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   How Jesus Became Christian is intended for general readers who are curious about the origins of Christianity, who are interested in the big picture,
     and who are perplexed by some of the same mysteries that have intrigued me over the years. How did the Jewish Jesus of history
     become the Gentile Christ of faith? How did early Christianity become a separate religion from Judaism? What really accounts
     for Christian anti-Semitism?
  

   
   I first became aware of the Jewishness of Jesus in high school. A visiting speaker, a rabbi by the name of Dr. Joshua Stern
     of Temple Emanu-el in Montreal, introduced himself to a mixed Protestant-Jewish audience as, “My name is Jesus [Joshua].
     Jesus was Jewish.” That was a new and interesting thought—both that Jesus’s name was really Yeshua (Joshua in English) and
     that he was Jewish. I hadn’t realized that before, and it is one of the few things I remember from my entire high school education.
     I don’t think anyone intentionally hid that truth from me: Jesus’s Jewishness just wasn’t spoken of. Then or now.
  

   
   This insight stuck with me as I worked through my academic studies in the Philosophy of Religion as well as Biblical Studies.
     I completed my Ph.D. at the University of Toronto, after an M.A. from Columbia University and a B.A. in Philosophy and Psychology
     from Bishop’s University in Quebec. Along the way I studied at Union Theological and General Theological Seminaries—both in
     New York City—and completed a degree in Religious Studies at Trinity College, Toronto. I was privileged to study with two
     of the world’s leading Anglican theologians of the time—Eugene R. Fairweather and W. Norman Pittenger—as well as with a prominent
     Anglican New Testament scholar, Frank W. Beare.
  

   
   My dual education in both Philosophy and Biblical Studies has helped to shape my perspective on texts. As a philosopher and historian of religion, I seek evidence and support for positions. Consequently,
     I approach the study of the Bible with a critical eye. What is the claim being made? What is its social and political context?
     What motivates the author of the individual biblical texts? Do the claims make sense? What’s not being said?
  

   
   This book builds upon contemporary scholarship. Along the way, I have put into the notes (at the end of the book) references
     to scholars who have helped me in my quest to understand the New Testament and early Christian origins. I am highly indebted
     to many of these thinkers, but I have taken a somewhat independent stance with the formulation of what I call the Jesus Cover-Up Thesis. This contention represents a more forthright claim than one will find in the current literature.
  

   
   Most of my publications hitherto have been for scholars, and I’ve published articles on biblical writers, ancient Greek authors,
     as well as theorists of textual interpretation.1 It has been in teaching Biblical Studies over twenty years, however, that I gradually came to realize that a lot of things
     do not add up when we examine New Testament and early Christian writings from a critical, evidence-based perspective. These
     interpretive puzzles prompted me to probe further and to go beyond the superficial story line embedded in the New Testament
     documents.
  

   
   AN INVITATION TO EXPLORE

   
   This book is the result of some two decades of reflection. I invite you to share in this investigation and to see afresh the
     origins of Christianity as we know it. Along the way, several varieties of early Christianity will be explored. We will gain
     a new appreciation of how Jesus himself was originally perceived by his family and, after his death, by his earliest followers,
     the Jesus Movement in Jerusalem, under James. We will discover who Paul really was and why his message was so radical … and
     disruptive. His impact upon “what eventually became Christianity” can hardly be underplayed. We will also see, decade by decade,
     how the new religion departed from Judaism and repackaged Jesus in an interesting and extremely successful way. We will come
     to understand why it emerged with anti-Semitic attitudes well entrenched.
  

   
   I encourage readers to think through the origins of Christianity and to ponder the new perspective presented in this work.
     The intended reader is one who asks questions, likes challenges, and seeks to learn. I have met many such people teaching
     a generation of students at York University, a multicultural secular university in Toronto. With over fifty thousand students
     and seven thousand faculty and staff, York is Canada’s third largest university. Students come from many different backgrounds—all
     varieties of Christians, Jews, Moslems, Zoroastrians, Hindus, Buddhists, and those with no current religious affiliation. They have been open to historical
     and philosophical questioning and relish the search for answers. Their questions and findings have enriched my own thinking
     with their perspectives. I am grateful that I have had the opportunity to teach within a secular institution, giving me the
     liberty to probe uncomfortable questions with students who have enjoyed the freedom not to be defensive about faith positions
     and to discern anew what could have happened “back there then.” 
  

   
   Over the years, I have traveled many times to Israel, Egypt, Jordan, and Turkey, to see firsthand the places to which the
     Bible refers. In 1994, we enjoyed a wonderful family adventure in Israel on the occasion of our son, Michael’s, bar mitzvah
     at Masada. Along with his brothers, Jamie and David, we toured Israel from the Negev in the south to the Galilee in the north
     and back down into Egypt, visiting many historic and archeological sites along the way. Israel, however, is not just a museum
     of antiquities: it is also the land of the living Bible, and we explored contemporary Israeli sights and sounds as well.
  

   
   In 2001, I took twenty-nine students from York University on a course trip to this region, aided by my colleague, Patrick
     Gray. We walked, hiked, talked, sang, and roamed the historic haunts of Jerusalem, the lush Galilee, and the arid Dead Sea
     area where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered. We took the cable car up to the top of Masada to see Herod the Great’s magnificent
     palaces. As we later hiked down the steep incline of Masada, I recall the group singing “Amazing Grace.” I wondered at the
     time what its original Zealot inhabitants would have made of these sentiments.
  

   
   Most of us climbed up what is alleged to be Mount Sinai over a four-hour period in the late afternoon, to see the sunset from
     the summit and to gain a sense of the splendor that Moses himself might have experienced. Whether it was on this mountain—or
     one close by—it was an overwhelming experience. We descended in the dark with a brilliant canopy of stars overhead—the brightest
     sky I have ever seen. With our increasingly dim flashlights showing us the way, we bumped into camels trekking silently up
     the pathway. We all wondered, how can such huge animals move so quietly in the dark? We came back, late for the dinner that
     our gracious Egyptian hosts had arranged, and we were quickly brought back down to earth.
  

   
   They were a remarkable group and it was a unique experience. They were all searching for something about their heritage that
     would resonate with them today. The experience we underwent was very similar to the sense of wonder and history that Bruce
     Feiler writes about in Walking the Bible. He wrote that book in conversations with a prominent Israeli archeologist, Avner Goren. I was later privileged to trek through
     many of the temples and tombs of Egypt with Avner as my insightful guide. Feiler writes movingly of his experience, much of it tracing the probable path the ancient Israelites under Moses would have taken through the Sinai, Jordan,
     and Israel. Members of our group had much the same experience he did tracing their roots.
  

   
   Feiler’s book was published in 2001, around the same time as our trip through Israel and the Sinai. I was amazed to read that
     he and Avner had read passages from Egeria’s Travels while visiting Mount Sinai. This account was written by a fourth-century nun or wealthy patroness who had traveled throughout
     the Middle East, visiting biblical sites. We, too, had read her descriptions of Mount Sinai and its surroundings.2 We could stand where she had stood and see what she had witnessed in the 380s. It was remarkable how many of her observations
     were accurate after a span of over sixteen hundred years. Not much has changed in the harsh rugged Sinai.
  

   
   Many of my students have been on a journey, taking elective courses in Biblical and Religious Studies as part of their own
     exploration and using their own faith perspective as a launching pad for making sense of their personal stance. We all customize
     religion, based on our own experiences and sense of what is of ultimate importance in life. In my own case, my journey has
     taken me from Episcopalianism into Judaism. I find that a religion focusing primarily on behavior rather than on belief fits
     better with my sense of what religion should be. Oddly enough, I also find that approach closer to the religion of Jesus than the one that developed about him. In particular, I like the Jewish concept of tikkun olam, in which people are called to work creatively with God in repairing the world. Within early Christianity, my sentiments are
     with the Ebionites, not with Paul, and I regret that Christianity did not develop along the lines of their beliefs and practices.
     But that’s only my journey. Others have different routes to follow as they make out their own destiny.
  

   
   This book is written for readers who are curious, who possess an open mind, and who like to savor different possibilities
     about the way history may have unfolded. In particular, it is not written for those who are plagued by an absolutist spirituality,
     who claim that they and they alone possess the one and only one correct interpretation of their particular brand of religion.
     Such a stance represents the enemy of dialogue and discourse and it’s a pathology that unfortunately runs throughout many
     contemporary religious faiths. This book is also not written for scholars who have probed minute portions of the development
     of early Christianities in great detail. They are rightfully concerned with micro issues. My focus, however, is macro—the
     bigger picture of early Christianity—and I have built upon contemporary research in my own investigations. The Jesus Cover-Up
     Thesis, which I will explore in this book, is mine and mine alone. I’m aware that it pushes the boundaries of contemporary
     scholarship but in a direction, I think, that best fits the evidence.
  

   
   A Timelines section is included at the back of this book, providing dates of major movements and writings. A Terminology section
     is also provided, but technical terms, the sort that scholars are fond of, have been kept to a minimum.
  

   
  
   
   1

   
   THE COVER-UP

   
   Jesus was thoroughly Jewish. Mary, his mother, was Jewish, and Judaism was the religion he practiced throughout his life.
     Jesus’ teachings focused on the important Jewish issues of the day—how to interpret the law correctly, when the Kingdom of
     God would appear, and how to behave righteously. He was executed as “the King of the Jews,” a political claim that the Roman
     authorities could not have tolerated. His earliest followers in Jerusalem were Jewish, and they, too, observed Jewish law.
     They thought of him as a teacher and as a Messiah figure.
  

   
   But all this exploded. Within a few years of his death, around A.D. 301, Jesus began to be thought of as much more than a teacher and possible Messiah. He came to be spoken of as a Christ, a divine
     being—a God-human, in fact, who had preexisted his earthly life and who had become human in order to save humanity. What happened?
     How did Jesus the Jew become a Gentile Christ? That’s one of the questions this book explores.
  

   
   TWO DISTINCT MOVEMENTS

   
   In the course of some twenty years studying and teaching early Christian writings, I have come to some startling conclusions.
     For one thing, I contend that the religion of Jesus no longer exists. The movement that emerged out of Jesus’ teachings and
     practices, the Jesus Movement, was led by Jesus’ brother, James, in Jerusalem. It honored and treasured what the Jesus of
     history stood for and proclaimed. That original religion, however, was replaced, in time, by a much more successful movement.
     Paul, in the Jewish Diaspora around the Mediterranean, forged a new religion, the Christ Movement. We tend not to notice how truly distinctive this movement was.
     Part of the excitement of this book consists of exploding the commonplace notion that Paul was somehow a faithful disciple
     of Jesus. He wasn’t. While Paul’s innovative Christ Movement offered its members many advantages over Judaism and the Jesus
     Movement, it was something quite different. It was much simpler and easier to follow, and it focused on a familiar figure
     known throughout the Mediterranean world, that of the savior. This Christ Movement came to cover up the original teachings
     of Jesus. “Christifiers,” as I call them—leaders who packaged Jesus into a Christ—took charge of the early Christian movement.
     The original followers of Jesus—members of the Jesus Movement—faded away, being overshadowed by the more popular Christ Movement.
     But that process took time, some five or six centuries, before the Jesus Movement disappeared entirely.
  

   
   While developing a robust theology of the divine-human Christ and creating an impressive infrastructure, the Christ Movement
     angrily steered its members away from Jewish practices. Why did early Christianity think it had to attack Judaism? Why was
     it the focus of attention, so much so that anti-Semitic sentiments are ingrained in the pages of the New Testament? There’s
     much more to this aspect of the story, however. As we investigate some of the writings of Paul’s religion, reflected in the
     New Testament and second-century Christianity, we will make a remarkable discovery. We will come to see the real roots of
     Christian anti-Semitism.
  

   
   THE JESUS COVER-UP

   
   Looking ahead, you will discover that I contend the tradition “miscarried,” that Christianity became over time something radically
     different from what its originator intended. The faith that emerged was not the religion practiced by its founder. There was
     a switch. I call this the Jesus Cover-Up Thesis. This stance has three components.
  

   
   First of all, the Jesus Cover-Up Thesis contends that the original message of Jesus and the Jesus Movement, Jesus’ earliest
        followers in Jerusalem, became switched for a different religion. This other religion, one that in origin, beliefs, and practices differed from the Jesus Movement, was the Christ Movement developed by Paul in the Diaspora. A few decades after the death
     of both Paul and James in the 60s, the religion of Paul became grafted onto the original religion led by James. This was the
     impressive accomplishment of the author of the Book of Acts around the turn of the second century. The Christ Movement replaced
     the original Jesus Movement at least in the popular imagination as the dominant expression of the new religion.
  

   
   Second, according to the Jesus Cover-Up Thesis, there was an important shift away from the teachings of Jesus to those about the Christ. That is, beliefs about the person of Jesus conceived of as a Christ came to obscure what he said and did. Thus, the religion
     of Jesus, the one Jesus practiced and taught, became transformed into a cult about the Christ. Speaking of Jesus as a Christ had a tornado effect. Much like the bewildering effect of The Wizard of Oz, the Christ Movement swept Jesus up out of his Jewish context and landed him down right in the midst of a new, strange Gentile
     environment. That changed everything, since the Christ figure is not a Jewish Messiah. The whirlwind caused by Paul has had
     a profound effect on how we understand the Jesus of history, his teachings and his mission. Everything is now seen through
     the eyes of Paul and his new landscape.
  

   
   Early Christianity separated from Judaism, but it did so in an exceptionally angry fashion. Over and over again, leader after
     leader lambasted Judaism. Why they felt they had to do so represents an interesting story that we will come to in due course.
     In fact, as you will see, the third component of the Jesus Cover-Up Thesis is this: it proposes a new way of understanding Christian anti-Semitism. Early Christians were very much aware that they had created a shift in the religion and had substituted the Christ of experience
     for the Jesus of history. They were also conscious of the fact that the Jews were witnesses to this event. Jewish leaders
     recognized and understood how dramatically Christianity had changed since leaving the fold. We will discover how this dynamic
     plays out and what it means for how Christianity traditionally views Judaism.
  

   
   My intent in this book is positive. It is simply to understand the roots of Christianity better. I am aware that there are
     ideas in this book that may startle or even shock some readers. You will find I argue the following:
  

   
   
     	Paul’s religion was not the religion of Jesus.

     	There was a cover-up. The divine Gentile Christ was switched for the human Jewish Jesus. A religion about the Christ was substituted
        for the teachings of Jesus. Moreover, the religion of Paul displaced that of Jesus.

     	 The New Testament is not a neutral collection of early church writings. It was produced, selected, and approved by one—but
        only one—faction of early Christianity, the very group that endorsed the cover-up.

     	The Book of Acts presents us with a fictitious history of early Christianity and represents an unreliable source of information.

     	Anti-Semitism is rooted within New Testament writings and is the result of the cover-up.

   

   
   Some things I say about Paul and the Book of Acts are not run-of-the-mill observations. I point out, for example, how Paul’s
     religion emerged out of a separate revelation, not from the religion of Jesus as is often assumed. That is new. I also argue that the Book of Acts glued Paul’s
     Christ Movement onto the earlier Jesus Movement, switching the Christ for Jesus. That also is new, and I contend that this
     represents historical fiction on the part of whoever wrote the Book of Acts. Why the author of this work felt he had to invent
     this linkage is interesting and we will probe his probable motivation.
  

   
   So, who killed off the historical Jesus? And why? How was the switch made? Who covered it up? What does it mean for us here
     today? The Jesus Cover-Up Thesis helps us unravel a mystery. How Jesus Became Christian is a detective story, using the results of modern scholarship, to uncover a “crime” committed close to two millennia ago.
  

   
   Religion then, and I suspect now, was thoroughly political, as well as spiritual. Jesus in particular made strong political
     statements and claims. His followers did so as well, seeing him as a Messiah claimant. That staked out a very important political
     role for their rabbi. On its journey from being a small struggling group into becoming the official religion of the Roman
     Empire in the fourth century, Christianity was politically engaged. Power struggles erupted in early Christianity as groups
     fought for supremacy over their rivals. So we will examine the contest between the religion of Jesus and that of Paul—the
     Jesus Movement versus the Christ Movement—as each strove to achieve a place of prominence within the Roman world against all
     their competitors, Judaism and the mystery religions included.
  

   
   LOOKING AHEAD

   
   The story is organized historically. It covers three hundred years, from roughly 150 B.C.. to A.D. 150. These were exciting and confusing times as Judaism reshaped itself and Christianity was born. People were faced with
     many different choices, not only because they lived in a multicultural world that offered many religious options, but also
     because, within each religion, there were so many varieties. There were, for instance, many ways of being Jewish and Christian.
     Neither religion was monolithic.
  

   
   Our story starts in the Hellenistic world with the religious and political realities that Judaism faced in the second and
     first centuries B.C.. We then move into the time of Jesus, James, and Paul in the early decades of the first century A.D. This will allow us to see the challenges that the Jewish people at that time faced, and the problems they tried to solve,
     being a small colonized minority within a much larger world. Jesus did not exist in a political vacuum and the New Testament
     writings do not always fill us in on the policies and players of his place in history. Without these background nuances, understanding
     Jesus is much like trying to make sense of a presidential State of the Union address without knowing current foreign and domestic policies or the stances of Republicans and Democrats on key issues at the time.
     Understanding the religion and politics of the period places Jesus in his historical context. That way, we can better appreciate
     the vitality of his message to his audience. More importantly, we can recognize the powerful and radical solution he put to
     the people of his generation.
  

   
   Growing out of the teachings and practices of Jesus was the original religion of Jesus, led by his brother, James. We will
     profile this movement and contrast it with the dramatically different religion of Paul. Today we tend to think of Paul as
     a faithful follower of Jesus, one whose organizational genius led to the formation of what became Christianity. We’ll learn
     more about Paul, how he emerged on the scene after the death of Jesus, never having met him in person, and how he cleverly crafted a new religion that succeeded in capturing
     people’s imaginations.
  

   
   Key discoveries will be made along the way. For one thing, how and why Paul’s Christ Movement had so little to do with the
     religion of Jesus will be uncovered. We don’t normally see that and that’s because we’re not supposed to see the differences
     between Paul and Jesus. This is part of one of the most effective cover-ups of all times. It is much more significant than
     the current popular hypothesis that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene and that they had children together whose offspring
     survive to the present day. For that cover-up there is little evidence even of marriage, let alone children. The meager support for that hypothesis are just generalities—that
     rabbis of that era typically married, that Mary Magdalene went to the tomb to claim his body (and so acted as wife), and that
     she was highly regarded by a faction within early Christianity, the Gnostics. While Mary Magdalene was evidently an important
     person within early Christianity, the evidence for the Jesus-as-family-man hypothesis is slim, and that’s not our story here.
  

   
   But there was an important cover-up. By examining the evidence—writings from New Testament times—we will reveal how the real
     deception actually happened. It was a huge switch—the Christ for Jesus, Paul’s religion for Jesus’, and the Christ Movement
     for the Jesus Movement. Unraveling this shift clarifies some of the most powerful mysteries of early Christianity and explains
     how Jesus became Christian. Much of the confusion of Paul’s religion with that of Jesus, for example, is traceable to the
     fictitious history invented by the Book of Acts, around A.D. 100 … But that’s getting ahead of our story.
  
   
   
   The new Christ Movement came on the scene angry. As it evolved its own institutions in the late first and early second centuries,
     it turned on Judaism with a vengeance. That anti-Jewish hostility represents a curious feature of early Christianity. It was
     not, for instance, content to ignore Judaism. Instead it ransacked and hijacked from Judaism what it thought useful while
     simultaneously demonizing Jewish leaders and the Jewish people. If we were to take these writers at their word, there was no point in Judaism—or
     the Jewish people for that matter—continuing to exist. That’s a powerful message that has had dreadful repercussions throughout
     subsequent history. This will enable us to discover the real reason for Christian anti-Semitism, buried for so long in the
     hidden history of early Christianity. The cover-up had much to do with these destructive attitudes.
  

   
   The Jesus Cover-Up Thesis suggests that Christians need to put into perspective the dynamics that shaped the early years of
     this religion. These still have a tremendous influence today. Most Christians look at the New Testament through the eyes of
     Paul. In my judgment, this is not helpful. Paul’s image of the Christ obscures much of the real Jesus of history. Simply put,
     Jesus got up-staged by Paul. In recovering more of its Jewish roots, the message of the human Jesus of history will become
     more prominent. This means moving Paul off center stage.
  

   
   So step back with me into the world of Jesus, James, Mary Magdalene, and Paul. The first century A.D. was an exceptionally confusing time. Jewish people found themselves to be a small, colonized minority within a vast empire
     controlled first by Greece and then by Rome. The challenge every Jew faced then was how to retain Jewish identity in the face
     of constant and overwhelming pressures to assimilate into the larger, more cosmopolitan culture.
  

  
   2

   CULTURES IN CONFLICT

   They were turbulent times, those two centuries before the time of Jesus. A flood of new ideas had swept across the Mediterranean,
     throwing local cultures into huge turmoil. Radically different ways of looking at the universe crept in from Greece, Egypt,
     and from farther east, Persia. Novel views concerning human nature and religion took people by storm as traditional religious
     moorings were challenged, questioned, and undermined. A vast cosmopolitan world order around the Mediterranean had become
     a reality, opening up tremendous trade, economic, and cultural opportunities. Some people, however, found these new ways of
     thinking about society and the world threatening. These were uncertain times, and, as with all such times, some people wondered
     what they could count on.
  

   Especially vulnerable was the one monotheistic religion of the eastern Mediterranean, Judaism. Things were much simpler for
     polytheists. After all, they had the advantage of “intertranslatability” from one religion to another—supreme male god for
     supreme male god; goddess for goddess; divine being for divine being. Thus Zeus was Horus or YHWH or Ba’al. A polytheist had
     no problem with many deities and interchangeable names. The name did not matter. Gods and goddesses were as intertranslatable
     as menus that we can shift from English to Spanish to Chinese to Arabic. For a Jewish monotheist, however, those easy transfers
     were not an option. They simply could not be made. The Jewish God was the one true God, they thought. For a true believer,
     the Jewish God was not Horus, Ba’al, or Zeus, or any of the other chief male divinities. All of these other “divinities” lacked
     substance and power and so could not qualify as the one Supreme Being, the creator of the universe … and of humanity.
  

   
   The problem was even greater when it came to female supreme beings—Anath, Isis, Artemis, Athena, and many other goddesses.
     A goddess could not easily be introduced into Judaism, which lacked a pantheon or lineup of deities. That would corrupt the
     prime directive of the Ten Commandments: have no other gods. For Judaism, God did not have a wife or consort and wasn’t conceived
     of in those terms at all.
  

   
   Much as Jewish people today live in the shadow of the Holocaust, Jews of the first centuries B.C.. and A.D. were haunted by the possibility of annihilation. They lived with the possibility that their religion and separate identity
     as the people of the covenant might be extinguished. Hanging over all that they thought and did was this sense of dread. Perhaps
     their unique community and unusual monotheistic religion could come to an end with everyone assimilated into the common culture
     either by gentle persuasion or by force. The cosmopolitan world in which they lived was under the firm grip of a new dominant
     society and social order—that of the Greeks and subsequently the Romans. These foreign occupiers entertained no illusions
     about their cultural superiority.
  

   
   In these troubled times, the Jewish community faced two cultural conflicts. One was simply a pervasive fact of life. Pluralism
     was all around them, offering choices and opportunities but also creating confusion over religious practices and beliefs.
     The other one was very specific and it was aimed right at the heart of Judaism. It originated from an aggressive policy on
     the part of one ruler who prohibited the practice of Judaism upon pain of death. That threat generated the greatest fear.
     Its impact reverberated throughout the Jewish community in the centuries that followed.
  

   
   HELLENISTIC PLURALISM

   
   The fourth century B.C. conquests by Alexander the Great in the Middle East started a process throughout the eastern Mediterranean that would last
     long after formal Greek rule. We call it Hellenization—making the world Greek in terms of culture and thought. It spread quickly
     and invasively through language, religion, politics, law, theater, education, philosophy, cultural centers, trade, government,
     and, most importantly, through local Greek city-states.1 From the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C. onward, Greek culture was simply a brute fact of life for minorities such as the Jews. Foreign rule was present everywhere.
     It touched peoples’ lives in the taxes they paid, the decisions of the law courts, the conversations they heard, the strangers
     they met along the highways and in their villages, work opportunities, and the goods they bought. It spurred the development
     of service industries to provide shelter and food for foreigners. With foreign troops passing through the towns and villages,
     it meant rape and confiscation of property. New cities built on Greek and Roman models provided much-needed work, but also social interaction, new customs, intermarriage, and different demands.
     No one could escape becoming, to some extent, Hellenized. It was an “in your face” phenomenon—part of the landscape of everyone’s
     day-to-day existence.
  

   
   Greek rule in Israel ended in 63 B.C. when Roman troops under the leadership of Pompey conquered Jerusalem. The last bastion of Greek power in the Middle East—Egypt—succumbed
     to the advancing Roman army some thirty years later. Gone was Greek rule, but not Hellenization. That process continued unabated,
     but it assumed another form. The Greek gods and goddesses were simply given Roman names. For instance, Zeus became Jupiter,
     Artemis became Diana, Ares became Mars, and Poseidon became Neptune. Greek remained the language of the eastern empire for
     centuries. Cultural conflict and assimilation remained a problem for minority groups, which continued to be confronted with
     religious pluralism. So Hellenization held everyone in its clutches. With its Graeco-Roman beliefs and values, it constituted
     a powerful cultural presence no one could escape. It lasted for almost a thousand years, well after Christianity became the
     official religion of the Roman Empire. It was not until the sixth century A.D. that the Christianized Roman emperors began to close the Greek schools of philosophy and the temples of non-Christian religions.
  

   
   For the most part, Hellenization was part of the background to everyday living, and usually the threat was one of soft assimilation,
     the gradual adoption of at least some foreign practices. Greek and Roman government, law, schools, entertainment, festivals,
     civic ceremonies, and culture dominated the Mediterranean world. Much in the same way as it is advantageous for many in today’s
     world to speak English, those who wished to get ahead had to speak Greek and to adopt some of the practices of that culture.
  

   
   Many Jews of the time took advantage of learning Greek. It broadened horizons and opened up a wealth of literature to inquiring
     Jewish minds—philosophy, drama, mathematics, astrology, astronomy, and many other branches of study. Some grasped the opportunity
     to use the new common language to inject Jewish ideas into the Mediterranean basin. Alexandria in Egypt, boasting the treasure
     trove of the world’s greatest library of the time, became a hub of such activity. Its vibrant Jewish community witnessed the
     translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek.2 This was the Septuagint that rendered the Law, Prophets, and the Writings accessible to non-Jews … as well as to Jews
     who no longer read or understood Hebrew. In time, additional writings would be added to this collection of texts. Unlike previous
     sacred writings, these new scrolls were written originally in Greek. The Septuagint included such influential books as the
     story of the heroic Judith who single-handedly saved her people against overwhelming odds as well as the various books of
     the Maccabees. The latter outlined the drama that unfolded in the midsecond century B.C. as pious Jews defended their autonomy by military and political power. Books of Wisdom were developed as well, which introduced
     philosophical ideas into Jewish thinking. Wisdom became regarded as a creature, female in gender, a manifestation of God.
     Wisdom was conceived of as a creative being close to God yet not quite God—divine yet not quite a goddess. As the Wisdom of
     Solomon put it referring to the figure of Wisdom,
  

   
   
     “… she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty … she is a reflection of
        eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God” (Wisdom of Solomon 7:25–26).

   

   
   This is the closest ancient Judaism came to recognizing the female aspect of the divine.

   
   These were truly exciting times that offered opportunities for expanding Jewish thought both among its own adherents as well
     as to others on the world stage. On the eve of the new millennium, in the few decades toward the end of the first century
     B.C. and the early decades of the first century A.D., the Jewish philosopher, Philo, wrote scores of books in Alexandria. Many still survive. There he attempted to build bridges
     between biblical and Greek thought. A mutual exchange, he must have thought—Torah made accessible to the Greeks while Greek
     thought would enrich Torah study. Parallels, he contended, could be drawn between Moses and Plato. The Hebrew prophets could
     be seen as powerful social critics comparable to some of the best Greek philosophers. Perhaps, some dared to speculate, the
     wisdom of the Greeks originally came from Moses, an audacious thought that would be repeated over the centuries. One Jewish
     writer, Ezekiel the Tragedian, even attempted in the second century B.C. to write a tragic drama along the lines of Greek models concerning Moses and the Exodus.3

   
   Some non-Jews—Gentiles—found the high ethical principles and monotheistic stance of Judaism attractive and began to associate
     themselves with Jewish synagogues. They were the “God-fearers,” and they were crucial to early Christian success. So Hellenization
     offered multiple opportunities as well as serious threats.
  

   
   In The World Is Flat, Thomas L. Friedman observes how connected the modern world is, through trade, technology such as the Internet, as well as
     the reduction of political barriers. This “flattening of the world” makes it possible now for individuals and business people
     to contact others instantaneously around the world.4 This represents a dramatic new development.
  

   
   Well, perhaps not so new. Hellenization had the effect of flattening the cultures of the Mediterranean world … but without
     the Internet. Never before had it been possible for people to communicate so easily with one another, through trade routes,
     a common language, and a simplified network of nations governed by Greek and Roman rulers. Some were receptive to reaching out from within one’s own culture to what was
     good and valuable in that of others. Those less courageous or self-confident turned defensively inward, shunning exposure
     to foreign ideas or alternative practices.
  

   
   It should not be supposed that Hellenization was something remote, lurking far off, hundreds of miles away in Greece, for
     example. It lodged on everyone’s doorstep, especially in the Middle East. Greek-speaking cities were established throughout
     the empire, including ten cities within what is today northern Israel and Jordan. These bastions of Hellenization included
     one major cultural center just a few miles south of the Sea of Galilee on an important trade route. Beth-Shean (Scythopolis)
     was a large, impressive city that has been excavated in modern times. Today we can still walk down the broad Roman streets
     that survive amidst the ruins and admire the huge columns on either side of the main avenues. Its splendor reflected the best
     that the world’s most advanced civilization of the time had to offer. This sophisticated city embodied planning for both individual
     and communal needs. In time, a large theater would be built, as well as communal bathhouses. Temples were constructed to honor
     the gods and goddesses of the Mediterranean world—the magnificent Temple of Zeus and the Round Temple, which was probably
     dedicated to Dionysus.
  

   
   Ten Greek cities were established, nine of them to the east of the Sea of Galilee. Called the Decapolis (ten cities), this
     league of cultural centers had its administrative head in Scythopolis. It, along with such cities as Gerasa (Jerash), Pella,
     and Philadelphia, provided the backbone for the spread of Greek culture throughout the Galilee. Philadelphia would later become
     the capital of modern-day Jordan, Amman, where the large ancient amphitheater can still be visited in the downtown area.
  

   
   Like Beth-Shean, Jerash has been excavated and is one of the archeological wonders of modern-day Jordan. With colonnaded streets,
     this modern city featured a hippodrome for the races with capacity for fifteen thousand spectators. A magnificent Temple of
     Zeus stood high on a hill commanding an impressive vantage point over the area. Another prominent temple was dedicated to
     Artemis (Diana), the deity who protected the city. Three Roman theaters dotted the city, the largest one capable of holding
     three thousand people with perfect acoustics. These intersections were places for sharing ideas. Here people would meet and
     talk on their way to other places within the city. Plays, government decrees, public announcements, and festivals would all
     be carried out in these theaters in honor of the Greek and Roman deities.
  

   
   From these civic centers, merchants, residents, soldiers, teachers, and priests all pursued their livelihood throughout the
     region, connected through major highways that reached out as well to other parts of the empire. People were rightfully amazed
     at what civilization had wrought and how small the world was getting. Progress, a wealth of new ideas, and peace were everywhere
     in evidence. The flood of new ideas may have seemed somewhat overwhelming, but these were offset by technological advances in construction
     and military might, and by the sophistication of Roman law. They experienced then what we, too, are immersed in today: a cosmopolitan,
     multicultural world.
  

   
   A RELIGIOUS SMORGASBORD

   
   On the religious side, movements like Olympian religion made their way throughout the empire, backed by its theological arsenal,
     the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer, and the Theogony and Works and Days of Hesiod. Homer’s stories were delightful adventure tales, vividly recounting the siege of Troy in today’s western Turkey
     and the return to Greece of its most famous heroes of antiquity. These poems, however, also served as seductive religious
     texts. Through engaging stories, they trumpeted Zeus as the father god, delineated the role of many other deities—Poseidon,
     Apollo, Athena, Aphrodite, and Ares—and explained the world in terms of their interactions with one another and with humanity.
  

   
   Olympian religion injected a different view of divinity into the religious landscape of the Middle East. Their gods were not
     immortal: they were created. They could also be destroyed, as evidenced by the demise of the gods before the Olympian deities,
     the ancient Titans. The mortality of divine beings represented a startling new thought. It challenged a religion such as Judaism,
     which thought of God as eternal, without a beginning or an ending.
  

   
   Moreover, the Greek gods and goddesses were not guarantors of justice, morality, or fair play. These amoral beings created
     conflict within the world, accounting for much of the chaos of our everyday lives. They were fickle, and they devoted a considerable
     amount of energy into tricking, cheating, robbing, seducing, and raping humans. Homer’s Odyssey is a story of how various gods constantly conspired to thwart the plans of Odysseus to return home. True, he had many remarkable
     adventures along the way, but god after god frustrated this leader’s wishes. They were so successful in distracting him that
     it took him ten years to reach home. According to this religious perspective, gods, goddesses, and other divine beings placed
     obstacles in the path of humanity. They were responsible for much of the uncertainty of the world, depriving it of order and
     stability. The Odyssey provided a powerful message for what humans could expect in a world ruled by such deities.
  

   
   This view of deity offered some advantages. Olympian religion had the merit of easily accounting for why there is evil and
     wrongdoing in the world. It was simply the result of some god or goddess stirring up trouble. The world had become the stage
     for divine entertainment, we humans representing the unwilling players in the cosmic drama of our times. Thus the problem
     of suffering, so difficult for monotheistic religions to explain—especially when coupled with the belief in one supreme loving being—was
     not an issue for this religion.
  

   
   But there were disadvantages as well. A devotee of Olympian religion could not have confidence or trust in God. He could not,
     for instance, have ever uttered that great Jewish psalm, “The Lord is my shepherd” (Psalm 23). That song exudes a personal
     trust in a God who leads people on paths of righteousness. The Lord heals, comforts, and ensures goodness and mercy. He provides
     calm and refreshes the human soul. God reassures his people that they will dwell “in the house of the Lord” forever. Those
     thoughts were not part of Olympian religion.
  

   
   Curiously, unlike Judaism in particular, the Greek gods and goddesses did not issue a code of morality. There was nothing
     like the Ten Commandments or Torah within this religion. Unlike most religions that make it clear how members are to behave,
     part of its appeal lay precisely in the fact that Olympian religion made so few demands on its adherents. No rules. No regulations.
     No prescribed path to follow … but also no certainty and no order. The gods did not reinforce morality, nor did they encourage
     it. They were amoral beings. People were on their own when it came to reason and rationality, striving to ascertain what is
     true or reliable in a world in which chance and fate all play a role. Plato criticized the gods in his ideal society, The Republic, on this very basis. There he proposed abolishing the traditional stories of Olympian religion within his educational system.
     The gods, he argued, were simply poor role models for humanity and should be dispensed with.
  

   
   Where was order and certainty to be found? What can humans do when confronted with such a universe? Sophocles’s powerful play,
     Oedipus the King, exploited these all-too-natural fears, pitting Oedipus against the Chorus. This skillful dramatist called upon the audience
     to take a stand: who was right—Oedipus or the Chorus? Should we side with Oedipus, with his rational, slow, plodding discovery
     of the truth via reason and evidence? Like a modern detective, Oedipus was the trial attorney who eventually found out the
     truth. He called witnesses and built up a case concerning the identity of the person responsible for the devastation that
     was afflicting Thebes, his city-state. The process was gradual and impressive, with Oedipus inquiring and asking the right
     questions. But what was that dreadful truth that he found out? Nothing less than that he unwittingly had fulfilled his preordained
     destiny—that he had in fact killed his own father and married his own mother. Is this what reason leads to? Sophocles asked
     us to consider. But there is an alternative. Perhaps fate really does rule, in spite of rational inquiry. Should we therefore
     side with the Chorus, which rejected the path of reason? The Chorus was confident throughout the play that the gods had a
     hand in everything that Oedipus did. Thus the gods rule human destiny secretly behind the scenes. For the Chorus, the events as they unfolded demonstrated that the gods were vindicated and that Oedipus freely chose his own fixed destiny.
     Does reason stand a chance in such a universe? How do reason and Olympian religion interrelate? Sophocles inquired.
  

   
   The gods stirring up trouble? Acting like badly behaved kids? Placing obstacles before human beings? Not helping people achieve
     their goals? Not making ethical demands on human behavior? People ruled by chance and by fate? Pernicious, powerful, amoral,
     rambunctious beings pursuing their own agendas in interaction with one another? These were extremely unsettling new ideas
     for the average Jewish person of the time. That’s certainly not how Torah or the Jewish law functioned. Nor were the Olympian
     gods arbiters of justice or the conveyers of mercy. These were truly disturbing thoughts that shook the foundations of religion.
     What if Olympian religion was right? What then was to be made of the God of the Hebrew Bible, who gave Torah and who rewarded
     its faithful practitioners with righteousness and blessings? What value was there in the daily struggle to make choices reflective
     of the demands of the law? There was no escaping the presence of Olympian religion within the Middle East. Their representatives
     ran the civic ceremonies and their deities were honored in the Greek city-states scattered throughout the region.
  

   
   The cult of Dionysus added another crucial dimension into the exotic religious mix of the first centuries B.C. and A.D.: the personal experience of immortality. Dionysus was a divine-human. Zeus was his father and Semele, an ordinary mortal,
     was his mother. As a God-human, he became the object of worship and a role model for humanity. Shrouded in mystery, his religious
     rites involved ecstatic participation on the part of the worshippers. Through chanting, dancing, sexual activity, and drinking
     they became one with his being. This was a religion of joy, ecstasy, wonder, and liberation. Even more importantly, by participating
     in his nature, Dionysus freed the soul from the confines of mortality. People lost themselves in this God-human, and, for
     a moment, glimpsed the possibilities of eternity.
  

   
   The cult of Dionysus exercised a powerful dual appeal: a fabulous liturgical experience as well as personal immortality. No
     wonder it attracted followers around the Mediterranean. Its appeal was totally experiential—a highly participatory, engaging
     religious rite. This rich experience provided a sharp contrast to the stern, serious Temple sacrifices in Jerusalem with its
     cattle, grain, and oil offerings given to God to be shared by the priests and by the people making the offerings. Nor did
     the cult of Dionysus make demands on behavior. No code of ethics. No dietary laws. No circumcision. Just fun, seductive joy
     and the taste of personal immortality.
  

   
   In the religious smorgasbord of the time, with different temples and shrines everywhere in evidence, religious fidelity was
     threatened. For religious followers, no longer was it the case that a person should be identified with one and only one religion. Those who shared in the enthusiastic celebrations of the cult of Dionysus could also participate in
     the civic religious ceremonies in honor of the Olympian deities. Devotees of Artemis could show up at temples dedicated to
     Isis. There was no problem with multiple religious allegiances, for exclusivity was not a religious virtue. Some Jews toyed
     with the idea that it might be possible to worship in the Temple of Judaism and also at those of the Greek gods. Could one,
     for instance, combine Temple worship with participation in the cult of Dionysus? Or, perhaps, even in a temple of a goddess?
     Why not? Where was the harm? they asked.
  

   
   On a more sober side, philosophers set up branch schools around the Mediterranean. Pythagoreans, Platonists, and Aristotelians
     carried out their demanding investigations. The Pythagoreans studied mathematics as a way of detecting order within the universe.
     They thought that through mathematics, they could discern the right balance within the human personality as well as the social
     order, the city-state. Plato, too, studied the structure of the city-state while musing on whether the world as we perceive
     it represents authentic reality. Perhaps experience itself was deceptive and reason disclosed a higher, truer reality. In
     a dramatic allegory—that of the cave—Plato takes us on an ascent to highest understanding, to the knowledge of ultimate reality
     itself, the pursuit of which should shape our daily quest, our souls and our societies. Plato’s academies spread throughout
     the Mediterranean as people eagerly sought this higher knowledge. The Jewish philosopher Philo, in particular, was heavily
     influenced by the thinking of Plato, as were many early Christian writers.
  

   
   Aristotelians went in a different direction. Through their centers of study, they investigated the nature of reasoning, developing
     the world’s first system of logic—the syllogism—and proposing categories for understanding the world of nature, the concepts
     we need to make sense of our universe of time and space. In addition, they probed the movements of the sun, planets, and stars
     to discern regularities and to make predictions. All these philosophers provided schools for the elite and attracted a large
     following in many locations around the Mediterranean. They lasted for a thousand years.
  

   
   On a more popular level, however, Stoics moved from city to city dispensing practical “self-help” wisdom on a wide variety
     of topics to those who would listen. Their focus was on how to take control of the self—how to achieve mastery over conflicting
     emotions and so liberate reason and self-discipline. There existed an overwhelming need for these practical thinkers. One
     simply could not count on religion to provide an insight into understanding the nature of the universe, the civic state, or
     practical ethics.
  

   
   In a world of tremendous uncertainty and suffering, taking control of the self became important. How should we choose to respond to tragedy? How should we cope with the ravages of being human—death of family and friends, sickness or injury?
     Should we succumb to emotion, bewailing loss, or becoming sad, depressed, or mournful? Or should we decide to respond differently, perhaps by refusing to allow these events
     to disturb our equanimity? These philosophers made an important distinction. While we may not control the events that impinge
     on our daily lives, how we respond to them is within our power. Difficult though it may be when faced with crippling illness
     or a sudden death, we can choose how we react, they contended. We can decide not to give way to irrationality or emotionality.
     The Stoic practitioners promised to show us how, and, perhaps, we might speculate, set up workshops to help us practice using
     reason to control what is within our power.
  

   
   All these philosophical movements questioned the nature of Olympian religion and tried to work out rational approaches to
     the uncertain world in which we live. Some writers criticized the validity of Olympian religion, wondering about the place
     of the divine in the universe when the gods seemingly bore no relationship to order within the world. What were the grounds
     for right living? Or for developing social policy? Or for contemplating model ideal societies in which justice and fair play
     would rule? Along with many others, Plato investigated these matters in several of his dialogues—Euthyphro, The Republic, Statesman, and Epinomis.

   
   Within this marketplace of ideas, non-Greek religions seized the opportunity to enter the Mediterranean world. Originating
     in Persia, the secret religion of Mithras spread throughout the empire, appealing primarily to members of the Roman army.
     Mithras, like Dionysus, had had a strange divine-human birth. It was a virgin birth, with Mithras born of a human mother and
     a divine father in a cave. Like Dionysus, this religion was based on experience and demanded participation. It also offered
     salvation to worshippers who became caught up in its ecstatic rituals. The worship of Mithras took place in a temple or “Mithraeum,” 
     a cavelike structure reminiscent of Mithras’s birthplace. Mithras is typically depicted as struggling valiantly against a
     bull, eventually succeeding. He’s the savior God-human, the superhero who conquers the forces of cosmic evil. Religious ceremonies
     involved eating a common meal, interpreted as sharing in the life force of their founder who was worshipped as a savior. Viewing
     life as a struggle between good and evil, followers of Mithraism were encouraged to lead a life of virtue and self-control,
     a path that would result in everlasting life. Here was a religion that related theology to ethics: behavior actually mattered.
  

   
   A rival cult, the ancient Egyptian religion of Isis, was newly transformed to suit the needs of non-Egyptian worshippers throughout
     the Roman Empire. It attracted devotees attracted to its rich, inspiring theology. Isis’s son Horus, as the incarnation of
     God, was said to be the Son of God. He conquered the power of evil and triumphed over death. Thus he, too, was a savior of
     humanity. Through participation in his life and death through the rituals of the religion, members of this cult were promised
     immorality.
  

   
   Both cults—Isis and Mithras—offered followers a heroic figure who did battle with cosmic forces. The hero of both religions
     had a special birth. He was also a dying-rising, divine-human savior who gave members eternal life. Many features of these
     two religions bore remarkable similarities to Christianity later on—the virgin birth and Jesus as a divine-human who was the
     savior of humanity and who defeated the power of evil and death. Visually Isis is also depicted as nursing her son, Horus,
     in the same posture and pose that later Christians would use to portray Mary holding Jesus.
  

   
   For once, people had a wide choice of religions, very much like our own pluralistic society. There were religious options
     everywhere, and communities were riddled with people who shared different opinions about God, the world, and human destiny.
     No longer had they to remain in the ancestral religion. There were choices. Each religion was engaged in a life-or-death public
     relations battle with the others. People rightfully wondered which one was right or could really offer the way to salvation.
  

   
   Judaism was put somewhat on the defensive. It did not possess a robust sense of an afterlife, unlike the religion of Dionysus
     or the philosophies of Pythagoras or Plato. There was no mention of eternal life in the Books of the Law, and belief in an
     afterlife only appeared within Judaism much later, in the midsecond century B.C. Even then, eternal life was not thought of as a movement of an immortal soul from this plane to another one as was the case
     with Plato, Pythagoras, and many of the Egyptian cults. And so, as religions go, Judaism lacked strong support for the greatest
     spiritual reward, the continuing of life after death.
  

   
   Also, Judaism lacked an experiential, ecstatic component, unlike the hugely attractive, highly participatory mystery religions
     of Dionysus, Isis, or Mithras. True, it memorialized specific historical events—the escape from Egypt and the trek through
     the desert, for instance. But that was a “back there then” commemoration somewhat removed from present experiences. Above
     all, it was a demanding religion, one that stressed fidelity toward the law God had given Israel. Ethical, social, and religious
     monotheistic obligations were inescapable. By comparison, the Greek, Egyptian, and Persian cults offered pleasure, escape,
     and enjoyment—powerful alternatives to a path of uncompromising rigor.
  

   
   HELLENIZATION IN ISRAEL

   
   We begin to see evidence of soft assimilation within Jewish culture of the second century B.C. The Book of 2 Maccabees, for instance, shows that many leaders during this period had come to adopt Greek names.5 High priests, for example, were named Jason and Menelaus. But that was only the start.
  

   
   In 175 B.C., a ruler by the “modest” name of Antiochus Epiphanes—“the Manifestation of God”—came into power in the Middle East. Things immediately started to change for the worse for the Jewish
     people. With the support of Jewish religious leaders, an attempt was made to convert the Jewish state to Greek ways. 2 Maccabees
     noted that around 174 B.C., Jason secured the office of high priest through bribery and corruption. He immediately began a program of Hellenization,
     introducing new customs that violated Jewish law. These were radical departures. The actions Jason undertook were not just
     optional add-ons to Jewish culture: they were designed to supplant traditional Jewish practices.
  

   
   With the approval of Antiochus, Jason the high priest made attempts to convert Jerusalem itself into a Greek city. Politically,
     citizens of Jerusalem were cross-registered with the Greek city of Antioch and thereby entitled to share in its benefits.
     As Jason and other Hellenists saw it, this afforded everyone tremendous advantages. Jerusalem and the Jewish people could
     become visibly part of the new global world order. It would serve to bring Judaism and the Jewish people onto the world stage,
     foster international trade, encourage tourism, and give the elite of Jerusalem greater prominence within the empire.
  

   
   Jason also set up a gymnasium in Jerusalem, a conduit for the spread of Greek political, social, and educational values as
     well as for athletic competition. We think of gyms and sports clubs as neutral, as places to work out and get in shape. Not
     so in antiquity. Much more was involved. For one thing, games were played in honor of the Greek gods. Processions carried
     emblems of Greek deities. Competitions also involved nude male athletes, thus exposing circumcised athletes to the displeasure
     of the crowds and the ridicule of other athletes and the Greek officials. Greeks viewed circumcision as gross mutilation.
     Some Jewish athletes even went to the extreme of undergoing the painful procedure of reverse circumcision in order to fit
     into the dominant culture and be accepted into the sporting competitions.
  

   
   Jason induced athletes to wear the hat of the Greek god Hermes when competing. 2 Maccabees seethed with anger at the official
     sanctioning of Greek customs:
  

   
   
     There was such an extreme of Hellenization and increase in the adoption of foreign ways because of the surpassing wickedness
        of Jason, who was ungodly and no true high priest, that the priests were no longer intent upon their service at the altar. (2 Maccabees 4:11–14)
    

   

   
   This is tantamount to cutting short attendance at the Mass or the Sunday morning service in order to see “the game.”

   
   The real threat, however, was aimed specifically at the heart of Judaism. In 167 B.C., Antiochus Epiphanes launched a major attack on Judaism. He outlawed it, by fiat. The reasons for this move are not clear,
     but the steps he took were very evident to the author of 2 Maccabees. Antiochus forbade Jews to remember the Sabbath, observe festivals, keep the dietary laws, or practice male circumcision. The observances of Judaism were banned
     upon pain of death. The Temple in Jerusalem was renamed “The Temple of the Olympian Zeus” (2 Maccabees 6:2). This ancient
     center of Jewish worship was further desecrated with prostitutes cavorting within the sacred precincts and pigs used for sacrifices
     on the altar in the Temple. Antiochus’s actions represented one of the most serious assaults on the survival of the Jewish
     people ever undertaken in history.
  

   
   There had been other times when the survival of the Jewish people had been at stake. The enslavement in Egypt centuries before,
     along with liberation in the form of the Exodus, was an ancient time-honored memory. So, too, was the threatened persecution
     of the Jews in the Persian Empire, led by the evil Haman. The Book of Esther described his outlook when speaking to the Persian
     ruler, Artaxerxes: “There is a certain nation scattered among the other nations in all your kingdom; their laws are different
     from those of every other nation, and they do not keep the laws of the king” (Esther 3:8). The Jews were just different and
     therefore should not be tolerated, was Haman’s complaint. Whether the Book of Esther described an actual event or was a work
     of fiction, this writing probably recorded the first instance of anti-Semitism: the Jews are different and have their own
     set of laws. Haman’s plot was foiled, however, and the Book of Esther described her bravery in confronting her husband, the
     absolute monarch of Persia, to set aside his edict condemning the Jews to death. She succeeded and Haman was executed instead.
  

   
   Antiochus Epiphanes’s actions in 167 B.C. were designed to wipe out Judaism. The objective of his assimilationist policy was clear: “kill those who did not choose
     to change over to Greek customs” (2 Maccabees 6:9). It was directed against Jews individually as well as the religion of Judaism.
     Passive resistance was not an option. Antiochus compelled everyone actively to take part in sacrifices to Greek gods. In particular,
     they were required to observe the festival of Dionysus. Here they were forced to don wreaths of ivy and to walk in the procession
     honoring the god. While some welcomed or succumbed to Antiochus’s ways, many did not. Those who refused to adopt Greek ways
     were simply killed. Antiochus was ruthless in his campaign.
  

   
   2 Maccabees provided grim details of persecution against those who stubbornly resisted. Two devout women, for instance, who
     had had their babies circumcised, were paraded through the city, seminaked. Then they were thrown to their deaths from the
     top of Temple Mount onto the hard stone pavement below. Others who had hidden in a cave to observe the Sabbath were burned
     as they stood passively, refusing to defend themselves on this holy day. Eleazar, a noted scribe of high standing and advanced
     age, was slaughtered when he refused to eat pig meat. Seven brothers and their mother were also martyred for the same offense.
     The mother saw her children tortured and slaughtered in a gruesome fashion before her eyes. Yet she confidently reassured
     them, “the King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws” (2 Maccabees 7:9).
     This represents one of the earliest references in Judaism to a belief in eternal life and it was born out of desperation.
     Surely there had to be a life beyond this life. If God truly is a God of justice, then there has to be an afterlife in which
     he makes good on his promises that the righteous will be blessed. Otherwise, why cling to this religion? Why pay the supreme
     price for living a life of righteousness?
  

   
   But was there an afterlife? Was following the law and honoring the God of Israel as the sole God of the universe truly the
     way of obtaining it? Or were the cults of Dionysus, Mithras, and Isis equally valid ways of attaining immortality? Was there,
     perhaps, a spiritual equivalence among all religions? These were unsettling thoughts for a Torah-observant Jew cognizant of
     alternatives in the religious lineup of the time.
  

   
   Judas Maccabeus led a revolt, along with a number of Torah-observant Jews. He and his followers escaped into the wilderness
     of Judea and, from there, mounted a series of lightning strikes against Antiochus’s troops. In 164 B.C., three years after Antiochus’s edict outlawing Judaism, they succeeded in capturing Jerusalem and the Temple. The Temple
     was cleansed and rededicated in a beautiful ceremony. Thus the festival of Hanukkah was born: “Therefore, carrying ivy-wreathed
     wands and beautiful branches and also fronds of palm, they offered hymns of thanksgiving to him who had given success to the
     purifying of his own holy place. They decreed by public edict, ratified by vote, that the whole nation of the Jews should
     observe these days every year” (2 Maccabees 10:7–8). While Hanukkah has added other stories to its narrative, at its heart,
     Hanukkah is a wonderful, warm celebration of Jewish survival. It commemorates the victory of Judas Maccabeus over Antiochus,
     a triumph over enforced Hellenization against tremendous odds.
  

   
   The intent of Antiochus Epiphanes was clear: to eliminate Jewish worship and practices and to convert the people forcibly
     to Hellenistic ways. He did not succeed, although there was massive pain and devastation during the three years of his edict
     until Judas Maccabaeus could drive him from Jerusalem. This enormous threat cascaded throughout Judaism for several centuries,
     much in the way the Holocaust overshadows Jewish thinking today. The challenges of assimilation and loss of identity were
     very much on people’s minds in the first century A.D. when Jesus, John the Baptist, James, Peter, and Paul were proclaiming their teachings. The threat of cultural assimilation
     some 175 years later had not diminished. Hellenization remained a constant powerful force all Jewish leaders had to contend
     with.
  

   
   Whether by overt persecution or, more subtly, by relentless, daily cultural pressures, Jewish identity was severely shaken
     by the prospects of Hellenization. What was at stake was nothing less than the historic covenantal relationship the Jewish
     people shared with God. Hellenization provoked Judaism into debating the question, How should this ancient covenant be honored in modern, progressive times? Did it have a place in a
     cosmopolitan world? Jewish thinkers of the era—the Dead Sea Scroll community’s Teacher of Righteousness, Hillel, Jesus, John
     the Baptist, James, Paul, and many others—all had to identify themselves in terms of how they understood keeping Jewish law
     in light of the new world Greece and Rome had created. It was the most important issue of the day.
  

   
   COVENANT AND LAW

   
   The fundamental premise of the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament is that God has made a deal, an agreement with his people, Israel.
     This agreement—called in more formal biblical terminology a covenant—is expressed in terms of contract law. There are two
     parties to the deal: God and the people of Israel. Each has obligations to the other as expressed through this covenant. This
     represents an astounding concept: the human-divine relationship is conceived of as a bargain. God has freely chosen to bind
     himself to a people and will deliver on promises, so long as they uphold their side of the agreement.
  

   
   The details of the contract are to be found in the Books of the Torah, namely the first five books of any Bible: Genesis,
     Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. These books have been viewed historically as containing the instruction—the laws
     and rules—that God set before the Jewish people through Moses and that the people themselves agreed to (Leviticus 26:46; Deuteronomy
     6:1). In fact, because of its importance, the ratification by the whole nation is mentioned three times in the Book of Exodus—Exodus
     19:8; 24:3, and 24:7.
  

   
   The covenant itself is regarded as a perpetual agreement, throughout all generations. The imagery used to describe the agreement
     is intimate, as in one spouse to the other, or as indissoluble, as in the relationship between parent and child.6 There is more to the covenant and law than just a contract, however. It involves the whole human personality—the will to
     commit and a wholehearted attitude to carry out the law as a way of life. The Torah is the means by which a relationship with
     God is worked out and expressed.
  

   
   Perhaps nowhere are the terms of the deal made more explicit than at the end of the Book of Deuteronomy. There Moses had put
     forward all the commandments, decrees, and ordinances of God before the people. He urged them to love the Lord and to walk
     in his ways. The concept advanced in Deuteronomy 30:13–20—the Model of the Two Ways—lurks behind the message of many biblical
     books. This influential model presupposes that we have a choice in life, either to follow the law or to not follow the law.
     One is the way of life, the other, the way of death. The choices are stark, but, nonetheless, they represent a choice. At
     a time when Greek religion and philosophy were stressing fate and determinism, the Book of Deuteronomy proposed human freedom. It is the first document we have in Western civilization
     that advances this point of view.
  

   
   As Deuteronomy portrayed, it the choice before us is clear. By deciding to keep the law, a person has chosen the path of righteousness.
     This choice has beneficial consequences, as God fulfills his part of the deal. Collectively, God will ensure that the people
     have the land of Israel. Individually, righteous people will enjoy such blessings as long life, health, and happiness. This
     is positioned as the way of life and prosperity.
  

   
   On the other hand, there is the way of death, a path taken when a person decides not to observe Torah, failing to love the
     Lord God, declining to walk in his ways, and not observing his laws and rules. This decision has profoundly negative consequences.
     As the nation of Israel fails to live up to its promises, God can opt not to fulfill his side of the bargain. Hence, as a
     result of this choice, collectively there will be no guarantee of land and individually there will be loss of blessings. This
     is the way of death and adversity.
  

   
   The Model of the Two Ways was used by the prophets to understand history. Moses, for example, toward the end of Deuteronomy,
     was shown envisaging the future course of Israelite society.7 He “foresaw” a time when the people would abandon the covenant. Ignoring Torah, he said, they would be conquered by a “grim-faced
     nation” and would lose the land (Deuteronomy 28:49, 50). This shows us how a prophet deftly employed the Model of the Two
     Ways to make sense of history. In this instance, Moses provided us with a theological context for understanding the Babylonian
     Exile (587/586 B.C.)—an event that happened long after his time.8

   
   In the mideighth century B.C., the prophet Amos roared that people had abandoned the covenant with God. He provided concrete evidence. His fellow countrymen
     were cheating people, oppressing the poor, and enjoying a decadent luxurious lifestyle high on the hillsides with their expensive
     mansions and state-of-the-art décor made from precious metals. It was a society riddled with corruption. They had forgotten
     their history and what God had done for them. In particular, he was outraged that many were engaging in Canaanite religious
     practices. Canaanites were the nearby ethnic group that shared the land with the ancient Israelites. Their religious rites
     were often of a sexual nature: male intercourse with the priestesses was permitted and, in fact, encouraged as part of religious
     duty. In this nature-based religion, sexuality represented an important part of worship. Humans participated in the divine,
     and sexuality was viewed as prompting the goddess Anath to restore the god Ba’al to life in the springtime. Hence male worshippers
     would have sexual relations with the priestesses, joining in the power of the goddess to awaken the sleeping male deity. It
     was a nature-based religion, organized around the annual cycles of planting and harvesting, not a history-based religion as
     was Judaism.
  

   
   In Canaanite religion, too, the major deities involved worship of the goddess. That is something that would have really rankled
     Amos. With their religious shrines only a mile or two away from Israelite villages, this alternative culture exercised a powerful
     influence on Jewish practices. As Amos and other prophets make abundantly clear, the path of assimilation was from Israelite
     to Canaanite, not the reverse. In the battle of hormones versus history, the Canaanites often won out.
  

   
   Applying the Model of the Two Ways, Amos outlined dramatically what would happen. By failing to live up to the requirements
     of the law, the people would lose the land and individual blessings. He described the consequences in graphic terms: Assyria
     would likely invade, costing the Israelites life, property, and political freedom. Leaders would go into exile in Assyria.
     Amos’s was an uphill battle, however, and his people did not listen. Even then, no one liked bad news.
  

   
   For Amos, world events vindicated the covenant: choices have communal consequences. One day in 721 B.C., had there been a secular newspaper, the lead article would have read:
  

   
   
     
     ISRAEL FALLS

     
     Overwhelmed by superior military might, Assyria tonight conquered the Northern Kingdom (Israel) and, with it, all the cities
      and towns. Looting, plundering, and rape continue unabated as military leaders fail to contain their troops. The king and
      the political/religious elite of Israel are holed up, wondering what will befall them.
    

     
   

   
   This account views history, as we might, as a military confrontation between opposing armies, with the vastly superior Assyrian
     force winning. But that is not how Amos understood history at all. He saw historical dynamics in radically different terms.
     Had Amos a blog, he would have written something like the following:
  

   
   
     ISRAEL COLLAPSES

     Beset with internal corruption and having abandoned the covenant, Israel has collapsed. Because the people failed to keep
      their part of the deal, God has allowed the nation of Assyria to storm the land and devastate the population. Exile is likely.
    

   

   
   The difference in perspective is remarkable. For Amos, the small independent Jewish state was not conquered because it stood
     in the way of Assyria’s southward march toward Egypt. Nor did it fall because its puny armed forces were many times smaller
     than the huge Assyrian army. Rather, the kingdom fell because of internal religious failings. Like the prophets generally, Amos’s version of events represented a unique and
     fascinating way of viewing history: the covenantal agreement with God. Israel would prosper when it honored the covenant by
     observing Torah. Otherwise it would fail, and failure entailed loss of land.
  

   
   Bad choices, therefore, result in disaster, both communally and individually. The future, however, is not fixed. As with most
     prophets, Amos hoped that his searing message would awaken people as to the full consequences of their choices and encourage
     them to change quickly. An alternate outcome would be for the people to return to observing Torah as an expression of covenant,
     and thus avert disaster. While his best lines are centered on denunciation, Amos did at times urge the people to return to
     the covenant by following the path of righteousness, that they may live long in the land promised to them (Amos 5:14).
  

   
   The covenant, therefore, provided a way the Jewish people could understand the dynamics of history. Hellenization threatened
     this basis for historical understanding. If the Jewish people were to abandon the covenant, what would replace it as a means
     of making sense of their world?
  

   
   In its original form, the reward for following the Torah was not eternal life: it was real estate. The people were promised
     that they and their descendants would live in the land of Israel in perpetuity if they followed the law. The reward consisted
     of the satisfaction of knowing that one’s grandchildren and their grandchildren would have a safe and happy life, secure in
     the land. By the mid-second century B.C., however—centuries after the Book of Deuteronomy—some segments of Judaism came to believe in an afterlife. Some of the martyrs
     of Antiochus’s persecutions had advanced such a hope. So, too, did the members of the Dead Sea Scroll community. One of their
     major writings envisaged these blessings for the truly righteous:
  

   
   
     healing, great peace in a long life, and fruitfulness, together with every everlasting blessing and eternal joy in life without
        end, a crown of glory and a garment of majesty in unending light.9

   

   
   Conversely, those who refused to follow the path of Torah could expect an extremely unpleasant afterlife consisting of

   
   
     a multitude of plagues by the hand of all the destroying angels, everlasting damnation by the avenging wrath of the fury of
        God, eternal torment and endless disgrace together with shameful extinction in the fire of the dark regions.10

   

   
   Here in the first century B.C., this writer upgraded the Model of the Two Ways to include the promise of eternity within its overall framework. Now the
     reward for following Torah consisted not only of land and blessings, but also of eternal life.
  

   
   In the Books of the Torah, however, typically long life, good health, and happiness were the blessings that were cited as
     the rewards for being righteous. The image was one of a rich and rewarding life, seeing not only one’s children grow up but
     their children as well, living in the land God has given. While this came eventually to include eternal life for the righteous,
     the expectation was this-worldly: eternal life would take place on this planet. As they saw it, the reward for being righteous was eternal life on a re-created
     earth, at some time in the future. So the concept was temporal—eternal life occurring at some future point in history. It was not an otherworldly view that would involve the soul’s relocation to a supernatural place or dimension—to a heaven or a hell, for instance—upon
     death. That is, the Jewish view of eternal life did not represent a spatial notion. The idea was fundamentally different. When God brings about his rule upon earth, and all humanity comes to worship
     the one God in purity and truth, then at that point in time, those who are righteous will receive the divine gift of remaining
     alive. At the same time, the righteous dead will be resurrected by God and will live eternally. So, eternal life does not
     occur immediately. It will occur at the end of history as we know it in a much different, highly transformed universe.
  

   
   There’s another important difference between Jewish and Hellenistic views regarding the afterlife. Only God can grant life
     to the dead. That was the Jewish belief. People are not naturally immortal as Greek philosophers such as Pythagoras and Plato
     thought or as Egyptian religion maintained. The biblical view was not that people have an immortal soul that continues on,
     immediately upon death, into another realm. On the typical Jewish view expressed in the Bible and related writings, the dead
     are truly dead. God alone will determine who gets resurrected … and when.
  

   
   Hellenization threatened all these outcomes—land, happiness, and eternal life. If the Jewish people were to assimilate and
     join the larger emerging world culture—whatever the supposed advantages—what would happen to their assurances of keeping the
     land of Israel, enjoying long life, and all the other rich blessings that were conditional upon observance of Torah? What
     would be gained? What could possibly replace these promises if the bargain with God were forfeited? Could the promises of
     Hellenization compete with the rewards of Torah? Did Hellenized Jews of the period experience guilt at leaving the covenant
     and forfeiting all its blessings? Or did they just succumb to the siren call of Graeco-Roman thought with its assurances of
     the personal immortality of the soul?
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