regarded these texts as authentic records among a great amount of writings about Jesus. In the 4th century, they were declared obligatory basis of the Christian faith (i.e. canonized).


They are based not only on Jesus’ teachings, but also on the Jewish Scriptures, i.e. the Old Testament. The term Testament originates from a Hebrew, or rather Greek word whose actual meaning was covenant. Later, that Greek word was translated into Latin as Testamentum.


According to the texts of the Tanakh, YHWH, the God of Israel, entered into a covenant with his people. From a Christian viewpoint, this agreement was superseded by a New Covenant with Jesus in which not just Israel, but all humankind is included.


The New Testament consists of the four Gospels (which tell about Jesus’ life), the Acts of the Apostles, 21 Epistles (mainly from Paul) to Christian communities, and the Apocalypse or Revelation.



The Gospels



The first four books of the New Testament were written in Greek in the Greco- Roman cultural area long after Jesus’ crucifixion. The writers— commonly referred to as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—are actually unknown. None of them was acquainted with Jesus.


Except for the Gospel of Luke, the Acts of the Apostles, and the genuine Pauline Epistles, the texts of the New Testament were not written by the people they are named after.


Bible researchers assume that the first Gospel to be written was that of Mark (it is dated about 70AD). The Gospels of Matthew and Luke followed about ten to twenty years later. The Gospel of John was the last to be compiled; it was written after 100AD, i.e. more than 70 years after Jesus began his public ministry.


Whilst staying true to the Gospel of Mark, Matthew and Luke added sayings and parables of Jesus they borrowed from a no longer existing so-called “Q source”. Because the structure of these three Gospels is similar, they are called “Synoptic Gospels” (from synopsis, which means summary, abstract).


The Gospel of John, the latest of the four Gospels, is very much the odd one out, with regard to the storyline as well as to Jesus’ statements. There is widespread consensus among Bible scholars that it does not describe the historical Jesus. Rather, the aim of that Gospel is to defend and spread a doctrine that was controversial among Christians at that time, i.e. that Jesus is the Son of God.


Mark’s target readers were mostly Gentile Christians; Matthew’s were Jewish Christians with a good knowledge of the Jewish Scriptures; Luke’s were educated Gentile Christians; and John’s were Christians in general whose belief in Jesus’ divine sonship he wanted to strengthen.


In those days, the word gospel meant good news given by a ruler, e.g. the Roman emperor. Therefore, almost right at the beginning, the Gospel of Mark reads:




Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, [Emphasis added]


(Mark 1:14)





The imminent expectation of the kingdom of God, also called Parousia (a Greek word meaning “being present”) or Second Coming, is the central message of the Gospels. The attempt to clarify what Jesus could have meant by that message will cover many pages in this book.


The Acts of the Apostles


It is generally accepted that both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles were written by Luke. Acts is dated shortly after the Gospel of Luke, i.e. about 80 to 90AD. It begins with the time after Jesus’ resurrection and describes how the first Christians lived and what the Apostles did. A large section of Acts deals with Paul’s conversion and his travels. Contrary to their predecessors, today’s Bible scholars no longer assume that Luke was Paul’s companion, since pivotal topics of Pauline theology are missing from Acts and details about his missionary activities are vague or misrepresented.


The Epistles


Originally, the church canonized 21 Epistles, i.e. it included them in the New Testament as texts that were mandatory for believers. Fourteen of them are attributed to Paul; one to Jesus’ brother James; another to his brother Jude; two to the apostle Peter; and three to the apostle John. However, according to recent research, only seven of Paul’s Epistles can actually be attributed to him. The authorship of the remaining ones is widely unknown and controversial among biblical scholars.


The Pauline Epistles are the oldest testimonies about Jesus. They are considerably older than the Gospels and were written from about 49AD, i.e. about twenty years after Jesus’ crucifixion.


The Apocrypha


Apart from the aforementioned texts (which were all canonized by the church), there are others (the so-called Apocrypha) that were regarded as heretic, i.e. as deviating from the official church doctrine. The term Apocrypha is of Greek origin and means hidden or secret. In early Christianity, before the biblical canon was drawn up (about 400AD), many of these texts were on an equal footing with the Gospels and the Epistles. They were read during the Masses of the Christian communities, the choice of text depending on the religious orientation of the parish. When, during the reign of Constantine the Great in the 4th century, the Roman Catholic viewpoint gained the upper hand (for further details, cf. Chapter 14, The early church), the multifarious religious factions that had existed until then were progressively standardized. As a result, divergent, heretic Scriptures were prohibited and destroyed.


Like the Gospels and Epistles, such texts were written under the name of an Apostle—hence, they are also called pseudepigrapha—in order to spread and defend the religious beliefs of particular Christian groups.


Many of the more than 100 Apocrypha are preserved only fragmentarily and were written long after the Gospels. Usually, they can be easily recognized as mere legends.


For instance, a childhood story describes how baby Jesus defeated dragons that blocked his and his parents’ way. In the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, Jesus makes a show of his magical power by molding sparrows from clay and bringing them to life. In a fit of rage, he makes a boy wither like a tree because he had disturbed him while he was playing. Another boy drops dead after bumping into Jesus. He makes the people who reproach him for having done so become blind. In the course of time, however, he becomes more humane and heals more often than he causes harm.


It was especially the Scriptures of Gnosticism, a rather mystic movement whose members searched for enlightenment and salvation inside themselves through their own effort, that were suppressed. In December 1945, Egyptian peasants found a big earthenware jug that had been buried somewhere near the town of Nag Hammadi. It contained thirteen papyrus volumes of mainly Gnostic texts. The mother of the farmer who took them back home used some of them to light wood in the fireplace. However, because people came to realize the importance of the find, the remaining, larger part of the texts was preserved and has since passed into the possession of the Egyptian State.


Until that discovery, the majority of these texts had been entirely unknown or known only as fragments. The most important among them is the Gospel of Thomas, a collection of sayings spoken by Jesus. About half of its so-called logia are also quoted in the three Synoptic Gospels.


The Gospel of Thomas, which exclusively consists of sayings of Jesus, teaches that every person can attain salvation through their own efforts. By contrast, the Gospel of John insists that salvation is only possible if one believes in Jesus Christ.


Opinions vary as to the date when the original version of the Gospel of Thomas was written. Nevertheless, there are good reasons to assume that it is a summary of various collections of sayings that was originally compiled shortly after Jesus’ death, but was edited later on. The four Gospels may have used it as source material.


Another noteworthy Gnostic Apocrypha is the Gospel of Mary (Magdalene), which was written about 160AD and discovered in 1896. It describes her as a close (spiritual) confidante of Jesus.


In 1976, the Gospel of Judas was rediscovered. It describes Judas as Jesus’ best friend, who was instructed to betray him for the sake of salvation. It was written about 160AD.


Pistis Sophia (faith and wisdom)—which dates from the 3rd or 4th century— describes how Jesus performed his work on earth for eleven years after his resurrection and taught his disciples the first stage (or lowest) of the mysteries.


The Essene Gospel of Peace was allegedly discovered by Edmund Bordeaux Szekely in 1923 in the secret archives of the Vatican Library. Its authenticity remains disputed. In this Essene Gospel of Peace, Jesus casts out the disease-causing “Satan” by fasting, by taking enemas, and by eating raw vegetarian food.


Among the Apocrypha, especially the Gnostic ones, there are a few, profoundly spiritual texts that are quite often difficult to understand. They provide insights into the mindset and events of those days and make it possible to infer to what extent the Gospels are historical or legendary accounts. Back then, people regarded many of these writings as secret doctrines, whereas today, we rather tend to view them as eccentric ideas.


Other testimonies about Jesus


From today’s perspective, you would expect the figure of Jesus to be mentioned in many other texts dating from the early Roman Empire. That is not the case, though. Jesus and early Christianity obviously did not attract that much attention from non-Christian historians during the first decades after Jesus’ death.


Josephus Flavius


One of them, however, deserves a special mention. His name was Josephus Flavius. He was a Jewish-Roman writer. During the Jewish–Roman War (66–70AD), he was a military commander in Galilee until he was taken prisoner by the Romans. After his capture, he changed sides and even made friends with the later emperor Vespasian and his son Titus, who also became emperor later on. After the war, Josephus accompanied Titus to Rome. There, despite his reputation as a traitor among the Jews, Josephus defended their interests. When his two books Bellum Judaicum (English title: The Jewish War) and Antiquitates Judaicae (English title: Antiquities of the Jews) were published in the Roman Empire, they became bestsellers, and at they have remained important historical sources to this day.


Antiquities of the Jews contains the following passage about Jesus:




Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man; for he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ. And when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive again the third day; as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him. And the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day.7





It is clear, however, that Josephus could never have written that because, as a friend of the Romans, he could not describe Jesus as “the Christ” (which is the Greek word for Messiah). After all, the Romans had sentenced Jesus to death by crucifixion precisely because of that title. Among exegetes, there is little doubt that the above passage is a later Christian insertion (a so-called “interpolation”), probably dating from the 3rd century AD because the oldest known version of Antiquities of the Jews to include that text about Jesus dates from the 4th century AD.


The theory according to which the quoted passage had originally been written by Josephus, but was edited to suit Christian standards seems unlikely to me.


This idea becomes untenable once you take a closer look at the context in which the passage about Jesus is set.


First, Josephus mentions Pilate’s suppression of a Jewish revolt in Jerusalem that had been prompted by his intention to use Temple funds for the construction of a new aqueduct.


The description of that event finishes thus:




So he bid the Jews himself go away; but they boldly casting reproaches upon him, he gave the soldiers that signal which had been beforehand agreed on; who laid upon them much greater blows than Pilate had commanded them, and equally punished those that were tumultuous, and those that were not; nor did they spare them in the least: and since the people were unarmed, and were caught by men prepared for what they were about, there were a great number of them slain by this means, and others of them ran away wounded. And thus an end was put to this sedition.8





Next comes the very well-intentioned passage about Jesus, which is followed, without any transition, by the sentence:




About the same time also another sad calamity put the Jews into disorder, and certain shameful practices happened about the Temple of Isis that was at Rome.9





This sentence fits neatly with the suppression of the riot, but not at all with the passage about Jesus, if only for the reason that his appearance cannot be described as a “calamity”. Therefore, it can be assumed that the passage about Jesus was (quite clumsily) inserted afterward.


In another volume of Antiquities of the Jews, Josephus refers to Jesus as the brother of James who was sentenced to death by Ananus, the high priest:




But this younger Ananus, who, as we have told you already, took the High Priesthood, was a bold man in his temper, and very insolent; he was also of the sect of the Sadducees: who are very rigid in judging offenders, above all the rest of the Jews, as we have already observed. When, therefore, Ananus was of this disposition, he thought he had now a proper opportunity to [exercise his authority]. [...]. So he assembled the sanhedrim of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James [emphasis added]: and some others [...]. And when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned.10





This passage is generally regarded as genuine.


I will discuss the issue of James being “the brother of Jesus” in detail later on (cf. Chapter 3, Jesus’ childhood. Familiy background).


Tacitus


In his Annals (written around 117AD), Tacitus mentions “Christians” whom Emperor Nero blamed for the Great Fire of Rome in 64AD.


He adds:




Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus.11







	
[image: cover]Why did Jesus’ contemporary historians (apart from Josephus and Tacitus) fail to regard him as a figure worth mentioning?


	✓If we take a closer look at Jesus’ public ministry, we can see why. Before he entered Jerusalem and was crucified there, Jesus had preached mainly outside Galilee, i.e. in the bordering provinces. It is probable that he caused quite a sensation in Jerusalem at Passover, but due to the brevity of his appearance he did not leave a lasting impression on the general consciousness. The reason why his disciples proclaimed his gospel so euphorically after his death will be discussed in Chapter 10, Resurrection and Ascension.



	✓





Exegesis of the New Testament


By now, you may be wondering how it is possible to form a clear picture of the real Jesus in this confusion of different opinions and frequently contradictory Scriptures. Generations of exegetes have slaved away at that task for centuries and written hundreds of thousands of books about that topic. Not to mention the many laymen who, like me, have also had their say. Nevertheless, I am of the opinion that the viewpoint of non-experts broadens the perspective. It seems to me that many exegetes have become “professionally blinkered” to a large extent and look at Jesus only from the viewpoint of their field of expertise.


Still, due to today’s Bible research, there is considerably more clarity about Jesus than in former times, when the dogmatic approach was the only one permitted. That being said, we are still a far cry from being in agreement about the historical figure of Jesus.


Due to their knowledge of the living conditions in Palestine in Jesus’ lifetime, biblical scholars dedicate a great deal of their research to the question whether Jesus really did perform certain actions or made certain statements or whether they were posthumously attributed to him by the Christian community or the Evangelists. Even though certain basics have gained general acceptance, this debate is characterized by the fact that there is an opposing view to almost every opinion. Of course, the religious beliefs of the scholars are an important factor behind this state of affairs.


The spectrum of exegetical literature ranges from works by conservative believers via agnostics right through to atheists, with everyone of these scholars writing from his or her own point of view.


As the following quotation makes clear, Pope Benedict XVI came to the same conclusion:




As historical-critical scholarship advanced, it led to finer and finer distinctions between layers of tradition in the Gospels, beneath which the real object of faith—the figure [Gestalt] of Jesus—became increasingly obscured and blurred. At the same time, though, the reconstructions of this Jesus (who could only be discovered by going behind the traditions and sources used by the Evangelists) became more and more incompatible with one another: at one end of the spectrum, Jesus was the anti-Roman revolutionary working—though finally failing—to overthrow the ruling powers; at the other end, he was the meek moral teacher who approves everything and unaccountably comes to grief. If you read a number of these reconstructions one after the other, you see at once that far from uncovering an icon that has become obscured over time, they are much like photographs of their authors and the ideals they hold. Since then there has been growing skepticism about these portrayals of Jesus, but the figure of Jesus himself has for that very reason receded even further into the distance.12





As his wording “beneath which the real object of faith—the figure [Gestalt] of Jesus—became increasingly obscured and blurred” makes clear, Pope Benedict XVI, however, implicitly lamented the fact that modern research has made it impossible to hold on to the “Jesus of faith” as he has been dogmatized by the church.


Nevertheless, Pope Benedict XVI had no alternative but to stick to the “Jesus of the church” because, if he had denied a dogma, e.g. the divine sonship or the virgin birth, he, as a pope, would have dissented from the doctrine of the church and would thus have had to excommunicate himself. In view of this inevitable partiality of theirs, maybe popes had better refrain from writing exegetical books about Jesus.


Despite the existence of differences in research findings that can be ascribed to ideological reasons, Bible scientists are now doing their best to understand the man Jesus in the political and ideological context of the period he lived in. That is actually one of their main tasks. For too long, Jesus was primarily considered from an occidental perspective. This is is proven, for instance, by the existence of many portraits of Jesus as fair-skinned, blue-eyed, and blond-haired. The focus on Jesus’ divine sonship also caused his humanness to fade into the background.


It must be said that biblical exegesis faces almost unsolvable problems. As already mentioned, the Evangelists never made Jesus’ acquaintance; furthermore, they lived outside Palestine, in the cultural sphere of Greece. Only long after Jesus’ death did they write down and translate (into Greek) accounts that had originally been passed on by word of mouth in Aramaic, Jesus’ language.


During this process of translation and transcription, they made mistakes due to their poor of knowledge of Jewish customs, lack of local knowledge, and misunderstanding of the original language. When the Evangelists’ original Scriptures were duplicated, the copyists sometimes made mistakes or their own or added words or sentences at their discretion or for reasons of “political correctness”. As a result, the exegesis of the New Testament is almost entirely based on probabilities and only rarely on certainties.


The Jewish Bible scientist Pinchas Lapide wrote:




In those days, Judaism was based on a culture of memory to a great extent. The disciples of rabbis were expected to have an excellent memory, so that they would become like cisterns that do not lose a single drop of water. [...] “My son, be careful with the words of scribes because whoever contravenes them is guilty of death”, was one of the basic rules of the Torah schools. [...] And another: “Whoever dishonors the words of the masters (i.e. misquotes them or takes liberties when he passes them on) will be punished with boiling feces in the world to come [...].”


The existence of about one quarter of a million different readings and textual variants in the manuscripts of the Greek Gospels, however, [...] indicates that Gentile Christians handled the ecclesiastical records considerably more freely later on.13





For that reason, exegetes have been looking for the “Proto-Gospel”, Jesus’ actual words and deeds, for centuries. So far, however, they have achieved very divergent results.


Any exegete who tries to bring to light the person of Jesus only on the basis of research on the Scriptures runs the risk of coming up with a “paper Jesus” who reflects his own opinions.


Atheists, for instance, regard Jesus’ healings as myths that were invented by the Evangelists. They do so because they do not believe in supernatural events and point out that miracle workers are mentioned in ancient myths as well. Generally speaking, it is indeed the case that many of Jesus’ sayings or deeds can be considered as copies borrowed from Jewish Scriptures in order to show that the “Scripture has been fulfilled”.


A minority of exegetes have turned Jesus into an artificial figure made up of elements from Greek and Egyptian myths, especially from Mithraism, a cult that was very popular in the Roman Empire from the 1st century AD onward. Many elements of Mithraic worship have indeed found their way into Christianity.


Other exegetes, including Rudolf Bultmann for example, were or are of the opinion that it is impossible to fathom the faith or the state of mind of Jesus, the Son of God.


In his book Jesus Son of Man, Rudolf Augstein dismantles the Gospels to such an extent that what is ultimately left of Jesus is “no more than a transfer”14.


Pope Benedict XVI opined:




Splitting up the Son of Man sayings in this way is the result of a certain kind of logic that meticulously classifies the different aspects of a title. While that might be appropriate for rigorous professorial thinking, it does not suit the complexity of living reality, in which a multilayered whole clamors for expression. The fundamental criterion for this type of interpretation rests, however, on the question as to what we can safely attribute to Jesus, given the circumstances of his life and his cultural world. Very little, apparently! Real claims to authority or predictions of the Passion do not seem to fit. The sort of toned-down apocalyptic expectation that was in circulation at the time can be “safely” ascribed to him—but nothing more, it would seem. The problem is that this approach does not do justice to the powerful impact of the Jesus-event. [...]


The anonymous community is credited with an astonishing level of theological genius—who were the great figures responsible for inventing all this? No, the greatness, the dramatic newness, comes directly from Jesus; within the faith and life of the community it is further developed, but not created. In fact, the “community” would not even have emerged and survived at all unless some extraordinary reality had preceded it.15





I think that his assessment is accurate. The Apostles and other disciples were so impressed by Jesus’ person and deeds that they practiced and spread their faith at the risk of their lives. Many of them thus died an agonizing death.


It is hardly conceivable that they would have gone to such lengths if Jesus had been just an ordinary itinerant preacher or political revolutionary. There were many of those in the history of Judaism, but none other whose death was followed by the establishment of a long-lasting religious movement.


As we will discover a few times during the remainder of this book, despite their admiration for Jesus, the Evangelists and/or the copyists of the texts of the New Testament did not hesitate to put their own theological ideas into Jesus’ mouth. When they came across statements that were not in accordance with their own theology, they either left them out or rephrased them. As early as in the 19th century, David Friedrich Strauss was aware of such interferences, as his following quotation of Albert Schwegler makes clear:




“At every step forward,” Schwegler strikingly observes, “which was made by the theological spirit, the Gospels also were corrected, what was obsolete or offensive was struck out, sometimes even many watchwords of the later generation were introduced, and thus we see the Church engaged in a continual production of evangelical speeches and sayings, till at last the Gospel reform attained its finality in the exclusive recognition of our synoptic Gospels and the establishment of the Catholic Church.”16





Whereas most exegetes show considerable forensic flair in their explanations of what Jesus did not do and did not teach, they rather keep us in the dark about what he did teach, what he did do, and who he was.


Admittedly, it is no longer possible to establish conclusively what really happened and to find out every detail of what Jesus taught. Yet we can gain information about Jesus’ life and teachings not only from the Scriptures, but also from the lives and accounts of the first Christians. In fact, I think that with a mixture of forensic flair and spiritual sensitivity it is possible to form a picture of the real, historical Jesus.


When reading the Gospels, it is important to keep in mind that Matthew, Luke, and John wrote them after the Jewish revolt and the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70AD. By then, the members of the original community of Jewish Christians, as far as they had survived, had fled to other areas of the Roman Empire. Therefore, the informants available to the Evangelists were not Palestinian, but Hellenized Jews as well as Greeks, Romans, and people belonging to other ethnic groups.


In order to make Jesus understandable and acceptable to non-Jews, the Evangelists had to relegate Jesus’ Jewish identity to the background as much as possible. The Gospels were homogenized for their new target audience, so to speak.


The Jewish side of Jesus’ identity was not erased, but underemphasized. Except for a few passages, the Gospels ignored that he had felt only responsible for the people of Israel. Any antagonism against the Romans was no longer allowed to come to light. That is why, for example, the story about Jesus healing the servant/slave of a Roman centurion was written (cf. Matt. 8:5). Thereby two birds were killed with one stone:




	■for one thing, Jesus was portrayed as a friend of the Romans;


	■for another, since many slaves were followers of the new movement, this story made clear to them that Jesus cared for slaves as well.





Matthew in particular portrays the Jews in a very unfavorable manner, as this deplorable verse shows:




Then answered all the people, and said, “His blood be on us, and on our children”.


(Matt. 27:25)





In view of the existing confusion of trustworthy and untrustworthy accounts, of different opinions, ancient myths, errors, fabrications, additions, and pretended authorships, how can we reconstruct the historical figure of Jesus and the motives for his actions from this?


Exegetical research is based almost exclusively on the written accounts of Jesus’ lifetime and on archeological discoveries. The exegetes’ conclusions are drawn from these two sources and influenced by today’s scientific, demythologized worldview.


Accordingly, in 1941, Rudolf Bultmann wrote:




It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries and at the same time believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles. Whoever thinks that he, for himself, can do so must realize that, by declaring this to be the position of the Christian faith, he is making the proclamation of that faith incomprehensible and impossible in this day and age.17





Can such an approach explain Jesus’ personality?


In the absence of any supernatural occurrences in Jesus’ life, wouldn’t he have been just a failed starry-eyed idealist, as many exegetes view him?


I	think that, in order to be able to form an idea of who Jesus really was, it is imperative to clarify whether the miracles that are accredited to him, his resurrection, and the virgin birth are basically possible and probable and what the divine sonship is all about.


Many will now say, “I don’t need that because I believe in the teachings of my church!” However, most people are no longer satisfied with such a blind belief nowadays.


That being so, we must try to take into account as many verifiable or believable facts as possible, including the most recent ones.


Our aim is not to find out whether the Scriptures as a whole are mythic or historical. Rather, each situation has to be evaluated by itself because historical truth and myths are intermingled.


Jesus’ miracles in particular pose a problem to exegetes. Those leaning toward atheism, like Rudolf Augstein for instance, merely shake their heads in astonishment when it comes to the supernatural events that are recorded in the Gospels.


That is why, in order to examine the historicity of various events that are described in the Gospels, I will draw on verifiable or credible parallels from the lives of spiritual masters from different ages and different cultures that prove or disprove the possibility of Jesus’ deeds or statements. In my opinion, that is the only way to clarify the situation and break the endless cycle of contradictory exegetical opinions.


That being said, I am of course also limited in what I can achieve. I can only illustrate possibilities and probabilities. You cannot expect ultimate proof from my method either because too much is buried under the debris of past centuries.





Chapter 2



History of Judaism


Jesus’ teachings were rooted in the religious views and historical experiences of the Jews. Therefore, before focusing our attention on Jesus as a person, it is imperative to take a closer look at the history of his people. Knowledge about them is essential in order to be able to understand Jesus, particularly in view of the fact that they were and are an exceptionally strong-willed people, as the following quotations clearly show:




For you are an holy people to the LORD your God: the LORD your God has chosen you to be a special people to himself, above all people that are on the face of the earth.


(Deut. 7:6)







Awake, awake; put on your strength, O Zion; put on your beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the holy city: for from now on there shall no more come into you the uncircumcised and the unclean.


Shake yourself from the dust; arise, and sit down, O Jerusalem: loose yourself from the bands of your neck, O captive daughter of Zion.


For thus said the LORD, “You have sold yourselves for nothing; and you shall be redeemed without money.”


(Isa. 52:1–3)







Now when these things were done, the princes came to me, saying, “The people of Israel, and the priests, and the Levites, have not separated themselves from the people of the lands, doing according to their abominations, even of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites.


For they have taken of their daughters for themselves, and for their sons: so that the holy seed have mingled themselves with the people of those lands: yes, the hand of the princes and rulers has been chief in this trespass.”


(Ezra 9:1–2)







And Ezra the priest stood up, and said to them, “You have transgressed, and have taken strange wives, to increase the trespass of Israel.


Now therefore make confession to the LORD God of your fathers, and do his pleasure: and separate yourselves from the people of the land, and from the strange wives.”


Then all the congregation answered and said with a loud voice, “As you have said, so must we do.”


(Ezra 10:10–12)





What do these texts from the Old Testament, which were written about 500BC and even earlier, have to do with the situation in Israel during Jesus’ lifetime?


The image the Jews had of themselves was based on such texts of the Scriptures and is of crucial importance in order to be able to understand the problems that the Jews had with the Romans or vice versa.


The Jews regarded themselves as God’s chosen, cultically pure people. They equated any contact with members of other nations to defilement. They never ate in the company of a Gentile; in fact, they never as much as entered a Gentile’s house. The mere fact that members of a different people set foot on their national territory—the hallowed ground of Israel—was unbearable to them.




The whole of Judaism [...] was obsessed with questions of “purity”. Holiness was understood to mean “separation from everything unclean”, and the system of politics of holiness equated holiness with purity. It created a purity system which established a spectrum of people that ranged from the “pure” down through differing degrees of “purity” to people on the outer margins of society who were radically and irredeemably impure. The righteous were those who followed the purity system, and “sinners” were those who did not. Certain professions, such as tax collectors and shepherds, were automatically impure; “sin” became not a matter for inner conscience, but of being “impure”, and so “untouchable”. The physically whole were “pure”; the maimed, chronically sick, and lepers were not. Being rich did not of itself mean that one was “pure”, but being abjectly poor almost inevitably made one “impure”. This was partly due to the belief that wealth was a sign of divine blessing and partly because the desperately poor had no way to practice the purity laws. Men were not, of course, automatically pure nor were women automatically impure, but menstruation and childbirth [...] were both considered sources of impurity, and these led, as in many other ancient cultures, to a general sense of the “impurity” of women. Being Jewish did not guarantee purity, but all gentiles were, by definition, impure.1





The people of Israel regarded the rules of cultic purity that were based on the Scriptures as YHWH’s commandments. And the Israelites were his chosen people.


As we saw in the previous chapter (cf. Biblical studies, exegesis), these texts were not dictated by God, but written by the priesthood in order to protect the cult of YHWH from the competition of other gods and to prevent any foreign infiltration that might result from mixing with neighboring nations.


In the same manner as God makes the sun shine over the just and the unjust, he neither favors nor disadvantages anyone. For that reason he does not have a “chosen people”.


However, to the people of Israel, this notion and YHWH’s commandments were part of their identity. There could be no doubt about that. When they came under Roman rule, they had to put up with the presence on their land of Gentiles from all kinds of regions of the Roman Empire: Greeks, Romans, Gauls, Egyptians, and many others. In addition to that, the Jews perceived any integration into the imperial Roman community as a humiliation and a threat to their selectness.


Other peoples, by contrast, appreciated the advantages of the Pax Romana (i.e. the Roman Empire’s internal peace), which entailed stability, safety, and prosperity.


The cultural and economic life flourished because the single provinces were, to a large extent, protected from foreign enemies by the Roman army. Many cities even no longer had walls.


To the Jews however, such an option was not acceptable. They regarded the Romans as unclean. They called them pigs because—to cap it all—the Romans ate pork.


The Book of Joshua describes how, during his conquest of Canaan (about 1500 to 1200BC), his army took one city after another and exterminated the local population, including their animals:




So Joshua smote all the country of the hills, and of the south, and of the vale, and of the springs, and all their kings: he left none remaining, but utterly destroyed all that breathed, as the LORD God of Israel commanded.


(Josh. 10:40)





YHWH had already ordered the use of this method in Deuteronomy:




But of the cities of these people, which the LORD your God does give you for an inheritance, you shall save alive nothing that breathes:


But you shall utterly destroy them; namely, the Hittites, and the Amorites, the Canaanites, and the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites; as the LORD your God has commanded you.


(Deut. 20:16–17)





In view of the above, I cannot help wondering what Joshua would have done to those “Roman pigs”.


The Jews, however, were powerless against the Roman rulers and their favorites, among whom were their own Temple priests. Fury and hatred, fueled by the discrepancy between how Israel should be according to YHWH’s will and how it was in reality, caused continuous rumbles of discontent among the people. The ruling class was constantly at pains to nip any riot in the bud and quite often resorted to brutal violence in order to do so.




	
[image: cover]But were the methods used by the Israelites when they settled in the land of Canaan between 1500 and 1200BC really as exceptionally brutal and bloodthirsty as recorded in the books of Joshua and Moses?


	✓Historians and archeologists are rather of the opinion that they were big braggarts. The accounts of the alleged campaigns were not written down until centuries later. And when they were finally put in writing, these accounts were religiously dressed up. Victories were depicted in a grossly exaggerated manner.



	❖Let’s take for instance the story of the city walls of Jericho that collapsed merely as a result of the Ark of the Covenant having been taken round and round the city for seven days to the accompaniment of the wind music of a marching band (cf. Josh. 6:4–20).

Despite the elaborateness of this narrative, archeologists have been unable to find any indication that a city wall had actually existed. Furthermore, Jericho was in ruins and uninhabited when the above conquest is alleged to have taken place. The most obvious explanation, therefore, is that a legend about an earlier conquest of Jericho by a different people was recycled and assimilated into Jewish history.














Stereotypically, annihilations of enemies were mentioned whereas defeats were either censored or reinterpreted as victories. Some of the victories were even mentioned more than once, but each time accredited to a different commander.


Before they settled in Canaan, the Hebrews were a group of poorly organized nomadic tribes. It is difficult to imagine that they had the military know-how required for the capture of well-armed and fortified cities.


Their settlement in Canaan was a gradual process. Although it certainly led to occasional military conflicts with the local population, in the beginning, it mainly involved mixing with them.


In fact, centuries before the Roman held sway, the Jewish people had to bow to foreign rulers considerably more often than to their own kings. Their settlement area was situated in a region that was strategically important to the great powers. In 597BC, for instance, the Babylonians razed Jerusalem to the ground and deported its inhabitants as prisoners. After the Persians defeated the Babylonians, the exiles were allowed to return, but remained under Persian sovereignty. Following Alexander the Great’s defeat of the Persians, the Jews came under Greek rule and were brought into contact with Greek culture. When Alexander passed away in 323BC, they became the war booty of the Ptolemy rulers and were governed from Egypt. In turn, the Ptolemy dynasty had to make way for the Seleucids in 198BC.


Their king, Antiochus Epiphanes, however, made a fateful mistake. In order to stabilize his authority in Jerusalem, he banned the religious practices of the Jews and had the Temple re-consecrated to Zeus. In doing so, he struck right at the heart of Israel’s religious self-image. The idolatry practices of other peoples were anathema to the Jews. The fact that they were now expected to worship idols instead of their God YHWH was so unbearable to them that it led to a merciless guerilla war under the leadership of a Hasmonean by the name of Mattathias in 166BC—the so-called Maccabean revolt, named after Judas Maccabaeus. As a result, they actually gained independence and established supremacy over the provinces of Judaea, Galilee, and Samaria for the first time in four centuries.


The Hasmonean kings—also called Maccabeans—were rulers and high priests at the same time. They established a priestly, strictly religious monarchy. This brought Israel a period of more than a century of considerable independence.


All that came to an end in 63BC due to the stupidity and egoism of the rulers. In 67BC, John Hyrcanus was expected to become king. However, he quarreled with his younger brother Aristobulus, who claimed the throne for himself.


In the civil war that broke out as a result, the two brothers were alternately victorious until they both finally asked Rome for help. Pompey, the Roman commander-in-chief, decided to back Hyrcanus and, since Pompey and his army happened to be nearby, he did not have to be asked twice. He put an end to the civil war by taking Jerusalem. His capture of the city allegedly claimed the lives of 12,000 inhabitants.


Hyrcanus was appointed as high priest and ethnarch (a title roughly equivalent to that of a prince) in Judaea. Thereby Judaea became a tributary of the Roman Empire. Aristobulus, who had been taken to Rome as a prisoner, managed to escape after a while and stirred up a revolt in Judaea that was crushed bloodily by the Romans. Once again he was taken to Rome, where he was poisoned in 49BC


In 40BC, Hyrcanus was taken prisoner by Antigonus, a son of the murdered Aristobulus. Antigonus had formed an alliance with the Parthians, an ancient people native from the shores of the Caspian Sea. Since only a physically unharmed person was eligible for the office of high priest, Hyrcanus’ ears were cut off to make him unfit for this position, and he was deported to Mesopotamia.


Subsequently, Antigonus reigned as king and high priest, until the arrival on the scene of a man who plays an inglorious role in the Gospel of Matthew—a man who was clever and cunning, caring and unscrupulous, authoritarian and brutal at the same time.



Herod the Great



He was the offspring of an influential Idumean family. Even though the Idumeans had converted to Judaism a few decades earlier, the Jews did not regard them as equals. For that reason, during all his life in Judaea, Herod remained an outsider.


As early as 41BC, the Romans had appointed him king of Judaea, but he first had to fight for the throne. Only after three years of war, during which he enjoyed the support of the Romans, did he defeat Antigonus and the Parthians. Antigonus was later executed.


From 37BC until his death in 4BC, Herod the Great was king of Judaea, to which first Samaria, then Galilee, and ultimately other bordering territories were added during his reign.


Herod the Great expertly mastered the balancing act of remaining in power in a confusion of opposing interests, hatred, and intrigues. Josephus, the aforementioned Jewish historian, describes in great detail how, during a drought, he once had works of art from his palace melted down into gold with which to buy grain from Egypt for his subjects or how, during a period of famine, he cut taxes, a decision that managed to make even someone like him popular for a while. Since his status was dependent on his keeping in with the Romans, his popularity did not last long.


Quite often, the tribute he paid to the Romans exceeded the demanded amount. He was also on friendly terms with some rulers or commanders-in-chief and even with the Roman emperor. In order to detect disturbances among his people in good time, he established a secret police and eliminated anyone who challenged his authority. Hence, he had the surviving members of the Hasmonean dynasty murdered and replaced by favorites of his.


After appointing Hyrcanus’ grandson, seventeen-year-old Aristobulus III, who was well liked by the people, as high priest at the behest of the Romans, Herod the Great had him drowned while bathing in 36BC. Four years later, Hyrcanus himself fell victim to Herod’s bloodlust. His murderous intent did not even spare his own family. In the course of his reign, he had Mariamne (his second wife out of a probable total of seven), her mother Alexandra, his brother-in-law Costobarus as well as his sons Alexander, Aristobulus, and Antipater executed for alleged conspiracy.


Josephus describes how both Herod’s mother and sister, who hated Mariamne, intrigued against her in order to make Herod believe that she intended to kill him with a love philter laced with poison. Since he loved Mariamne very much, he was reluctant to condemn her. But she allegedly behaved very arrogantly and rejected him, so in the end, he had her sentenced to death at a trial. It is said that he mourned her very much afterward.


Among the other repercussions of this affair, let’s mention that Mariamne’s eunuch was tortured and that his loyal servant Soemus was executed for having allegedly been Herod’s rival in love.


In this connection, Josephus mentions a short, interesting anecdote. When Herod was still an ordinary little boy, a certain Manahem from the sect of the Essenes had foretold him that, one day, he would become king of the Jews.




[...] [T]hou wilt be King; and wilt begin thy reign happily: for God finds thee worthy of it. And do thou remember the blows that Manahem hath given thee; as being a signal of the change of thy fortune. And truly this will be the best reasoning for thee; that thou love justice [towards men;] and piety towards God; and clemency towards thy citizens. Yet do I know how thy whole conduct will be; that thou wilt not be such an one. For thou wilt excel all men in happiness; and obtain an everlasting reputation; but wilt forget piety, and righteousness. And those crimes will not be concealed from God, at the conclusion of thy life: when thou wilt find that he will be mindful of them, and punish thee for them.2





Once Herod had really become king, he sent for Manahem and asked him how long he would still rule. When Manahem told him that twenty to thirty years still lay ahead of him, he was satisfied, dismissed Manahem and held the Essenes in high esteem henceforth.3


During the last years of his life, Herod was very ill. He suffered from severe jaundice. In 4BC, when he sensed that death was closing in on him, he was realistic enough to know that his people would receive the news of his death with relief and cheers. Since he was imaginative by nature, he figured out a scenario that would make his people mourn after his death. He summoned all the members of the Jewish nobility and had them locked up in the amphitheater. Josephus explains ...




[...] that he [Herod] was not unacquainted with the temper of the Jews; that his death would be a thing very desirable, and exceeding acceptable to them: because during his life time, they were ready to revolt from him [...] That it therefore was their [his sister’s, Salome’s, and her husband’s] business to resolve to afford him some alleviation of his great sorrows on this occasion. For that if they do not refuse him their consent in what he desires, he shall have a great mourning at his funeral, and such as never had any King before him. For then the whole nation would mourn from their very soul, which otherwise would be done in sport and mockery only. He desired therefore, that, as soon as they see he hath given up the ghost, they shall place soldiers round the hippodrome; [...] that they shall give orders to have those that are in custody shot with their darts; and that this slaughter of them all will cause that he shall not miss to rejoyce on a double account: [...]. So he [...] begged of them, that they would not hinder him of this honourable mourning at his funeral.4





However, his sister and his brother-in-law had the sense not to turn that plan into action: although Herod was granted a monumental funeral, the people who had been held captive in the amphitheater were released unharmed.


The Herodian Temple


Herod the Great was an excellent organizer. He embarked on a monumental construction program. Following the example set by the Greeks, he had marketplaces, theaters, palaces, and harbors constructed, thereby incurring the hatred of his Jewish subjects because they rejected that foreign culture or despised it as idolatry.


The aim of his biggest project, however, was not just to impress his benefactors, the Romans, but mainly to win the love of his people. He ordered that the rather plain temple that had been built in Jerusalem after the destruction of Solomon’s Temple by the Babylonians in 597BC be taken down, and he had a monumental building constructed in Greek style on the highest spot in the city. His temple covered 15% of the entire area of Jerusalem and was regarded as one of the architectural wonders of the ancient world.


Let us take in Josephus Flavius’ description of that monument:




Now the outward face of the temple in its front wanted nothing that was likely to surprise either men’s minds or their eyes. For it was covered all over with plates of gold, of great weight: and at the first rising of the sun reflected back a very fiery splendor, and made those who forced themselves to look upon it to turn their eyes away: just as they would have done at the sun’s own rays. But this temple appeared to strangers, when they were coming to it at a distance, like a mountain covered with snow. For as to those parts of it that were not gilt, they were exceeding white.5





Herod also regarded the Temple, where crowds of people converged uncontrollably, as a potential focal point for protesters. Therefore, he reinforced the guard at the Antonia Fortress that bordered on the Temple area in the north in order to keep a close watch on the complex. Its fortified towers rose high above the walls of the Temple district as a warning set in stone.
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