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Introduction: A guidebook for a circuitous way



In these pages you will meet the many faces of Jesus. You will meet the small day laborer with short hair, no beard, and missing teeth. You will meet the symbolic, sacrificial lamb of John’s imagination. You will meet the god-man of early Christian disputes. You will meet the warlord of Viking poetry. You will meet the muse for artistic exploration. In short, you will meet Jesus incarnated and reincarnated over the past 2,000 years.


Where to begin? Shall we begin with Jesus the political preacher? Jesus the resurrected holy man? Jesus the bannered icon of the medieval crusades? Jesus the personal savior of almost three billion Christians worldwide? So great is the impact of Jesus that his legacy is many and manifold.


From the very first, Jesus wears various masks. Even if we only focus on Jesus in the Bible, we are confronted with multiple portraits. Early Christianity placed four stories of his life side by side: the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Or should we – as many scholars have – attempt to mine the gospels for the earliest recorded sayings of Jesus? This might provide an interesting mosaic of Jesus’s career as a preacher, but we are confronted again by the lack of a singular portrait.


Any robust study of Jesus must acknowledge the many impressions of his legacy. This is not to say that historians cannot nail down several facts about his life, public career, and ideas. But these facts must always relate in some way to how Jesus was honored and distorted in retrospect. Jesus, both theologically and metaphorically, continues to be revitalized in the lives of those who remember him.


The book before you, therefore, is not just a reconstruction of Jesus’s life. Neither is it just the history of an idea. This guide for beginners is divided into five parts, each important for understanding Jesus’s life and legacy.


Chapter One focuses on Jesus, the man. Here I provide several windows into his life and public career. This is a sketch from first-century memories, commemorations, and analysis of his social context deriving from the first century CE.


Chapter Two focuses on Jesus in early literature. This section gives an impression of Jesus’s initial and explosive impact. Here I showcase Matthew’s Jesus, Paul’s Jesus, John’s Jesus, etc. These are literary portraits, but each relates to the “Jesus of history” in some way. These early witnesses have the capacity to illustrate something true about Jesus. At the same time, these portraits create something unique; each new portrait of Jesus is an invention that captures a stage of theological development.


Chapter Three focuses on the evolution of Jesus in the pre-modern imagination. I will show the ebb and flow between Jesus as religious icon and emerging iconoclast. Most of these “reincarnations” of Jesus reflect the concerns and sensibilities of the cultures they inhabit. Jesus is remade again and again into the image of his followers. As such we see a reflection of Western history in each new incarnation.


Chapter Four focuses on Jesus as a topic for “Enlightenment” historical consciousness. I will explain how professional historians (both religious and irreligious) have attempted to reconstruct him. In many ways, this era represents a new kind of portraiture. It uses philosophical assumptions and incisive methods to depict Jesus, instead of paint or poetry; but it still reflects the concerns and sensibilities of the artists (even if these historians would rather think of themselves as scientists). A key development at this stage, however, is that historians began to create book-length reconstructions of Jesus’s life and aims.


Chapter Five focuses on Jesus in popular (pop) culture. I will show how various contemporary voices utilize Jesus’s legacy. These will include ideologues, activists, and artists.


This is a short book on a big topic. While it will map a path from the time of Jesus through to his legacy today, it will trace only one possible route. This guidebook will chart a circuitous way by pointing out just a few landmarks along the trail. Some of these will take us well beyond the beaten path. Hopefully each touchstone will invite more study about the theme, period, or person introduced. As I hope you will see, some variation of Jesus can be found in almost every corner of the Western landscape.





1



Jesus the man


“It seems clear that Jesus understood the anatomy of the relationship between his people and the Romans, and he interpreted that relationship against the background of the profoundest ethical insight of his own religious faith as he had found it in the heart of the prophets of Israel.”


Howard Thurman


Introduction: Drop the mike


When scholars talk about Jesus, one phrase always rises to the surface: the “Jesus of history and the Christ of faith.” It’s a favorite cliché among academics because it allows us to avoid complexity. The basic idea is that Jesus (the man) was some vague or misunderstood philosophy teacher. But Christ (the god-man) is the invention of a new religion. The cliché reduces an interesting personality into a boring binary. Worse still, this two-toned umbrella fails to explain how Jesus came to be known as “the Christ.” This story requires us to appreciate the immediate and life-changing impact of Jesus. So to illustrate Jesus’s impact and evolution, let’s look at a modern analogy: Mike King.


In 1929, Michael King was born in Atlanta, Georgia. That year the most famous person from Georgia was baseball legend, Ty Cobb. The most famous person worldwide was film star, Charlie Chaplin. The biggest news of 1929 was the economic collapse that began with Wall Street investors and exploded into an international catastrophe. Needless to say, very few people took notice when Michael was born. His birth was only good news to the very few people who celebrated.


But within five years Michael’s father would rename him, giving him a more symbolic, religious name. In thirty years he would become a famous religious leader. Within forty years he would become an internationally recognized political force. He would be murdered for the controversy he attracted and the politics he represented. Within fifty years he would be a symbolic persona, the ideal for a virtuous and courageous life. Within sixty years he would be one of the most venerated personalities of the modern era. His legacy now easily eclipses Cobb, Chaplin, or any of those Wall Street investors.


“Michael” of course was renamed “Martin Luther”: Martin Luther King, Jr. This was the name that would make headlines, create controversy, attract extreme hatred, and extravagant love.


It might be helpful to think of Jesus’s historical impact along these lines: born into obscurity; labeled by and conformed to a religious legacy; controversial in public persona; murdered before achieving transcendent status. Most importantly: both Jesus and King had their legacies expanded, transformed, and idealized within decades of their untimely deaths.




MEET THIS WORD: ATONEMENT







Atonement is the state of being reconciled and forgiven from wrongdoing. In theology it refers to a relational reconciliation between God and humankind.
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Figure 1 Lamb of God (1635): An oil painting on canvas by Spanish artist Francisco de Zurbarán portrays a religious, symbolic subject. In ancient systems of worship, animal sacrifice was often used to appease the gods. In Israelite religion, such sacrifices were supposed to be free from any blemish. In portraying Jesus as a spotless lamb, the Christian imagination associated Jesus’s death with sacrifice and his life with perfection. Stylistically it reflects the realism of Amerighi da Caravaggio’s school.





I draw the comparison between King and Jesus because their lives, and what they became posthumously, seem all but impossible. And yet – rare as it might be – sometimes a historical figure embodies the unlikely, the legendary. For example, Jesus is sometimes depicted as a sacrificial lamb (an animal typically offered to God to atone for sin). Here we see Jesus turned into a zoomorphic symbol borrowed from Jewish ritual. Clearly, this sort of depiction is not interested in portraying Jesus, the man. Depicted as a lamb, Jesus represents collective atonement in the Christian imagination. Indeed, many symbols have been used for Jesus: a lamb, a shepherd, a king, a fish, a phoenix, a groom, a loaf of bread, a cup of wine, a gate, a vine, life-giving water, etc.


If Jesus had been born in America in 1929, he would have been depicted with different symbols. Consider the many refractions of Martin Luther King through a modern political prism: heroic underdog, reformer, malcontent, virtuous Christian, white America’s favorite symbol of non-violence, Moses, martyr, America’s conscience. Some of these symbols distort the man’s legacy falsely. And no single symbol captures the man entirely. The story of the transition from Michael to MLK must explain how a kid born in Georgia inspired so many differing opinions about him.


So too with Jesus.


This is why the cliché the “Jesus of history and the Christ of faith” fails. It doesn’t hold up any more than a distinction between the “Michael of history” vs. the “MLK of faith” would. Indeed, the life of Jesus helped to shape what his legacy would become. The interested interpreter of history is then left with a puzzle: how do we explain the continuity between Jesus and the multiple portraits of him as Christ? Conversely, how do we account for the fictions that emerged alongside the facts?


It cannot be doubted that both Jesus and King have become idealized symbols. As I write this fifty years later, Martin Luther King is more idea than man. His private doubts and scandals are almost entirely eclipsed by his social impact. His rocky relationships with other African-American religious leaders are all but forgotten. The white America that once thought of him in largely derogatory terms now embraces him (at least a very selective memory of his legacy). In fact, both conservatives and liberals claim him for their side. So too, Jesus had been fictionalized, lionized, idealized, and claimed by multiple ideologies within fifty years of his crucifixion.


Is it possible to sketch a historical portrait while also accounting for these larger-than-life legacies? I believe so. The legacy of King illustrates how a public persona can dramatically evolve in about fifty years. With King, we can measure who he is to us now and critique it. If we are honest and careful we can analyze the legacy fifty years later and judge our own narratives. Scholars of Jesus’s life must do something similar with the portraits of Jesus that we find in Christian commemoration. In many ways, the texts of the New Testament represent Jesus Christ as he had developed twenty to seventy years after his death. Indeed, the gospels that give us the clearest view of Jesus are about fifty years removed from his death.


One key difference between the culture that lionized King and the one that lionized Jesus is that our world includes the invention of secular ideals. People in Jesus’s world were more likely to perceive things that we might label supernatural. Important histories were more likely to be wrapped in mythology. So did people see Jesus perform heavenly signs, or did they create myths about Jesus performing heavenly signs? The answer is “yes” and “yes.” Jesus was a faith healer and a career exorcist. The followers of Jesus, therefore, had every reason to create a mythology around his personality. But the opposite is true of King. Modern-day methods of myth-making are more likely to remove divinity from the story than to add it. Martin Luther King, Jr., grew up the son of a Baptist preacher, was named after a religious founder, went to a seminary, became a preacher himself, was deeply influenced by Gandhi, and collaborated with his friend Rabbi Abraham Heschel. But fifty years after his death, King’s religious foundations rarely find expression in contemporary depictions of his life. And the more we remove religious elements from the King story, the less likely we are to find out who he really was.


Both King and Jesus must be understood as men who planted the seeds of a legacy. Most legacies contain clues of the personality from which it derives. The careful and honest student of history must account for the whole picture: both man and myth.


Now we arrive at the nexus of the problem: unless we were compelled by Jesus’s legacy, we wouldn’t care about him as a man. Or, put another way, if Jesus were just a man like every other man, we wouldn’t be interested. The “Christ of faith” will always exist in relationship with the “Jesus of history.”



God acts



The first and most important thing to know about Jesus is that he believed in a God of action. Jesus believed in a God who created the heavens and earth. This God would soon judge the wicked and bring justice to the righteous. In this, Jesus was different from most Greek philosophers, Roman intellectual elites, and common folk all over the Mediterranean. This is to say that Jesus – as a Jew of the first century – had a different understanding of God than most of his non-Jewish contemporaries. Jesus was Jewish in his orientation to the Jerusalem Temple and the customs related to this temple. As a Jew, Jesus was forced to negotiate a Greek-speaking world that had a different view of the gods and how they related to the world. The God of Jesus (whom he called “Father”) would act on behalf of Israel and all who sought pure worship in the Jerusalem Temple.


Jesus believed in a God of action.


Jesus, as a figure in history, cannot be understood without this simple fact. Like many Jews during this period, Jesus believed that God would soon rule earth in the same way that he ruled the stars. The God who acts would soon act in human political affairs.




MEET THIS WORD: MEDITERRANEAN







Mediterranean refers generally to the Mediterranean Sea or the lands, peoples, and cultures nearby, including North Africa, western Asia, and southern Europe. Jesus lived his entire life in the first-century Mediterranean world during its Roman occupation.





Jesus’s followers carried this belief after his death. They called themselves “the Way” and then they called themselves “Christians.” But the thread that runs from Jesus to what his following became is the foundational belief that God acts. Jesus’s followers (although their beliefs varied) hoped to see God act through Jesus. Some continued to believe this after his execution. They continued to experience God through Jesus even after his death, and preached the good news of his resurrection. In this way, the message of the “gospel” (which literally means “good news”) hinged on the belief that during Jesus’s death God took action. God, who is first and foremost a Creator, performed a new act of creation in Jesus’s body to bring him back to life. Crucially, this divine action served as a sign for things to come.


God’s action through Jesus signaled crucial changes in the cosmic order. Political powers would fall and a better government would rise. The disempowered and persecuted would be comforted and made whole. Social hierarchies would reverse. Any person who wanted to worship in God’s presence and in perfect purity would be welcomed. Death was not the end.


This was similar to Jesus’s public preaching. Jesus preached that his followers must “repent and believe the good news.” According to Jesus, “the kingdom of God was at hand.” This is a cosmic-political message that God would soon be king – a perfectly righteous king who enacts justice and brings new life. But this good news took a new form once Jesus became a symbol of resurrection. Before his death, Jesus pointed to God as king. After his death, his followers pointed to Jesus as a way into God’s kingdom. The central belief that God acts did not change, but this belief was refracted through the prism of Jesus’s resurrection.


This is where things get a bit tricky from a historian’s perspective. When did the resurrection of Jesus become part of the good news of God’s kingdom?


Jesus believed in the coming of God’s kingdom – a new world order wherein God would rule on earth as God rules in heaven. He preached about it. He told stories (parables) about it. He prayed about it. But did Jesus imagine that his own resurrection would represent God’s primary action?
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Figure 2 Christ Resurrected (circa 350 ce): In this engraving, Christ is depicted by two Greek letters X (chi) and P (rho) atop a crucifix. These are the first two letters in the Greek word for “Christ.” The two Roman soldiers sitting passively below suggest that the resurrected Christ is more powerful than the Roman Empire. Moreover, Christ has conquered Rome’s instrument for execution.





The dying and rising of one man seems an unexpected path to a new world order. Jesus might have anticipated his execution, but was resurrection central to his ideology? This question is warranted because Jesus does not talk much about resurrection. It just does not feature prominently (if at all) in his public preaching. Yes, he believed that God would act. But did he know how God would act?


Many historians suggest that the early Christians promoted the symbol of resurrection only after Jesus had died (in light of their own experience). Others suggest that Jesus’s original preaching was eclipsed by the message of resurrection (thus we don’t know much about what Jesus believed). Still others suggest that Jesus understood the significance of his death and resurrection, but did not speak about it in public. If so, the Christians had to reconsider Jesus’s teachings in light of God’s creative actions. As with any belief system that hinges on divine intervention, past events are seen through the lenses of new experiences.


Jesus and the spirit realm


Jesus’s public performances included exorcisms. In fact, he became so famous for them that certain theological titles emerged. And as the stories about Jesus’s battle with demons circulated, these theological titles took on apocalyptic scope. Thus, as the rumors spread, Jesus’s legend grew.




MEET THIS WORD: COSMOLOGY







A cosmology is a theory of the world/universe that explains how it came into being and the nature of reality. In Jesus’s context, most intellectuals assumed a cosmology that included gods (and other divine agents) and featured some kind of creation myth.





Jesus was at war with unclean spirits (also called demons). Many of Jesus’s contemporaries believed that spirits could overpower and possess adults, children, buildings, and animals. In this cosmology, unclean spirits could cause illness and erratic behavior.* Jews were not the first people to believe in demonic forces. But in the centuries just before Jesus was born, Jewish storytellers developed mythologies explaining the origins of demons and techniques for their exorcism. While other exorcists used trinkets, tools, special incantations, songs, and other rituals for this purpose, Jesus seemed to be able to cast out unclean spirits by his voice alone. He gained a reputation in Galilee for having an uncanny power over the demonic realm. In one story about Jesus, an onlooker asks, “What is this? A new teaching – with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” (Mark 1:27).


Such power invites theological speculation. Some of his followers believed that Jesus’s authority over these spirits was proof of his spiritual identity. Put another way, some people were convinced that Jesus’s authority over cosmic beings revealed his status in the cosmos. When the stories of Jesus’s life were told, mundane categories would not do. As Jesus became a storied figure he took on legendary titles.


They called him “Son of David,” a title made famous by King Solomon. Solomon was King David’s most famous son. Solomon’s divinely bestowed wisdom was legendary. But over the course of centuries legends about Solomon had grown. During Jesus’s time, King Solomon was the subject of historical fictions. Many of Jesus’s contemporaries thought of Solomon as the king of both natural and supernatural wisdom. Solomon – in these myths – knew the right techniques to get rid of demons. Similarly, Jesus seemed to be endowed with heavenly wisdom. So in this way Jesus was like Solomon, and reminiscent of this part of Solomon’s legacy.




Then they brought to him a demoniac who was blind and mute; and he cured him, so that the one who had been mute could speak and see. All the crowds were amazed and said, “Can this be the Son of David?” (Matt. 12:22–3)
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Figure 3 Incantation bowl (circa sixth century ce): This ceramic bowl with Aramaic writing is from Nippur, Mesopotamia. The image in the center represents a demon. Such objects were used by exorcists to trap evil spirits. While this bowl postdates Jesus by centuries, Jewish exorcists of the first century used incantations for similar purposes – for instance, psalms for casting out evil spirits have been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls (circa first century).





Other popular Jewish stories explained political events with mythic categories like great beasts, dragons, and demonic forces. Jesus’s reputation as a person with cosmic power probably inspired the title “Son of Man” – the cosmic being mentioned by the prophet Daniel. According to Daniel’s vision a figure like a “Son of Man” had divine authority to subdue Israel’s enemies. As these stories circulated, Jesus was called “Son of God.” This was the title with the most traction. It was a mythological category, but it framed a historical figure. In so doing, this marriage of myth and history would cement Jesus within the foundations of Western civilization.


Before Jesus, this mythological title was claimed by Caesar Augustus (who claimed to be the adopted son of the deified Julius). But to gain a fuller understanding of this title and to understand better how Jesus emerged as a cosmic figure, we need to hear a story that was popular during Jesus’s time. Here is a summary:




Long ago, when the world was young, heavenly beings called the “sons of God” had sex with human women. The offspring of this hybrid union were monstrous. Sometimes they were called giants; sometimes they were called the Fallen Ones. They taught human-kind to do evil and they spread chaos and violence. This was during the time of Noah, and God could not abide the spread of evil among and by humans. God opened the floodgates of heaven and a great flood wiped almost all living creatures from the land. Noah, his family, and many animals were saved to repopulate the earth. The evil giants sunk under the waters and died, but the souls of the giants survived in disembodied form. A number of these spirits still roam the earth today as unclean demons.*





Chances are that Jesus heard this story told around the campfire or in the public square. It is a story that functions much like the story of Pandora’s Box. It explained so many of the problems in the world, including illness, corruption, and impurity. It explained how Satan – the spiritual enemy of God and Israel – wielded so much power. Jesus believed that in order for God’s new world order to be a pure kingdom the unclean spirits would need to be cast out.


This mixing of politics and the spirit realm will seem odd from a modern, Western perspective. But we must remember how important storytelling is for worldview construction. In my life, I have heard, read, and watched hundreds of underdog stories. These are stories of people of low social rank rising up and grasping a boon far beyond expectation. Love stories are equally ubiquitous. How many stories do we tell about people falling in and out of love? These stories are not benign entertainment; they are narratives by which we measure our own lives, assess our worth, and judge the virtues of others. Jesus’s culture constructed a different sort of worldview by internalizing stories about fallen angels, Solomon’s wisdom, and the return of God as judge.


Jesus as healer


It was common in Jesus’s time to think that illness was the result of demonic interference. This does not mean that demons were always associated with illness, but there was enough overlap for Jesus to gain a reputation as a healer. Jesus was reputed to heal hemorrhaging and all sorts of physical deformities, to give sight to the blind, and even raise the dead. Thus his reputation as a healer crossed the border into legendary stories. Among his contemporaries, this sort of reputation would have been associated with divine activity.



MEET THIS WORD: SCRIBE







In Jesus’s culture, scribes were language and scripture experts. Over 95 percent of people were illiterate. While common people might be able to read a shopping list or write their names, sacred texts or literary epics were beyond the expertise of most. So scribes were arbiters of knowledge. Being an elite scribe (as employed by a king, a high priest, or a philosopher) meant occupying a position of great influence.





Consider this passage from a Jewish scribe named Ben Sira, written a few generations before Jesus:




Honor physicians for their services, for the Lord created them; for their gift of healing comes from the Most High, and they are rewarded by the king. The skill of physicians makes them distinguished, and in the presence of the great they are admired. The Lord created medicines out of the earth, and the sensible will not despise them… And he gave skill to human beings that he might be glorified in his marvelous works. By them the physician heals and takes away pain; the pharmacist makes a mixture from them. God’s works will never be finished; and from him health spreads over all the earth. (Sirach 38:1–8)





In this description, the gift of healing is associated with God’s power. At the same time, the healer’s work is described in very naturalistic ways: “medicines out of the earth.” These two points may seem contradictory to the modern mind. But this is not the way that Ben Sira thinks. The making of medicine is not necessarily distinct from God’s involvement. Ben Sira continues: “There may come a time when recovery lies in the hands of physicians, for they too pray to the Lord that he grant them success in diagnosis and in healing, for the sake of preserving life” (38:13–14). Healers in the ancient world did not usually see their activities as a distinct field apart from God’s actions. Even so, it is likely that Ben Sira has little more than folk medicine in mind.


Again, Jesus’s reputation takes on legendary status. One noteworthy difference is that Jesus does not use roots, herbs, or devices (like incantation bowls or trinkets). Jesus’s method – as it is described in later narratives of his life – was to employ the power of his voice. It was as if he commanded healing by the spoken word. In some cases the Gospel of Mark records Jesus’s healing words in Aramaic. Once Jesus says talitha koum, which means “get up, little girl” (Mark 5:41). Jesus also says ephphatha, which means “be opened” (Mark 7:34). It is also noteworthy that for the Greek-speaking readers of Mark, these words might have seemed mystical and spiritual simply because they were exotic. In some cases, however, Jesus would touch the person, or use his own spit or mix it into the dirt to make mud. Perhaps then, we see something closer to what Ben Sira describes as “medicines out of the earth.”


What did Jesus look like?


Medieval and modern depictions of Jesus show him in many variations. But the usual theme is so recognizable it has become iconic: long hair, tanned or pale skin, bearded, robed with heavy, flowing sleeves. But what did the Jesus of history look like?


The fact that we have no commentary on Jesus’s physical description from anyone who knew him suggests that Jesus’s physicality was unremarkable. So by way of a sociologically informed guess, we are on safe ground to suggest that Jesus looked very similar to his contemporaries. This would rule out the iconic “Jesus look” made popular by artists throughout the centuries.


Jesus probably had short, curly hair. His skin would have been darker than most European-influenced depictions of him. Jesus probably went sleeveless and his tunic wouldn’t have extended beyond his knees.* Consider this statement that Jesus makes about his contemporary, John the Baptist:




When John’s messengers had gone, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who put on fine clothing and live in luxury are in royal palaces.” (Luke 7:24–5)





It is possible that Jesus dressed like those who “live in luxury,” but – given what we know of his lifestyle and social class – this is highly unlikely. Jesus’s statement about John’s attire therefore tells us something about his own attire: the iconic bleach-white robes with flowing sleeves are probably a fiction.


Also consider this fact: the average height of a male in Jesus’s world was about 5 feet 6 inches. It is possible that Jesus was exceptionally tall, but we have no evidence of this. Think of it this way: Jesus could have been five foot four and nobody would have considered it unusual.


It is impossible to know whether Jesus wore a beard or not. While European artists generally depicted him with a full beard (see my treatment of The Letter of Lentulus later), in later periods archeologists have discovered depictions of a beardless Jesus. These can be dated as early as the fourth century. This style seems to be in keeping with that of the first century. Indeed, the use of razors for facial upkeep is a very old practice and one that went in and out of fashion in the ancient world.


Meticulous care of one’s teeth is a modern invention. Oral hygiene in Jesus’s day may have included some form of twig for scraping and chewing. It would have been quite common for regular folk to have missing teeth. Whereas many modern minds associate a straight, white, full set of teeth a requirement for social normalcy, this was not the case in Jesus’s world.
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