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INTRODUCTON CRITERIA





  THE PIETY OF CRITICISM





  As Paul Tillich has said, when anything is placed on a pedestal beyond criticism, it becomes an idol. Those who thus seek to screen an idol from criticism only betray their own suspicions about the worthiness of the totem they worship. The Bible has become, in the words of the Reverend Jim Jones, “a paper idol.” Once, at the time of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, champions of the Bible celebrated the Bible’s being made available to any and all who might wish to read it. They insisted that the book be freed from the gilded chains of sacred hermeneutics, to be read by the same rules scholars use to make sense of any ancient text. The Bible was to them a newly discovered treasure that they rejoiced to behold glittering in the sun. But it was not long before they began to look about suspiciously and pile the riches back into the chest and replace it in the ground. Sacred scripture must be protected from the unworthy glance of impious outsiders and heretics after all. Not everyone was satisfied with this turn of events. The appearance of historical-critical study, or the “Higher Criticism,” of the Bible,1 beginning in the eighteenth century with men like Johann Salomo Semler, Johann Gottfried Eichorn, Johannes Philipp Gabler, and Hermann Samuel Reimarus, represented a return to Reformation vitality where the Bible was concerned. Once again, Bible students were unafraid to read the Bible without the lenses of official dogma, insofar as they could manage it. As these critics, many of them influenced by Rationalism, and their successors applied their critical tools to the text, their orthodox opponents could see only the vandalism wrought by infidel detractors of scripture. If it turned out that the Red Sea were really only the Reed Sea, if it eventuated that Daniel, Isa. 40–66, and the Pentateuch were not written by Daniel, Isaiah, and Moses, then the edifice of faith appeared to the conventional churchman to be collapsing.2 The Bible had been carried off by the enemy, as when in 1 Sam. 4:11, the Ark of the Covenant had been seized off the battlefield by the victorious Philistines.




  And it cannot be denied that some of the earliest biblical critics were looking to debunk and discredit the Bible. This was not necessarily because they thought the Bible a particularly evil book, or that they deemed themselves happy champions of evil. No, many no doubt shared the ambivalence of the great agnostic Robert Green Ingersoll,3 who gladly admitted he should have nothing to say against the Bible, easily looking past the inevitable shortcomings of a Bronze Age document, if not for the powerful voices of fanaticism that demanded conscientious people accept this ancient book as the inspired Word of God and believe all within it uncritically. This Ingersoll could not brook. So he set himself the task of laying bare the absurdities of the Bible for the modern age. His task was much the same as that of the Christ in Col. 2:14–15, taking the supposedly divine law out of the hands of humanity’s tormentors and publicly exposing it, so as to make it impossible for it ever to be so used again.




  This task retains something of its importance today, when the Bible still functions as a warrant for the opinions of demagogues who hope, by brandishing it, to bypass rational argumentation and win assent to their opinions by cultivating superstitious fears. But mere negative apologetics, if we may call it that, can never be the real goal of the higher criticism of the Bible, for fundamentalists and demagogues are far from the only zealots for the Bible. Many more of us, whether Christians, Jews, Humanists, or just plain historians, have been bitten by the biblical bug and devote our efforts to elucidating the pages of a text we find consumingly fascinating for its own sake. We feel about the Bible as others do about the works of Homer and Shakespeare. We feel the need to explode misconceptions about the Bible (whether dangerous or merely quaint) primarily so that a better understanding of the text may come to replace them. The quest for the historical Jesus is a specific case, or subset, of this scholarly zeal. It may also be important to question a traditional picture of Jesus that has sometimes had nefarious political and spiritual effects, but the effort should be seen primarily as a positive one: given the cultural importance of the Jesus figure, how can it not be irresistibly fascinating to seek after whatever factual basis may lie at the root of it? And what data do not fall into the category of fact ought to prove equally interesting for the history of religious thought: what path does a movement follow in creating a man-god to serve as its figurehead? What dynamics are involved in creating the very authority one meanwhile imagines to be creating and sustaining one’s movement?




  More specifically, it is incumbent upon higher critics of scripture to demonstrate the positive value of our approach that attracted us in the first place and that should win over others who mistakenly perceive us and our enterprise as a threat. Namely, we need to display the unparalleled utility of criticism in elucidating a sometimes dark and mysterious text. Criticism can be shown to unravel the riddles that perturb every Bible reader. As we show that criticism can make an intelligible sense of the conundrums of Scripture, the “apparent contradictions” that cause so many of the pious to scratch their heads, we will show the superiority of our approach, not in destroying the Bible, but in better understanding the beloved text. Granted, the price paid is a high one, for the notion of “biblical authority” can never again seem so simple, but then it will more readily be seen how unstable and logically contradictory was the old belief. And have not biblicists always claimed to prize the right understanding of the Bible over any particular doctrine whose validity might be called into question by means of biblical scrutiny? If, for example, one is willing to part with doctrines of Purgatory or Predestination should they not square with the biblical text, then presumably any doctrine of biblical authority that did not pass muster by an honest scrutiny of the text would be as easily jettisoned. In the long run, there is nothing more edifying than understanding the text.




  WHY NOT





  Having sought to make clear the positive character of biblical criticism, let us set forth a few of the major criteria that will guide us in this book, enabling us to set aside this saying or that story (or version of a story) as secondary and historically inauthentic. What appears here in skeletal form will quickly be fleshed out in the chapters to follow. Conversely, these criteria will help us to give shape to the great mass of textual data that we face. Consider them sculptor’s tools, not weapons.




  What if we discover a discrepancy between one gospel and another on the same point? Often the later document will have the more spectacular version of the story. For example, in Mark, it is Jesus who walks on the water (6:45–52), spectacular enough, one might think. But Matthew adapts the story (14:22–27), adding Peter (14:28–33) as a second defier of gravity. John (6:16–21) knows the story, too, but, like Mark, he has only Jesus stride the waves. The typical fundamentalist response is that of attempted harmonization: both Jesus and Peter walked on water that night, but for some reason, Mark and John decided to mention only Jesus. After all, neither one says nobody but Jesus walked on water. For that matter, presumably, the whole population of Galilee could have been walking on water that night, and Mark and John would still be accurate and inerrant because they reported that Jesus walked on water, leaving aside the question of anyone else who may have been similarly engaged in boardless surfing. To which we must reply, this is no different from the guilty husband who answers his wife’s question, “Where were you tonight?” with the reply, “I was at the supermarket,” strategically omitting his hours of dalliance with another woman in a cheap hotel downtown. After all, he didn’t say, “I went to the supermarket and nowhere else.” No one will be persuaded by such an argument whose conscience is not mortgaged to fundamentalist inerrantism. Is it not, by contrast, the most reasonable thing in the world to conclude that Matthew read a story depicting Jesus alone walking the sea and made an edifying expansion on it? “Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus, and you need not worry about succumbing to life’s storms.” And with this insight comes the implication that Matthew was simply not trying to narrate history, any more than was Jesus when he spun out his parables. The fundamentalist and the critic face the same puzzle; who can deny that the critic is able to offer a better solution? And from this example we derive a general rule of procedure: when a later gospel offers a more spectacular version of a story from the earlier, source gospel, then the less spectacular, if either, is the historical one. This is because it is always more natural to imagine the story growing in the telling, not shrinking. One might want to beef up a more modest version, but who, already possessing the spectacular version, would prefer a simpler or more mundane one? So the more spectacular is always to be judged inauthentic.4




  Similarly, when the later gospel has a seemingly more theologically sophisticated version of a saying or story than its source and predecessor, we may conclude that the later version is the creation of the evangelist. Sometimes mere differences are explicable on a different basis. It may be that the later evangelist was very familiar with a different version of a story or saying from having heard it in the oral tradition and preferred it, or just inadvertently substituted the oral version he was more familiar with. In such a case, it may be the source gospel that had already innovated from oral tradition, the later gospel inadvertently restoring it. But this is more likely the case where there is no important difference between the two. By contrast, take the important story of Peter’s confession of Jesus’ messianic identity at Caesarea Philippi. Our earliest version has Jesus solicit Peter’s opinion, “You are the Christ” (Mark 8:29). Luke modifies the title accorded Jesus: “You are the Christ of God” (9:20), a simple clarification: the anointed of God. Matthew wants a beefier Christology, so his Peter says a mouthful: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16). Merely “the Christ” is no longer good enough. Matthew piles on the theology: Jesus is also Son of God, and not just of some pagan Gentile god but “the living God,” the God of Israel. For some reason, John has transferred something very much like Matthew’s version of the confession over to Martha of Bethany (11:27), and to Peter he allows but the curt “You are the Holy One of God” (6:69), the acclamation of the demoniac to Jesus in Mark 1:24! Whatever is going on here, we can be sure of one thing: in the original circumstance, Peter did not say something like, “You are the Christ, the Holy One and Son of the Living God,” with each evangelist picking and choosing whatever verbal fragments he liked best. The differences, at least among the Synoptics (Mark, Matthew, and Luke), do not lend themselves to that analysis. Instead, there is clear development from a “lower” Christology to a “higher” one. Thus, if any version is most likely to be historical, it is surely the earliest and simplest, the least theologized.




  Suppose we find a great clustering of stylistically and/or thematically similar sayings in a single gospel, but pretty much unparalleled in others. We must regard the distinctive material as very likely the work of the particular evangelist in whose work the sayings appear. For if the Gospels were all random samplers of the teaching of Jesus, we would expect them all to have more or less the same range of types of sayings. For instance, John’s gospel features numerous self-declarations of Jesus beginning with the revelation formula “I am. . . .” The Johannine Jesus announces himself as the light of the world, the bread from heaven, the true vine, the good shepherd, the door, the way, the truth, and the life, and so on. If Jesus indeed said such things, why on earth do we hear nothing of the kind in any of the other gospels? Isn’t it rather because Jesus never made any such statements, but Christian devotion predicated all these things of him? John’s Jesus is a crystallization of Johannine Christian devotion, and it has remained the favorite devotional gospel for that reason. This is an important distinction, ignored by C. S. Lewis and his imitators who like to bully the skeptic by asserting that “Jesus claimed to be God.”5




  We need to keep these principles in mind when we encounter similar disagreements within a single gospel. They may result from analogous contradictions between the various traditions the evangelist used to build his gospel. Sometimes we find more and less spectacular or theologically sophisticated versions of the same story or explanation of a problem. Again, we must disqualify the more spectacular, the more sophisticated. For instance, Mark seems to have juxtaposed two mutually contradictory traditional answers to scribal criticism: “If your Jesus were in fact the Messiah, why did no one see Elijah come first?” Since they were dealing with the same subject matter, albeit in a contradictory manner, Mark has clipped them together, as he did with sabbath controversy episodes in 2:23–3:6. Mark 9:13 preserves what was no doubt the earlier answer Christians thought of: Elijah did come—figuratively, in the person of John the Baptist. Mark 9:4 preserves a later attempt to solve the problem: Elijah himself did appear on earth but only briefly, and not publicly. You weren’t there? Too bad. Perhaps both incidents are historically spurious, but if either is to be taken seriously, at least as earlier tradition, it must be the John the Baptist answer. If you knew Elijah himself had touched down to earth again, what would ever cause you to fabricate a lame excuse like his second coming being only figurative?




  
HISTORY VERSUS THE GOSPELS





  It is obvious that we have a problem when discrepancies arise between gospel accounts of an event and accounts from some other source, whether archaeology or written histories, usually Flavius Josephus. For example, Mark attributes the death of John the Baptist to Herod Antipas, having been maneuvered by his wife and daughter, who wanted John removed since he was a public embarrassment, denouncing Herod Antipas for seducing his brother’s wife, Herodias, away from him (Mark 6:17–28). Josephus (Antiquities 18.5.2) says Herod Antipas had John killed without a qualm because of his great influence among the people, fearing he might eventually prove a threat. While the two accounts can be harmonized with some imagination, why should they be? It is possible Mark is right and Josephus is wrong, but given the apparent similarity between Mark’s version and the story of Esther, probability would seem to lie with Josephus’s piece of Realpolitik. In addition, for what it may be worth, Mark also seems to have the wrong brother cuckolded. Josephus says it was Herod, not Philip as Mark has it (or Herod Philip, as harmonists have suggested—these are all separate historical characters, despite the close names!). Luke, too, is found to be in error when compared even with early Christian historians on the question of who ruled as Roman procurator in Galilee around the time of Jesus’ birth: Luke has the later Quirinius, while in fact it was Sentius Saturninus, then Quintilius Varus.




  A major collision between the gospel tradition and archaeology concerns the existence of synagogues and Pharisees in pre-70 C.E. Galilee. Historical logic implies there would not have been any, since Pharisees fled to Galilee only after the fall of Jerusalem. Sure enough, there is virtually no archaeological evidence for synagogue buildings in Galilee in Jesus’ day, and this is a major blow to gospel historicity, since Jesus is depicted as constantly “entering” synagogues, or meeting halls. A similar problem is posed by the ill fit between the synagogue disputes with Jesus and the scribes and the actual opinions of the scribes as inferred from the Mishnaic evidence. The Gospels seem to caricature scribal opinion in such a way as to suggest they were not even familiar with their opponents’ views. Thus, these stories can scarcely go back to the time they pretend to report.




  Another type of anachronism occurs whenever Jesus is made to address some issue or situation that probably could not have arisen in his own day but more likely emerged only in the early Christian community after him. Two examples should make this clear. In the Gospel of Thomas, saying 53, we read, “His disciples said to him: ‘Is circumcision profitable or not?’ He said to them: ‘If it were profitable, their father would beget them circumcised from their mother. But the true circumcision in spirit has become profitable in every way.’” Is it really possible to imagine the question of circumcision even coming up for discussion in the ministry of Jesus among Palestinian Jews? Who would have questioned the propriety of the ancient token of the Abrahamic covenant? No, the historical Jesus simply cannot have addressed this one. It must instead have come up in the later context of the Gentile Mission, as Christianity made its way into the Greco-Roman world. Circumcision was the iceberg-tip of the question so central to the Pauline Epistles: do Gentile converts from paganism have to embrace Judaism before they can become Christians? Some Jewish Christians thought so, while Paul believed imposing the alien cultural traditions of Judaism would prove a needless stumbling block to many who would gladly embrace the Christian gospel if they could remain Gentiles doing it. In precisely such a context, the same question finds its natural home: “Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? Much in every way” (Rom. 3:1–2a). In fact, had Jesus addressed such an issue, we might ask how it could ever have become a matter of intra-Christian debate in the first place. Surely, then, it was in an effort to settle (i.e., win) the debate that someone first coined the saying we find in Thomas 53.




  The same goes for a more familiar passage, the Great Commission to preach the gospel among the nations (Matt. 28:19, Luke 24:47, [Mark 16:15]). If Jesus had really said this, how can we imagine the controversy over Peter preaching to the Gentile Cornelius (Acts 10–11) ever having arisen? How can Peter have been initially reluctant? How can his colleagues in Jerusalem have called him on the carpet, questioning his orthodoxy? If the parting words of the Risen Christ were a command to preach to Gentiles, whence the dispute? Notice, too, that Peter is not simply stubborn: he is readily convinced by the vision of the animals and the sail-cloth (Acts 10:9–16) that he ought to heed Cornelius’s invitation. But why did it take even this, if Jesus had not long before made it clear that the chief business of the apostles was to convert the heathen nations? Clearly, then, the Great Commission sayings were coined only once the great Gentile Mission debate began, as an attempt by the liberal pro-mission faction to win their point. It may be that Christian prophets arose in the assembly to adjudicate the issue with a communiqué from the Risen Lord, and it may as easily be that other prophets had clashing oracles, one such preserved in Matt. 10:5. Paul knew the difference between simple common sense and a “word of wisdom” from the heavenly Christ (1 Cor. 7:10, 12, 25), and he must have known which carried more clout.




  We witness something very similar to the situation envisioned here among the Appalachian Holiness churches of our own day. Sociologist Nathan L. Gerrard describes their frequent theological debates: “Knowledge of the Bible is fragmentary, and passages are frequently cited out of context or in garbled form. Often there is no Bible in the church unless a member brings one, but this is not surprising since most members of the congregation are functionally illiterate. Nevertheless, the members enjoy doctrinal disputes, and the older men in particular fancy themselves as biblical authorities. . . . An outsider may sometimes get the impression that the cited ‘quotations’ have been improvised in the heat of debate—chapter, verse, and all.”6 The early Christians were not necessarily illiterate, but the situation is similar for the simple reason that there were no privately owned copies of Scripture at that time: Christians remembered what they could of what they had heard publicly read. And the same was no doubt true of sayings of Jesus: who knew precisely what he had and had not said? There is always the temptation to assume that, Jesus being at least as bright as oneself, he must have shared one’s own views, and then it is just a short step to saying that he did, and in what words.




  THE CRITERION OF DISSIMILARITY





  We have been getting closer and closer to the controversial criterion of dissimilarity. According to this critical canon, the historian has no right to accept a saying as authentically dominical (i.e., coming from the Lord, Dominus, Jesus) if it has any parallel in either contemporary Judaism and Hellenism or in the early church. Why not? Simply because of the tendency to ascribe one’s favorite sayings to one’s favorite sage. For the same reason, we find a single saying ascribed to several different names in the Mishnah. Or, for a more contemporary example, once I found myself listening to Walter Bjork’s fascinating radio program Bible Questionnaire (WFME, Orange, N.J.), and a caller asked where in the Bible one would find the statement “Neither borrower nor lender be.” The poor host flipped like mad through his concordance without success. Naturally, since the quote is not from the Bible at all, but from Shakespeare’s Hamlet! But it sounded biblical, so caller and host alike attributed it to scripture. Can it have been much more difficult to naively attribute wise sayings to Jesus?




  We know from Galatians that there was a movement afoot to “Judaize” Christianity, to bring it into stricter accordance with the parent faith. It is thus natural to suspect that sayings might have been attributed to Jesus to reinforce observance of the Jewish Torah among Christians. We have such a saying in Matt. 5:17–19, “Think not that I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets. I have come not to abolish them, but to fulfill them. . . . Whoever then relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do so shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who does them and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.” It is not hard to recognize here a polemical shot across the Pauline bow. The saying presupposes that there are Christians who hold the opinion that “Jesus came to abolish the Torah and the Prophets.” The wording implies a particular interpretation of the redemptive mission of Jesus, what he “came” to do on earth; thus, we are not dealing with some sniping from Jesus’ own enemies, charging him with antinomianism. In fact, we find a pretty close sentiment in Rom. 10:4, “Christ is the end of the law, that every one who has faith may be justified.” Matt. 5:17–19 (building on a core of earlier material, verse 18) means to rebut such teaching, pulling rank by attributing the saying to Jesus himself, undercutting the rival view. This saying is thus secondary and Judaizing in tendency. We would then be well within our rights to wonder if any Jewish-sounding saying reflects Jewish or Judaizing Christianity rather than the historical Jesus.




  For the same reason, any time Jesus sounds like a Cynic or Stoic or like Socrates, we may wonder if we have evidence of Gentile Christians coining sayings to distance Jesus from Judaism and thus to legitimate their own preferences. For instance, when Jesus is made to abandon fasting since the kingdom of God has arrived, and one cannot force the new spiritual reality into the outmoded forms of Jewish observance (Mark 2:21–22), we have to wonder: are we seeing here a religious revolutionary breaking with his own culture? Or are we seeing an excuse by Hellenistic Christians for why they do not intend to continue Jewish fasting practices? The same suggests itself when Jesus is seen quoting the Greek Septuagint (the original Hebrew would not fit the point at issue) of Isaiah in Mark 7:6–23 and “proves” that kosher laws are irrelevant. Surely this is theological propaganda for Gentile Christians repudiating alien Jewish norms. Was Jesus a radical, or has a later faction of his followers rewritten him in their own image?




  If sayings of Jesus strongly echo Christian belief, practice, or wisdom, we have to wonder if someone is, again, attributing to him what they had come to believe on other grounds, providing a dominical pedigree once debate arose. We will see in the next chapter how this principle disqualifies virtually all the sayings of Jesus in the Gospel of John: they are unparalleled in other gospels, closely paralleled in the Johannine Epistles, and they explicitly state sophisticated Christology that seems to have formed through a complex process of Christian reflection, not just to have dropped from the lips of Jesus himself. Specifically, it seems much more likely that John developed his Christology from a long study of Philo’s writings than that he just recorded it all from Jesus.




  Often sayings of Jesus in the Synoptics find echoes in other New Testament texts, especially the Epistle of James and Romans, chapter 12. Apologists like to contend that all such Jesus-like maxims in the epistles are unattributed quotations of Jesus, but surely it is more likely that if one’s point were to quote the Son of God and thus settle some issue, one would hardly neglect naming the source! And then it seems likely enough that the name of Jesus was eventually grafted onto such sayings in order to give them a force they might have lacked. Again, a word from the Lord outweighed Paul’s opinion. And it may well be that the Cynic-sounding sayings of Q1 (the earliest stratum of the Q document underlying Matthew and Luke) gained their ascription to Jesus in order to legitimate and facilitate their circulation among Christians.




  Many have objected to the criterion of dissimilarity that it is all-devouring, a universal solvent that does not and cannot by its very nature leave any Jesus-sayings as genuine. But is it the method or the result that is unacceptable here, as when President Nixon brusquely turned down the report of his own Commission on Pornography when it didn’t return the verdict he wanted? The trouble with the criterion of dissimilarity is the basic operating assumption of the form-critical method: the early Christians passed down nothing they did not find usable. Indeed, the material was passed down via the usage. This means that every individual saying or anecdote represents some aspect of the early Christian movement. None is simply an objective datum. Every single one thus fails, and must fail, the criterion of dissimilarity. Even a saying that offended later orthodoxy (“Why do you call me good? Only God is good,” Mark 10:18; “Why do the scribes say the Christ is David’s son?” Mark 12:35; “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father,” Mark 13:32) must have been amenable to some rival faction or at some earlier, less sophisticated stage—or we would not have it.7 Even those sayings that command renunciation of self-defense and of property and family, as Gerd Theissen suggested,8 must have been preserved (or created?) by those elite troops, the mendicant “itinerant radicals” who wandered the world preaching, seeking shelter beneath God’s providential canopy (Mark 6:7–11, Matt. 25:34–40, 3 John 5–8, Didache 11:3–13:7). Sayings like these, though conscience-intimidating to rank-and-file believers, as they remain today, served as proud credentials for those few who had actually made the break. Thus, it is no surprise they kept the mendicancy sayings very much alive.




  Do the strange-sounding healing stories with their spit-and-polish techniques (Mark 7:32–35, 8:22–26) go back to Jesus? They were enough of an embarrassment to Matthew that he omitted them, lest Jesus sound like a Hellenistic conjurer. But who’s to say they were not fabricated by early Christian-era exorcists who sought to add the new divine name Jesus to their incantatory arsenal (Acts 19:13)? Again, some have suggested the historical Jesus must have been a political revolutionary, and that Mark has toned down the story of the raid on the temple to hide this.9 But may not the earlier, suppressed version reflect some other faction of Christians, years earlier, when the agenda was different?




  Again, some object that the criterion of dissimilarity ignores the obvious: wouldn’t there be some continuity between Jesus and the religion of his own culture? He may have said all manner of things Jewish in character. And mustn’t there have been some degree of continuity between Jesus and the religious community he founded? Of course, but no one is suggesting that the historical Jesus must have been an alien intruder with nothing in common with his environment or legacy. It is just that, for reasons already mentioned, it is no less apparent that sayings and stories were fabricated by his followers and borrowed from his contemporaries. Just because Jesus might have said something (echoing Judaism or early Christianity) does not give one the right to assume that he did in any given case. But suppose we did have some way of confidently ascribing to Jesus various sayings that mirrored Judaism and the early church? What would this leave us with? A Jesus who amounts to no more than one more instance of the common and the typical, at most the first Christian.




  Norman Perrin and others who first employed the criterion of dissimilarity seemed to think they could arrive at a portrait of Jesus that might be minimalistic, missing some similarities he might actually have had with Judaism and early Christianity, but in the process catching what was most distinctive about Jesus. To cite a parallel to what they had in mind, consider Martin Luther. Here was a man who had repudiated significant elements of Roman Catholicism and yet whose faith still had a great deal in common with it, especially when compared to the Radical Reformation sects. Here was a bold innovator whose disciples followed in his steps in some instances (doctrines of salvation by grace through faith and of biblical authority) but blanched at others (reorganizing the canon of Scripture). Yes, Luther was a mix of conventionality and tradition on the one hand and of radicalism on the other. We can see what he selected from Catholicism and where he led that his compatriots feared to follow. It would not be surprising had Jesus been the same way. But we have a distinct advantage in the case of Martin Luther: he wrote books. Suppose we had no writings of the Great Reformer and no reliable contemporary witnesses. Suppose all we could do was to compare the general contours of Catholicism and Lutheranism and decide where Martin Luther fit in. We would be in the same boat as when we seek the historical Jesus. Perrin and his congeners were able to persuade themselves they had been able to “rediscover the teaching of Jesus” because they cheated, taking as echoes of Jesus’ distinctive voice gospel texts that, by the criterion of dissimilarity, ought to have been dismissed as Jewish borrowings (“The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath” was a rabbinical chestnut) or as Hellenist Jesus–retrofitting (“It is not what goes into a man that renders him unclean, but rather what emerges from him”).




  Despite these considerations, we will not proceed in a deductive manner, assuming at the outset that the various gospel materials must be inauthentic. We will examine specific cases, demonstrating in detail that a heavy burden of proof rests on anyone who would vindicate the material as genuine.




  THE PRINCIPLE OF ANALOGY





  By now New Testament critics are used to the libel that they classify gospel miracle stories as legendary solely because they are personally committed to philosophical naturalism and believe that miracles cannot occur, hence never have occurred. The charge is ludicrous and only betrays the apologists’ failure to understand what they pretend to refute. Historians, like scientists, meteorologists, sociologists, and futurologists, use what is aptly called “methodological atheism,” or “the surprise-free method.”10 No historian or scientist pretends to be an oracle, issuing infallible dicta about what once happened or what will one day happen. All historical and scientific judgments are probabilistic in nature, provisional and tentative, because they are inevitably based on analogy. When the market planner says, “If conditions continue as they are now,” or “If present trends continue to hold,” he admits there may be surprises that might falsify the projection he is about to make. The analogy is with the present state of things. Radiometric dating is based on the assumption of uniformitarianism, that natural processes would always have worked the same way they do now, so carbon 14 would presumably have the same rate of decay, enabling us to date objects by gauging their half-lives. Conceivably, some cosmic upheaval might have changed the rate of decay, though it is hard to imagine what might have done so. But unless there is good reason to think it did, isn’t the only course open to us to assume things have always worked as they do now? Probably so. The humble weatherman is telling you what should happen if fronts and pressure zones continue to behave as they are doing at the moment. Of course, he is often wrong, but he never claimed to be the Oracle of Delphi. Anything unforeseen might throw a monkey wrench into our best calculations. We cannot factor in the unpredictable. That’s why we call it the unpredictable! Even so, any wildcard from Merlin the magician to an act of God might have functioned as a cause of events in the past, but how is a historian to reckon with this? Merely because some ancient text says so? If we do not use the criterion of analogy with contemporary experience as our shibboleth for what probably did and did not happen in the past, we will be at the mercy of every medieval tale, every report that a statue wept, or that someone changed lead into gold or turned into a werewolf. If God really parted the sea as Cecil B. DeMille depicted, the historian is out of luck. His discipline’s epistemology will not allow him to declare the Exodus story as “probably factual,” even if it happened. He doesn’t have a time machine at his disposal, only inference from analogy.




  But how is any nonhistorian, or the religious believer in miracles, supposed to have any better epistemological access to the past? By faith? Here, it seems to me, one is dealing with a claim very close to that of Rudolf Steiner, Alice A. Bailey, and others, to be able to read the unknown events of the secret past by means of privileged psychic access to the Akashic (Etheric) Records, a kind of Cosmic Three Degree residuum of all that has ever happened. And all this has much more in common with “psychic archaeology” than with historical criticism. If miracles happened in the past, there is no way to detect them. If they are going to happen in the future, there is no way to predict them. Maybe they can happen. Maybe they did. Maybe they will. That is not at issue.




  And the sword cuts both ways. If we cannot render “probable” a story of a man walking on water because we have no analogies in contemporary experience for it (and that’s all it would take, even if we didn’t understand how it were possible), we can consider a story of an exorcism or a faith healing likely enough. Scenes like those in the Gospels occur today. You can go out and with little difficulty find some healing rally or deliverance meeting. You can easily find people speaking in tongues, just as they did in Corinth. You may prefer a natural or a supernatural explanation of what you are seeing, but it will occur to you, “This is what it must have been like in New Testament times!” Even the supposedly archskeptical Bultmann forthrightly declared that the historical Jesus must have been a worker of what he and his contemporaries considered miracles.11 But you will search in vain for a Pentecostal meeting where the rotting dead are revived (though we know of numerous cases where gagging followers kept macabre bedside vigils over the increasingly ripe corpses of their gurus who had promised to rise again),12 where people walk on water (though we know how Jim Jones faked it).13




  THE PRINCIPLE OF BIOGRAPHICAL ANALOGY





  If some New Testament miracle stories find no parallel in contemporary experience, they do have parallels, often striking ones, in other ancient writings that no one takes to be anything other than mythical or legendary. The hero tales of the world abound in heavenly annunciations, miraculous conceptions, portents at birth, child-prodigy stories, divine commissionings, devilish temptations to leave the ordained path, miracles, gaining and losing the approbation of the crowd, literal or figurative coronation, betrayal, execution (often on a hilltop), resurrection or disappearance or ascension into heaven, postmortem appearances, and so forth. As Martin Dibelius pointed out,14 such miracles always seem to punctuate the life stories of saints and heroes in order to cast a halo over their every moment. The Gospels come under serious suspicion because there is practically nothing in them that does not conform to this “Mythic Hero Archetype,” no “leftover,” secular information such as we do find in the case of Caesar Augustus and a few others,15 which serves to tie them into the fabric of history.




  In any event, when a gospel story fits easily into the category of typical hero-wonders, we have to have a pretty good reason for holding that, in this one case, it really happened. If the story fits the analogy of legend, then what is the historian to do but place it in that category? The principle of analogy is so simple, so natural, that everyone uses it in daily life. Imagine someone sitting down in front of the television after a long day at work. The first image he sees is that of a giant reptile squashing tall buildings. Is one’s first hunch, “Oh! The news channel!”? Probably not. More likely one surmises the TV set had been left on the science fiction channel. Why? Because one’s world of contemporary experience does not include newscasts of giant dinosaurs wreaking havoc in modern cities, but one has seen monster movies in which such disasters are quite typical. Which analogy does the TV screen image fit?




  Those who claim that only a naturalistic bias prevents critics from accepting the biblical miracle stories as factual have to explain why they themselves are by no means willing to accept all the wonders of nonbiblical scriptures and legends. It is obvious that they are simply trying to substitute for historical method the old doctrine of the inerrancy of the Bible. Their real gripe is not that critics hold a theoretical bias, that of naturalism, but rather that they fail to hold one, namely the belief in the historical infallibility of the Christian Bible.




  But if our judgments on gospel authenticity must be restricted to matters of mere probability, they must be at least probable. That is, we must ever keep in mind the dictum of Ferdinand Christian Baur that anything is possible, but that we must ask what is probable. This is important because of the very widespread tendency of conventional Bible students, even of otherwise sophisticated scholars, to weigh arguments for critical positions and then toss them aside as “unproven.” The operative factor here would appear to be a deep-rooted inertia. The controlling presupposition seems to be, “If the traditional view cannot be absolutely debunked beyond the shadow of a doubt, if it still might possibly be true, then we are within our rights to continue to believe it.” But scholarly judgments can never properly be a matter of “the will to believe.” Rather, the historian’s maxim must always be Kant’s: “Dare to know.”
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  CHAPTER ONE




  SOURCES




  What quarry does the historical investigator start digging in to find materials to erect the pyramid of a life of Jesus? What sources did the ancient evangelists employ when they wrote their gospels? We must devote some attention to both questions, and, while related, they are not the same question. Our sources will of necessity be very different from those used by the traditional Christian believer to compose one’s “personal savior,” one’s own Christ of faith. The preached figurehead of Christian devotion and dogma is a composite of a Christ who is little more than a mathematical integer in a theological formula, a figure seen in stained-glass windows and Sunday school illustrations, and, of course, an uncritical reading of the four canonical gospels. The last thing we as critical historians can do is to allow the party line of an institution (i.e., the creed of a church) to control our reading of the evidence. This is why the vast writings of Christian apologists hold no attraction at all for the critic. The historical critic is conscience-bound to explore the very real possibility that the Christian Jesus has been shaped by the dogmatic agenda of the religion that claims him as a warrant for everything it does. The critic must wonder if the “official biographies” of Jesus, the canonical gospels, are actually faithful reflections of what a historical Jesus of Nazareth, if there was one, did and said.




  In some ways, the sources available to the critic are wider and fuller than those available to the believer, the dogmatician, the apologist, for the former risks looking into literary sources that the New Testament evangelists may have used. Since this implies the fictive character of at least some gospel elements, believers will not go venturing down those particular paths. Dogma tells them not to, since their official Jesus must have done and said thus-and-so. Other gospels, not included in the official canon of scripture, are available to the critic as well: may Jesus have said or done something reported there? Do such documents perhaps preserve more accurate transcriptions of what he did and said? The Gospel of Thomas and others are included in the vineyard of our labors.




  But it is also true that the critic has fewer sources in another sense. This is because the historical critic, as R. G. Collingwood has made so clear,1 sees his duty as very different from that of his premodern predecessor, the mere chronicler, the scissors-and-paste historian who approaches his task with the expectation that his sources present true facts almost all the time. His job is to preserve the data and harmonize it into a single coherent account. (Obviously, the Christian apologist for the entire accuracy of the Gospels is this sort of historian’s modern heir.) He finds a place for everything, by hook or by crook. As much as possible must be preserved, and the premodern historian’s ingenuity is devoted to reconciliation and harmonization of what his documentary “authorities” present him. Not so the critical historian, the historical critic, who demotes his documents from the status of “authorities” to that of mere “sources.” He may or may not accept what they offer, recognizing that they offer him as much legend as history, propaganda as often as fact. He has to learn to tell the difference, and when he has done, most of the data are still useful to him, albeit for a variety of purposes, for, as Collingwood says, propaganda has its own history.2 That is what redaction criticism of the Gospels is all about: by tracing the alterations made by the evangelists in the documents or traditions they used, one can trace their theological tendencies, the spin they placed on the material. In this way, we can begin to discern not just the facts about the historical Jesus, whatever they may turn out to be, but also the creative contributions of the evangelists, whose departures from objectivity must not be dismissed crudely as “errors,” but rather appreciated as marks of authorial inventiveness. But insofar as we are trying to recover the facts about Jesus, we may find ourselves with precious little left to us that we may call fact, much less than the scissors-and-paste “historian,” who hopes merely to combine all the canonical data into a single super-gospel, as Tatian did in the second century.




  WHAT DID THEY KNOW AND WHEN DID THEY KNOW IT?




  How did we get from Jesus to the Gospels? Beginning with the work of Martin Dibelius, Rudolf Bultmann, and Karl Ludwig Schmidt,3 scholars have surmised that Christians circulated a great number of sayings attributed to Jesus and stories of what he had done. They may have passed them on faithfully, already feeling themselves bound by a kind of “oral canonicity.” Or they may have freely added to the tradition various items that they thought Jesus might have, must have, or would have said or done. The oral tradition continued to grow and to be passed down, gradually crystallizing in several documents, gospels, at least four. Mark seems to have been the first, along with a collection of sayings scholars call simply Q (for Quelle, German for “source”). These two were somewhat later used and combined by two other authors independently, the evangelists Matthew and Luke. John has some similarities, but many more differences, with the first three gospels. He may have read some or all of the previous gospels, or he may simply have known a number of the traditional stories and sayings they had also used. More about these gospels in a moment. For now we must just note that their publication would not have stopped the continuing development and oral circulation of the Jesus tradition any more than it would have stopped the production of yet more gospels. Those like Irenaeus of Lyons and Eusebius, who argued on behalf of the canonical fourfold gospel, had to offer contrived rationalizations for excluding subsequent gospels as theologically spurious. It was by no means obvious the gospel well had dried up.




  Bultmann, Dibelius, Dennis E. Nineham, and others were called “form critics” or “form historians” because they believed one could trace out an implied history of the various forms (or types) of sayings and stories. Brief stories told by Jesus issuing in a memorable punch line (variously called apophthegmata, pronouncement stories, or paradigms) would have served early on as something like modern sermon illustrations. Sentences of holy law4 were prophetic pronouncements in the name of the Risen Christ to settle some issue of church governance. Miracle stories came from a subsequent stage of missionary penetration into the Mediterranean world, aping the mission propaganda of hero cults and mystery religions with their commercial-like stories of the wondrous deeds of their saviors. One might also speculatively reconstruct the Sitz-im-Leben (setting in life) for each bit of the tradition. On the assumption that everything passed down had a use, and was passed down by means of this use, one could usually surmise the use and thus reconstruct many aspects of early church life. For example, they would have used healing and exorcism stories as how-to-do-it paradigms or actual narrative incantations for their own attempts at healing and driving out devils.




  Form criticism seemed a natural, almost inevitable, way of reading the Gospels since they are episodic collections of self-contained vignettes, each pretty much isolated and independent. The individual passages, or pericopes (a word originally denoting particular scripture portions abstracted for liturgical use), usually have no intrinsic connection. One does not naturally lead to the next (until we reach the Passion narrative, an interconnected whole, though various episodes have attached themselves to it like barnacles on a hull). They appear in a somewhat different order in each gospel, sometimes topically arranged, sometimes almost randomly. This means they were just assembled like tiny stones in a larger mosaic. And each one is brief, featuring only as much detail as is needed to make the point. Often there are no names. A person is described physically only if some plot element depends on it, Jesus himself never being described! Such streamlining again argues for an oral origin.




  If the gospel material originated as oral tradition, who may we imagine passing down this tradition? There are two groups we may nominate as candidates. First, the circle of apostles, direct hearers and apprentices of Jesus. Second, everybody else. Apologists argue that the original disciples (the twelve disciples, minus Judas, plus other early companions) made it their business to oversee the passing down of the tradition of Jesus’ sayings and deeds, clamping the lid on any emerging apocrypha. They might indeed have done this if their first concern had been to make things easy for apologists two millennia later, but otherwise it is hard to see how they would have either wanted to bother or been able to manage it. The Gospels envision Jesus himself as trying unsuccessfully to restrict the transmission of reports of his deeds! Mark makes clear that despite his teaching the crowds, they had grossly erroneous ideas about him. Despite his daily teaching of the disciples themselves, they continued to entertain the densest misconceptions of his teaching, for example, that they should inherit a worldly kingdom, or that the Son of man had come to destroy men’s lives instead of saving them.




  Harald Riesenfeld and Birger Gerhardsson5 compared the transmission of Jesus’ teaching to that of the rabbis and their disciples after Javneh (the Mishnaic reconstruction of Judaism after 70 C.E.): the faithful disciple was “like a plastered cistern that loseth not a drop” (Mishnah Aboth 2.8). Disciples rigidly memorized maxims and rulings of their masters. Might not Jesus’ disciples have done likewise? They might have, but the model is an anachronistic one, and we might as well invoke the example of later Muslim traditionists who rampantly fabricated hadith (traditions) of the prophet Muhammad to lend weight to their own opinions. Who knows if either possible parallel applies? And even if Riesenfeld and Gerhardsson were right about the practice of the immediate disciples of Jesus, it remains wholly gratuitous to suppose that they remained the sole source for the material that wound up in the Gospels. It might have stemmed from the Twelve—or from anybody else!




  If the Gospels were based on word-of-mouth transmission, how accurate would they be? Sometimes we are told that the Middle Easterner’s memory, not having so ready a crutch in cheap writing materials as we have, is amazingly retentive, and that tradition-based Jesus material could be assumed accurate. But it is not so simple. Keep in mind that those Muslims who memorize the entire Koran have a written original to work from. We have nothing comparable in the case of Jesus. There the holy text comes at the opposite end of the process. Also, Albert Bates Lord’s studies6 of Balkan bards who “memorize” traditional epics rivaling the Iliad in length show that they do not in fact retain and repeat the same material verbatim but rather create a new version each time they perform it. They retain basic structures and “half-lines,” which merely form the skeleton for improvisation. Again, this is nowhere near as strict as apologists would like gospel accuracy to be.




  If one wants to compare the gospel tradition process with analogous developments in the cases of other religious heroes like Jesus, one finds again that religious enthusiasm causes the tradition to evolve new forms, some radically discontinuous with the original, and virtually overnight. In this way, for example, twentieth-century Congo prophet Simon Kimbangu,7 languishing in prison, was unable to stop the burgeoning propaganda of his disciples that he was the new “God of the Blacks” or “Christ of the Blacks.” Followers of seventeenth-century messiah Sabbatai Sevi gleefully passed around fabulous miracle stories despite the warning of the apostle Nathan of Gaza that the messiah would do no miracles!8




  As Bultmann and others suggested, we must also reckon with the likely contribution of early Christian prophets who imagined themselves to be speaking under the inspiration of the Risen Christ, as we witness taking place explicitly in Revelation, chapters 2–3, and as clearly anticipated in John 16:12–14 and Luke 21:15. Early Christians would have held prophetic words from the ascended Lord in equal esteem with any reports of what Jesus had said on earth, all the more since the new oracles would likely deal with new issues of pressing concern. There is no particular reason to think they would have had any reason to want to discriminate between what Jesus had said on earth and what he had said through prophets. Any collection of Jesus sayings might as easily have included both side by side. We cannot assume that the early Christians would have had any of our historical curiosity motivating them to keep the two categories apart. Anyone who deems it unlikely that mystical Christians should have larded the store of Jesus sayings with their own charismatic oracles need only look at the vast amount of Jesus-fabrication in Gnostic documents like the Pistis Sophia or the various Nag Hammadi gospels, not to mention orthodox gospels like the Epistle of the Apostles and the Gospel of Nicodemus. It is sheer theological arbitrariness to draw a line between canonical books and noncanonical, allowing early Christian imagination/inspiration free reign only outside the boundaries of the official list.




  SPOTLIGHT ON THE EVANGELISTS





  It was an implication of the whole form-critical approach to view the evangelists as scissors-and-paste compilers with little individual contribution to make. Only John seemed to have exercised more creative freedom, applying generous amounts of his own mortar between the traditional bricks. But closer scrutiny of the gospels by Willi Marxsen, Günther Bornkamm, Hans Conzelmann,9 and others eventually made it clear that the evangelists had at least made frequent changes in detail that were more than stylistic polishing, much less mere mis-copying. No, the changes were intentional and made sense viewed altogether in patterns. One could discern the manner in which one gospel-writer would redact (edit) his predecessor, toning down this element, omitting that doctrine, changing the effect of Jesus’ teaching here or there. What attentive precritical Bible readers had puzzled over as “apparent contradictions” revealed themselves to the new generation of redaction critics as clues for characterizing the individual viewpoints of the gospel writers. One could even make good guesses about what Mark had done to his own oral tradition sources by noting where his version departed from the narrative logic of a basic form. For instance, though miracle stories virtually always conclude with the cheers of the crowd, trying to prompt reader reaction like a laugh track in a modern TV sitcom, Mark occasionally has Jesus tell the healed person not to tell anyone of the miracle. This figures into the “Messianic Secret” theme10 Mark has imposed onto earlier tradition. (To all these specifics we will return in later chapters.)




  The next step in the evolution of gospel criticism was that of literary criticism proper. Scholars including Erhardt Güttgemanns, Robert M. Fowler, Frans Neirynck, and Werner Kelber11 began to show that, despite their brief, episodic character, the gospel stories bear extensive traces of authorial creation, original, de novo storytelling. Earlier tradition may have played a role, but there is less and less reason to think so, the more “Markan,” “Matthean,” “Lukan,” or “Johan-nine” a story appears. This is measured by the extent to which each gospel story employs the familiar themes and vocabulary of each writer as established by studying his redactional treatment of prior gospels. The resultant theory would see Mark as writing much or even most of his work (as the radical critic Bruno Bauer had said already in the nineteenth century) out of his imagination, with Matthew and Luke freely redacting Mark’s work and adding much new material of their own invention. Critics had been in the habit of speaking of special “L” material in Luke’s gospel, special “M” material in Matthew’s,12 and they meant that stories or sayings unique to Luke or Matthew had been drawn from separate collections of Jesus material unknown to Mark or the Q compiler. Now it seems more and more likely that Mark was as genuinely creative a writer as John, and that, where they have something to add to Mark, Matthew and Luke consulted their own imaginations, too.




  The more we see the Gospels as genuinely literary creations, the less need there is to posit underlying oral tradition as their source. On the one hand, the various gospel tales look less and less as if they must be products of oral tradition; on the other, if the Gospels are de novo literary compositions, the hypothesis of some kind of informational bridge between a historical Jesus and the creation of the Gospels becomes unnecessary. Bruno Bauer believed Mark had invented Jesus, just as Mark Twain created Huck Finn. In our own day, Walter Schmithals13 sees no reason to reject a historical Jesus but denies there was a pre-Q, pre-Markan oral tradition and declares the Gospels almost an apocryphal development, a late growth in a Christian movement whose early stages are better represented by the Pauline epistles.




  But even this estimate of their creativity does not mean the evangelists did not use prior sources. A new wave of critics suggest that the evangelists’ sources were literary sources. Randel Helms, John Dominic Crossan, Earl Doherty, and others14 have shown the surprising extent to which gospel narrative is simply rewritten Old Testament material. Doherty states most clearly the underlying logic. New Testament writers often say that so-and-so happened “according to the Scriptures,” and we have supposed they meant that some gospel episode (whether in fact originating in history or legend) had occurred as a fulfillment of some scripture prophecy. Then the New Testament writer sought an appropriate prooftext: the virginal conception, no doubt borrowed from typical hero legends, receives an after-the-fact pedigree by invoking Isa. 7:14 (“Behold, the maiden/virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and you shall call his name Emmanuel”) grossly out of context. But, Doherty asks, what if they began with no stories or historical memories of Jesus but simply believed in a mythic Son of God, who must have secretly come to earth to redeem humanity? What if they for some reason subsequently decided to reconstruct his hypothetical incarnation: where would they derive the material for his biography? Where else but Scripture, read as a cipher? With esoteric methods of interpretation reminiscent perhaps of the Kabbalistic sages of another age, they read Scripture against the grain, looking for hints that any particular passage might have an encoded message about the Christ, the Son of God. Stories of earlier Jewish and Israelite heroes like Moses, David, Elijah, and Elisha would have been fertile sources. And usually it was the Greek version of the Old Testament, the Septuagint, that the Christians used. So when they said he visited Egypt or rose from the dead according to Scripture, perhaps what they meant was that they surmised he must have done these things because Scripture (read through esoteric lenses) said he did. Supposed prophecy would then have been translated directly into past-tense narrative.




  Another major source would have been Homer. Dennis R. MacDonald has shown very effectively how many puzzling elements in Mark’s gospel may be elucidated by the hypothesis that he was following the Iliad and the Odyssey as models.15 Luke, too, I have argued elsewhere,16 probably used Homer and certainly (in Acts) used Euripedes.




  I’M LATE! I’M LATE! FOR A VERY IMPORTANT DATE!




  When were the Gospels written? The conventional dates ascribed to the Gospels are controlled by the agenda of apologetics: the goal was to date the documents as early as possible so as to shorten the time span from Jesus to the Gospels, to make the oral-tradition period as short as possible, betraying an acknowledgment that oral tradition is not after all to be trusted. Interestingly, conservative gospel scholars like F. F. Bruce and I. Howard Marshall seem simultaneously to deny and to affirm the possibility of accurate oral transmission. This is because they accept the source hypothesis outlined above, that Matthew and Luke must have consulted and copied common written sources, that is, Mark and Q, since mere common oral tradition alone could not have resulted in the close conformity in wording between Matthew, Mark, and Luke. But then they argue that the oral traditions collected in Mark, Q, M, and L are verbally accurate to what Jesus really said! They can’t have it both ways. Either oral transmission is verbally accurate and trustworthy or it isn’t.




  So they choose the earliest possible date as the most likely date of composition. No one denies that Mark 13, the so-called Little Apocalypse, has the immediate destruction of Jerusalem in its sights, so apologists admit Mark must have been written in the general neighborhood of 70 C.E., probably before, since who’s to say Jesus’ prediction of the destruction couldn’t have been a genuine prophecy before the event? The trouble with this reasoning is that it violates the analogy of interpretation all scholars use when dating apocalypses. The whole genre is one of rationalizing and interpreting history after the fact in the manner of “theodicy,” explaining God’s purposes in allowing or causing a catastrophe. That the events are “predicted” fictively after the fact is a way of saying God’s providence had foreseen them, and that everything, despite appearances, is under control. Thus, unless we have a good reason (other than theological preference) for treating the Markan apocalypse differently from all other members of the genre, we must make 70 C.E. (or shortly thereafter) the earliest possible date (not the most probable date) of writing. And if chapter 13 is a prior document taken over by Mark, as many think, then only the Little Apocalypse itself, and not the whole gospel, should be dated a bit after 70 C.E. (In the same way, many think that Revelation chapter 11, the “Little Scroll” that the angel bids the seer eat, is actually an earlier source document written in the wake of the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E., though the surrounding document, our Book of Revelation, is of later date, perhaps from the time of Domitian, some thirty years later than the Little Scroll itself.)




  A better clue to the date of Mark as a whole is found in Mark 9:1. “There are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power.” While all interpreters admit this prediction must have the Parousia in mind (the apocalyptic coming of the Son of man at the end of the age), Mark makes it issue immediately in the Transfiguration, as if this were the intended fulfillment. The unnatural juxtaposition means that Mark writes, like the author of John 21:20–23, after the death of the last of the original disciples. The promise had been that all would see the coming of the kingdom (Mark 13:30), but time went on and many died (1 Thess. 4:13–18). The scope of the promise was adjusted to fit new circumstances: now it would be only some who would survive to see the end (Mark 9:1). Eventually only one remained, then he died (John 21:20–23), and the promise became a cause of embarrassment (2 Pet. 3:4). Mark’s solution, a desperate one, was to reinterpret the inconvenient prophecy as referring to something the disciples could have seen in the lifetime of Jesus. But then, in the version he knew, it was to be only “some” of the disciples, so he had to have Jesus arbitrarily restrict the circle of witnesses to Peter, James, and John. If, as most think, John the Apostle died only at century’s end, this would place Mark in the early second century—at the earliest! And we might have to push the gospel even later in view of Hermann Detering’s forceful argument17 that Mark 13 reflects not the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E., but rather that at the close of the Bar Kochba revolt in 132 C.E.!




  Mark, by the way, was the most common male name in the Roman Empire, and if the first evangelist were actually named Mark (originally the Gospels were anonymous), it wouldn’t much help in narrowing down his identity. Church fathers just took a guess that the evangelist Mark was the same as (one of) the character(s) Mark mentioned in the New Testament (Acts 12:12, 15:37, 39; 2 Tim. 4:11; 1 Pet. 5:13).




  Most date Matthew about 80 C.E. because Matthew uses Mark, almost all of Mark. Essentially he was producing a corrected and expanded edition of Mark for the use of his own missionaries (analogous to the circle of missioners supervised by the Elder in the Johannine Epistles). Apologists figure they have to allow a decade from the early date assigned to Mark to give Matthew time to have gotten hold of Mark, become familiar with it, and worked up a new version. But this is way too early. We must allow more than a decade, in all probablility, for the Matthean revision of Mark to have gone through at least two stages. For instance, someone has added the regulation that missionaries not go among unwashed Samaritans and Gentiles (10:5), while a later Matthean redactor has opened up the evangelistic mission to all the nations (28:19). The original section contrasting true piety with hypocritical (6:1–6, 16–18) has been interrupted by verses 7–15, addenda on prayer that ruin the structure. And as Arlo J. Nau has demonstrated, an initial Matthean redactor must have rehabilitated Mark’s insulting portait of Peter, while a later Matthean redactor has gone back and punctured Petrine pretensions anew.18 How long before Matthew even got a look at Mark? Then how long had it been used in his church community before someone felt the need to revise it? And then how long, in how many stages, did it take? Matthew must at the earliest have appeared in the mid-second century. Whence its title? It is a pun on the word for “disciples,” used often in this gospel, mathetai.




  Luke’s gospel seems to have appeared in two forms, an earlier, shorter version used by Marcion about 140 C.E. and a Catholic redaction padded out and supplemented with the Acts of the Apostles sometime later in the second century.19 Genre affinities with surviving apocryphal gospels and Acts as well as the ancient novels that flourished in the second century make such a date even more likely. Indeed, a second-century date for Luke-Acts is increasingly common among scholars today.




  John’s gospel shares a number of points with Luke’s. There are many details where Luke differs from the common reading of Matthew and Mark, and whenever John parallels either Luke or Matthew/Mark, he will virtually always agree with Luke’s version. This means John either knew both versions and preferred Luke for some reason, or, without actually consulting Luke’s or any other written gospel, he simply had access to the same stream of tradition Luke used. Or it may be more complicated still. John may have absorbed some elements from Marcion’s Ur-Lukas (the predecessor to our canonical Luke). John (or an early version of it!) then came into the hands of the redactor of our present Luke, who borrowed some elements of it. Then canonical Luke may have influenced the redactor of our canonical John. Who knows? As to date, even conservatives have allowed a date of about 100 C.E. They are pretty much stuck with it since they want to uphold (apocryphal) patristic reports that Mark was based on Peter’s preaching and Luke on Paul’s, and these accounts also make John’s gospel the last will and testament of the aged John dying at century’s end. Other conservatives, like A. M. Hunter and John A. T. Robinson,20 have seized upon the work of C. H. Dodd21 to try to push John’s gospel back earlier. Dodd argued that, though he had expanded and rewritten them almost past recognition, John had used a set of Jesus traditions not unlike those used by the Synoptic evangelists (Matthew, Mark, and Luke, who, contrasted with John, seem to share a similar viewpoint, which is what “synoptic” means). These stories and sayings, though a bit different in emphasis from their Synoptic counterparts, are nonetheless pretty close and might stand to be just as early. Though this argument makes the highly stylized and theologized Johnannine discourses (as we read them today) the work of a much later mind, apologists refer to Dodd’s work as if he had somehow vindicated an early date for the final content of John’s gospel. In any case, apologists have happily pointed to the John Rylands Papyrus of a scrap of John as proof positive that the gospel can date from no later than 100, since the fragment itself dates, by comparative handwriting analysis (paleography) to about 125. But does it? As it happens, there are so few surviving specimens from that time that for all we know, the John Rylands Papyrus might just as easily date some fifty or more years later. It really provides no boundary line after all.




  THREE AGAINST ONE





  John’s gospel, though it keeps the basic format shared by the Synoptic gospels, is well on the way to the Pistis Sophia and the Apocryphon of John in that it makes little effort to anchor the “Jesus” monologues and dialogues it presents in any earlier tradition or source at all. As with its Gnostic compatriots, John’s gosel soars free into the heady atmosphere of mystical speculation and devotionalism. It represents a significant innovation in the tradition. David Friedrich Strauss, followed by Albert Schweitzer, made clear long ago that if the researcher into the historical Jesus hopes to find any straw for his bricks in the Gospels, he has a much better chance of success with Matthew, Mark, and Luke. John is very much a different sort of document. Given the importance of John for Christian theology and the great desire of some to consider the Johannine Jesus as historical, it is important to show in some detail why this appeal must be ruled out.




  For one thing, John 16:12–14 broadly hints that the readers of this gospel are the beneficiaries of teaching that would have been too advanced for the original generation of Christians. It even admits pretty overtly that Johannine teaching comes not from the historical Jesus (the narrative frame notwithstanding) but from the Paracletos, one sent after Jesus to clarify and update his doctrine. “I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak.” We do not need to think very hard to see that this Paracletos is none other than the gospel writer himself. And the literary, nonhistorical character of his gospel is evident from several factors.




  First, there is the great difference between the style of Jesus’ teaching here as opposed to the Synoptics. John has no real parables and uses a drastically different (much simpler) vocabulary. And while the style and vocabulary have little in common with Matthew, Mark, or Luke, they sound as if they are cut from the very same cloth as the Johannine Epistles. One hears the same voice there. In fact, if read out of context, it would be hard to tell whether a number of texts came from the gospel or the epistles ascribed to John. Note further that the similarity holds good not only between the Gospel and Epistles of John but also among all the characters in the gospel. We are not dealing with reporting here. Whether we are ostensibly listening to Jesus, John the Baptist, Thomas, Peter, Mary and Martha, the Sanhedrin—they each and all sound just like the evangelist! It is exactly like reading Kahlil Gibran’s fictive collection of memoirs, Jesus the Son of Man.22 There we read the (fictive) recollections of scores of witnesses of Jesus, all quite profound, like the Gospel of John itself. But all speak with the readily identifiable voice of Gibran!




  William Temple, followed by George Eldon Ladd and others, adopted the desperate expedient of proposing that while both Johannine and Synoptic idioms go back to the historical Jesus, John preserves the language Jesus used in secret with the disciples.23 Does it? How odd that John is the very gospel that has Jesus denying that he had any special private teaching (18:20)! This surprising attempt to make Jesus into an esoteric mystagogue will not fly, and one cannot imagine Temple or Ladd accepting it for one second if someone were to appeal to the same argument to vindicate something like the Pistis Sophia as authentic (as Margaret Barker24 does).




  Second, there is the vast difference in content between John and the others. Simply put, John as Jesus preach himself as the object of faith, while Matthew, Mark, and Luke make Jesus a pointer to the Father. In the Synoptics, Jesus proclaims the coming kingdom of God, while in John he speaks instead of eternal life. For the Synoptic Jesus, one must believe in his news and repent, while the Johannine Jesus demands belief in himself. In the first three gospels, repentence is sufficient for salvation, unlike John, where, unless one accepts the Christological claims of Jesus, one will die in one’s sins.




  Third, the staged artificiality of the discourses and dialogues of Jesus in John make clear that they are purely the writer’s own creation. They all share a structure in which carnal-minded opponents misunderstand Jesus’ spiritual double entendres (sometimes existing only in Greek, 3:3, 6:33, as if we could imagine Jesus debating with Palestinian Pharisees in Greek!). This gives Jesus occasion to explain his point at greater length for the benefit of the reader. Examples would include John 2:13–22, especially verse 20; 3:1–15, especially verse 4; 4:7–26, especially verses 11 and 15; 6:25–60, especially verses 34, 42, and 52; 7:32–35, especially verse 35; 8:12–59, especially verses 22, 27, 33, 41, and 57; 11:11–15, 23–27, especially verses 12 and 24.




  In the same way, note the artificial prompts put into the mouths of Mary the mother of Jesus (2:5) and Martha of Bethany (11:21–22). They have no possible meaning in the imagined historical circumstances and exist only to provide a drumroll anticipating the miracle Jesus will go on to work.




  Fourth, the complete textuality of the work is clear from the way characters will make cross-references to other selected scenes earlier or later in the story, as if it is a story with but a few incidents that the characters have no more trouble remembering than the reader does. In this way, John 13:33 points backward to 7:33–34. John 7:21–23 points back to 5:1–18. John 5:33 ff. points back to 1:19, 29–34, which then points back even further to 1:15, almost as if to say, “As I said in chapter so-and-so. . . .”




  Fifth, the chronology of John is so totally at odds with that of the Synoptics (not that they always agree among themselves) that we must suppose John’s itinerary of Jesus to be governed solely by the theological demands of any particular scene. For example, Matthew, Mark, and Luke have Jesus, by implication, active for about a year’s worth of ministry and teaching in Galilee, after which he embarks on the fatal visit to Jerusalem for Passover. But John has Jesus going to Jerusalem and back several times. For Matthew, the Jerusalem crowds on Palm Sunday have to inquire of the Galileans who Jesus is, but John’s Jerusalemites know him well enough. And John has Jesus present at three Passover feasts, giving us our traditional estimate of a three-year ministry. But is John just constructing a Passover scene whenever he wants to have Jesus return to Passover themes in his teaching? Likewise, in the Synoptics, the Last Supper takes place on Thursday, the crucifixion on Friday, but not in John, where Jesus must die on Thursday, like the Passover lamb he typologically embodies.




  
A LIMIT TO LATENESS?




  Traditionally, very late dates have not been assigned to the Gospels because external attestations seem to anchor them earlier. While Helmut Koester has demonstrated25 that we have no clear or certain quotation from the canonical Gospels in the so-called Apostolic Fathers of the second century (Epistle of Barnabas, 1 and 2 Clement, Ignatian Epistles, Epistle to Diognetus, Martyrdom of Polycarp, Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache/Teaching of the Twelve Apostles to the Nations), most agree that the second-century writers Papias and Irenaeus provide an upper dating limit for the Gospels. Papias was the bishop of Hierapolis, the third in a triangle of cities with Laodicea and Colossae (both mentioned in the New Testament). Papias was an antiquarian who researched as much as he could about the earliest Christians. He compiled what he could scrape up into a book, now lost, called The Oracles of Our Lord. The book appears, from the surviving quotations of it, to have been filled with gross legend, misattributed quotations, and misinformation. Writing about 130 C.E., Papias says this about the origin of the only two gospels he knew of, Matthew and Mark: “Matthew composed the sayings in the Hebrew dialect, and every one translated it as he was able” (quoted in Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 3.39).26 “Mark, being the interpreter of Peter, whatsoever he recorded he wrote with great accuracy but not however, in the order in which it was spoken or done by our Lord, for he neither heard nor followed our Lord; but as before said, he was in company with Peter, who gave him such instruction as was necessary, but not to give a history of our Lord’s discourses: wherefore Mark has not erred in any thing, by writing some things as he has recorded them; for he was carefully attentive to one thing, not to pass by any thing that he heard, or to state any thing falsely in these accounts” (in Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 3.39).27




  But are we sure Papias is even referring to our familiar gospels of Matthew and Mark? From his description of the Peter-Mark document, he might as easily be talking about the Ebionite work The Preachings of Peter28 And as D. E Nineham notes, our Mark does not sound like anyone’s table talk.29 And Matthew? Our Matthew was certainly not originally composed in Hebrew or Aramaic, for the simple reason that most of it is the reproduced text of the Greek Mark! (For the same reason, this evangelist cannot have been the disciple Matthew, since an eyewitness of Jesus would scarcely crib from a book written by someone who hadn’t been one!) We could just say, as many do, that Papias is all wrong about Matthew, but why suppose so? Isn’t it just as natural to infer he is talking about a different document, attributed to Matthew, that was composed in Hebrew or Aramaic? Jerome and others testify to such. There seem to have been a number of writings attributed to Matthew, including the notorious Infancy Gospel of Matthew.




  Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons in Gaul (southern France), wrote about 175 C.E., and he, too, relates information about the writing of the Gospels. “Matthew published his gospel among the Hebrews in their own tongue, when Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel in Rome and founding the church there. After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, himself handed down to us in writing the substance of Peter’s preaching. Luke, the follower of Paul, set down in a book the gospel preached by his teacher. Then John, the disciple of the Lord, who also leaned on his breast, himself produced his gospel, while he was living at Ephesus in Asia” (Irenaeus Against Heresies 3.1; also quoted in Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.8). Irenaeus goes on to argue that these four gospels and no others belong in a Christian canon. He is talking about our four Gospels, so they must have existed and even been collected by his time, in the late second century C.E. Suddenly they are known, in the very time the emerging Catholic church was trying to co-opt the success of the Marcionite church by adopting its New Testament canon, padding it out with, among other things, three more gospels than Marcion had and a doctored version of the one he did have, Luke. On the other side of the Mediterranean, Tatian was trying to dilute Marcion, too, by taking these four gospels and weaving them into a single continuous narrative, the Diatessaron.




  There remains one last consideration. It is striking to realize that we have no actual text of Papias, only a set of quotations in various ancient authors, and it seems rather strange that we do not have it. After all, it would seem to have been a widely respected and nonheretical repository of lore from the earliest days of Christianity. If it ever existed, that is. It seems worth asking if “Papias” simply functioned as a blanket attestation for any stray bit of lore or speculation about early Christianity and its heroes. In his inspired work on the attribution of sayings in the Mishnah, Jacob Neusner has shown30 how name-citations, ascriptions to this or that famous name, must be understood not as evidence for what those worthies actually said or wrote but rather according to the name-citation’s polemical significance in the document under consideration. In short, we cannot be sure Rabbi Johannon ben-Zakkai really said what the Mishnah attributes to him, but we can discern what point is being made by the Mishnaic compiler mentioning the name of Johannon ben-Zakkai where he does. There is in fact very little inherent likelihood that Rabbi Johannon ben-Zakkai said any of the things later attributed to him. How might we apply this lesson to the question of Papias and Irenaeus on the dates of the Gospels? Since we have no text of Papias at all and no manuscript of Irenaeus as old as Eusebius, it becomes reasonable to treat the passages we have quoted from Papias and Irenaeus as no older than Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History. For us, they are no more than apologetical garnishes to that fourth-century treatise and may be no older. The same holds good for the famous Testimonium Flavianum attributed to Josephus: it certainly did not appear in the edition of Josephus read by Origin in the early third century. Eusebius “quotes” it as from Josephus, and it appears in manuscripts of Josephus copied after that time. In precisely the same way, the Irenaeus passage on gospel origins may have originated with Eusebius and wound up subsequently interpolated into copies of Irenaeus’s Against Heresies. Such a tactic would certainly not have been out of character for Eusebius, who did not hesitate to inflate both the extent and the antiquity of the antiheretical literature before his time so as to create the impression that the controversies of his day had already been as good as settled long before.31 This would mean we ought to use as our upward limit for the date of the Gospels the date of writing for Justin Martyr’s Apologies, which at least quote the Synoptics (late second century).




  THE BOTTOM FALLS OUT





  One last factor affecting any efforts to date the Gospels is our uncertainty as to when to date the historical Jesus. All today take for granted that Jesus was born at least two years before the death of Herod the Great in the year 2 B.C.E. and that he died by the sentence of Pontius Pilate. He would have been “about thirty” (Luke 3:23) when his ministry commenced, and he would have died a year or three years later, about 27 or 30 C.E. How well-founded are these dates? Not very.




  As we will see in some detail, Herod the Great is associated with the birth of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel for purely literary reasons: Matthew was copying Josephus’s Moses nativity, and he needed a “modern-day” counterpart to the persecuting Pharaoh. There was one candidate for this role: Herod the Great, known by all as a ruthless butcher. The two years business comes, again, from fictive details of Matthew’s story: the tyrant killed all the babies and toddlers of Bethlehem up to two years old since the Magi had seen the natal star rise two years previously. Luke places the birth of Jesus in the reign of Augustus Caesar, Herod’s contemporary. He mentions Augustus for the sake of the empirewide census that took Joseph and the heavily pregnant Mary to Bethlehem. But this story, to which we shall return, is full of errors, placing the census under Quirinius a decade too early. We may accept with less difficulty Luke’s estimate that Jesus was about thirty, though we have no idea how he knew it, and it is well to note that this was not the only estimate: Irenaeus thought Jesus lived to the age of fifty. After all, did not the temple elders reprove his rash words by pointing to his tender age? “You are not yet fifty years old!” (John 8:57). If he were thirty, why not make the point even stronger? “You are not yet forty years old!” And if he had been nearly fifty at this point in John’s narrative, given his three-Passover chronology, he would have died at fifty. Irenaeus says that all the presbyters of Asia believed this (Against Heresies 2.22.4–5). Irenaeus figured that Jesus had died under the emperor Claudius. And such a dating must make us wonder how familiar Irenaeus can have been with the canonical gospels, perhaps not as familiar as Eusebius makes him, if he could so boldly reject the testimony of all four that Jesus was crucified under Pilate. Or did he imagine Pilate to have served under Claudius?




  And the link with Pilate is more tenuous than one might think. Scholars have always choked on the implausibilities attendant upon the gospel trial scenes, with the Sanhedrin convening on Passover eve itself, and the Jew-baiting Pilate being so reluctant to hand Jesus over to death. But if one rejects these features of the stories, what is left? Many see the difficulties with the Sanhedrin trial as so insuperable that they erase all Jewish involvement from the record, placing the whole initiative and responsibility on the shoulders of the Romans. But isn’t the Pilate story even more outrageous? Why retain it as evidence of any Roman involvement at all? It is a tenuous link.




  More astonishing still is the widespread Jewish and Jewish-Christian tradition, attested in Epiphanius, the Talmud, and the Toledoth Jeschu (dependent on a second-century Jewish-Christian gospel), that Jesus was born about 100 B.C.E. and was crucified under Alexander Jannaeus!32




  The point is this: since we cannot really determine exactly when Jesus would have lived or died, it is useless to speculate upon how much or little time would have been necessary for the Jesus tradition to grow and mutate from fact to fancy. By our evidence, vague as it is, the Gospels might possibly have been written as late as the third century C.E., while the life of Jesus may have been over in the first century B.C.E.!
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