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New ways of looking at established ideas are always challenging to scholars and exciting to laypersons in any field. Robert Feather is a master at stimulating thoughtful people in both categories with innovative hypotheses for reexamining traditional models of thought and interpretation. He has a remarkably imaginative capacity to operate soundly along the front lines of historical and cultural inquiry. This was the hallmark of his intriguing 1999 book entitled The Copper Scroll Decoded (and its 2003 reprint, The Mystery of the Copper Scroll of Qumran). Now we have, from his facile and fruitful pen, an equally challenging work called The Secret Initiation of Jesus at Qumran. His subtitle indicates that he proposes to unveil John the Baptist’s connection to the Essene sect. For most laypersons and many serious scholars, this undertaking is less esoteric, even more interesting, and of substantially greater practical relevance than his stellar research on the Copper Scroll.

When we are presented with such new ways of looking at traditional models as Feather offers us, it is always important to discern the possibility and then the probability of the truth of this new perspective. In an effort to take a constructive view of this work and its innovative hypothesis, I have tried to place myself inside Feather’s worldview and model. I have endeavored to analyze what his new insights look like if one views the whole picture of Jesus and the Baptist through them. This is the honest way to test an innovative hypothesis. I have concluded that Feather’s work offers a legitimate new proposal that is heuristically sustainable by the evidence he presents, and therefore his work requires serious attention.

Scholarship requires that all the disparate details of a new model be considered as a whole. Individual aspects, taken by themselves, sometimes do not seem clearly persuasive. When all the facets of a model are taken together, however, they frequently paint a new picture on an old canvas, which is more illuminating than traditional or familiar modes of interpretation. In this new book, Feather’s hypothesis manages all the data as a coherent whole somewhat better than many previous interpretations of the story of Jesus, John the Baptist, and the sources of Qumran monotheism. Admittedly, the author must fill in large gaps of historical assessment with well-considered speculation or heuristic and phenomenological reasoning, since history is slippery and unstable when we attempt to press it for conclusive empirical information.

The best historians, when looking into the deep well of their historical sources, are always afflicted with the fact that the first picture they see is the reflection of their own image. Feather does not apologize for the fact that the story told in this highly readable book is cast in the image of his own perspective, assumptions, imagination, and rationality. Indeed, not only does he not apologize, but he also announces up front what his assumptions and speculations are. So this is an honest and a good book, and it reads like a novel.

Feather has assembled here numerous strands of argumentation and a variety of data that has not been previously addressed in this comprehensive and holistic way. These strands converge in a fashion that confirms the author’s general hypothesis and produces a coherent whole, managing the data quite satisfactorily. This convergence is what makes Feather’s proposal persuasive and worthy of careful examination.

He introduces novel ideas that come from unexpected directions, forcing us all to look at the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Qumran community that produced or preserved them, in a substantially new way. I am convinced that he has thus opened us to patterns of insight and trajectories of inquiry that will, over the long term, be fruitful for our analysis of what was really going on in late Second Temple Judaism and in that isolated Qumran community on the bluffs above the Dead Sea two thousand years ago.

The Secret Initiation of Jesus at Qumran is an examination of the nature and historical roots of that Qumran community and the connections that may be discerned between it and the preaching of John the Baptist, the ministry of Jesus, and the origins of Christianity. Through the eyes of scholars like Jozef Milik, who were actually the first to discover the nature of the Dead Sea Scrolls and to analyze them, Feather offers us eyewitness accounts of crucial data on such things as the possible burial site of John the Baptist. He makes a persuasive argument for connections between the roots of Christianity in the Qumran community, or, in its larger ideological context, the Essene movement, and the far more ancient monotheism of the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten.

Some mysterious factors in the known history of Second Temple Judaism (500 B.C.E.–300 C.E.) and Christian origins (30–300 C.E.), which Feather addresses in this volume, are as follows. First, the Qumran community spoke of and anticipated the coming of two or three messiahs: a royal messiah in the line of David, a priestly messiah in the line of Aaron, and a suffering servant messiah who seemed to be something of a combination of the prophetic figures of Deuteronomy 18:15 and Isaiah 53. This third messiah may have been seen by the Essenes at Qumran as a characteristic of one or both of the royal and priestly messiahs.

Second, although Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:23–29 seems to make a eucharistic sacrament out of Jesus’s Last Supper, doing so on the grounds that the supper was the highly significant Jewish Passover meal, neither Jesus’s conduct at that last supper nor Paul’s sacralizing of it looks anything like a Passover celebration. Third, there is a string of quotations in the Christian Scriptures that are apparently taken from documents present among the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947 in the desert caves near the Dead Sea, although a connection between the Jesus movement and the Qumran community has been consistently avoided or neglected in most biblical scholarship, at least until recently. Fourth, there was an apparently significant influence of Essene and perhaps Qumran-Essene ideas on the formation of Jesus’s self-concept and on the shape of early Christianity.

Other important and mysterious aspects of this matter of the Essene connection with Jesus and John the Baptist are of even more immediate practical concern. A few specially trained and uniquely committed scholars focused their research on the Qumran community and the Dead Sea Scrolls from the time that the first scrolls came to light, in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Nonetheless, incredible delays in publication of the results; massive losses of the collected data and artifacts that seem to have simply disappeared; dysfunction and lethargy on the part of people entrusted with the administration, preservation, and publication of the papers and research reports of the early DDS research scholars; and the like have raised considerable distress in the general scholarly community and sunk the spirits of many laypersons who cultivated serious historical and religious interest in these matters.

Feather’s argument that Jesus’s family connection with Egypt, recorded in the Gospels, had much larger significance than has been acknowledged over the last two millennia is linked in his model with Jesus’s connection with the Qumran Essenes and with their connection, in turn, with ancient Egyptian monotheism. This line of thought is very new and innovative, largely speculative, and enormously intriguing. Feather weaves this data into his comprehensive hypothesis in a convincing way. If one concedes the relevance and cogency of his hypotheses, his complete argument and comprehensive model has internal integrity, at least at the heuristic and phenomenological level. The strength of his model is his persistent effort at internal consistency. The wisdom in his model is his acknowledgment that it is speculative, although stimulating and intellectually intriguing.

When his argumentation is taken as a unitary whole, Robert Feather’s hypothesis works. In that context, the details seem adequately supportive of the whole. The hermeneutical circle is complete, in that he proposes his hypotheses, adduces the data, analyzes and tests that information, expands the sample so as to generalize it, draws preliminary conclusions from the arguments and data, and reviews the hypotheses in the light of the model produced by the process. Thereafter he proposes the consequent worldview, the principal constraints, and the degree of legitimate speculation, and offers us his report. He has done the work he has chosen to do appropriately and thoroughly. So we should take his proposal under serious consideration as one that manages the data adequately in terms of the initial hypotheses. His book should be read widely, get much exposure, and not be overlooked merely because it is novel and innovative in its approach, rather than derived from the prime centers of academe or from mainstream academic authorities.

Every possible way that we can view the roots and origins of Christianity in its Jewish incubation in the first century C.E. should be explored. Every insight that can be imagined or dug up on Jesus, John the Baptist, and their Jewish and Christian associates should be offered. They represent a moment in the ancient world that was generative of all the crucial influences that have shaped the Western world ever since. There was a moment in history, from the return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon in 500 B.C.E. to the established order of Rabbinic Judaism and of Imperial Christianity in 300–400 C.E., and particularly the first century C.E., that has had a greater ethical and religious effect on the whole world than any other era. If that moment can be better explained or understood by a careful study of Feather’s work, such attention should be our scholarly imperative.

I commend this intriguing book to your devoted attention. It will reward you.

J. HAROLD ELLENS

NEW YEAR’S DAY 2005

FARMINGTON HILLS, MICHIGAN

J. Harold Ellens, Ph.D., is a retired professor of philosophy, biblical studies, and psychology. He is also a retired Presbyterian theologian and ordained pastor. He is currently a research scholar at the University of Michigan in Second Temple Judaism and Christian Origins and is writing a book for the University of Michigan titled Jesus as the Son of Man in John’s Gospel and a book for Praeger Press called Sex in the Bible. His recent publications include God’s Word for Our World (two volumes) with T & T Clark; The Destructive Power of Religion and Violence in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (four volumes) with Praeger Press; Psychology and the Bible: A New Way to Read the Scriptures (four volumes) with Praeger Press; Jesus as the Son of Man: The Literary Character (monograph) with Claremont University; Pastoral Psychology (three volumes) with Kluwer Academic/Human Sciences Press; and other related monographs. He is also the author or editor of 106 additional books and 166 professional journal articles. He lives with his wife in Farmington Hills and is the father of seven children and grandfather of eight grandchildren.

[image: ]

Delegates at a Dead Sea Scrolls Conference in Hereford, June 2000.
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This book was originally intended as a sequel to The Mystery of the Copper Scroll of Qumran,a which dealt with aspects of the Dead Sea Scrolls and more particularly, one of the scrolls that had been engraved on copper by the strange community of Essenes that inhabited Qumran. I was trained as a metallurgist, and the use of copper by a devout Jewish sect, living by the Dead Sea around the first century B.C.E., had aroused my curiosity—especially as the Hebrew text seemed to be a list of buried treasures, treasures that apparently had never been found.

Identifying the location of some of the treasures described in the Copper Scroll was only one of the claims substantiated in that book; these treasures I identified as being in various museums around the world. Furthermore, a detailed analysis arose from my reading of the name of an Egyptian pharaoh encrypted in the text of the scroll—an interpretation confirmed as “not unreasonable” by both Professor John Tait of University College London and Professor Rosalie David of Manchester University. The profound conclusion was that the Hebrews must have been present at the court of Pharaoh Akhenaten and that the origins of monotheism date back to his time.

For my next book I had planned to take a closer look at the Qumran community’s beliefs and way of life, examining how these may have influenced the beginnings of Christianity and its emergence as a daughter religion of Judiasm. However, while discussing the project with Jozef Milik, one of the scholars who originally worked on deciphering the Dead Sea Scrolls back in the early 1950s, my research took a strange and totally unexpected twist. Jozef Milik had been the leader of the team of translators based at the École Biblique in East Jerusalem; he had also been, at that time, an ordained Catholic priest.

What Monsieur Milik revealed to me, in the course of many intriguing conversations he and I shared about the Essene community, inspired me to write this book and informs a substantial part of it.

The Secret Initiation of Jesus at Qumran is not intended to give a detailed description of the evidence relating to the formation, activities, and raison d’être of the Qumran Essenes or the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Much of this was covered in The Mystery of the Copper Scroll of Qumran, and there are many other sources of information on the subject. Suffice it to say that the Qumran Essenes, a mysterious Jewish sect that suddenly vanished from its habitat by the Dead Sea in Judaea around 68 C.E., was a unique community in Jewish history, and in many ways practiced a form of Judaism very different from that being pursued elsewhere in the Second Temple period.

Qumran has long been a place of controversy and intense discussion—at international conferences, seminars, and in learned publications. No one is certain of the origins of the strange, reclusive sect that wrote and possessed what are now known as the Dead Sea Scrolls. Nor is there agreement as to the degree of influence the sect had on early Christianity, or its relationship to John the Baptist and Jesus.

Such is the intensity of feelings about who exactly these Essenes were that it is not uncommon to see professors shouting across conference rooms at each other as they defend their respective pet theories. Numerous respected scholars have their own individual ideas about what was going on at Qumran; and while there is consensus on many issues, there are also large areas where there are just no accepted answers. Perhaps part of the reason is that there are basic misunderstandings with regard to the origins of the community. As Magen Broshi, of the Israel Museum, likes to put it: “There are at least ten different theories about the origins and function of Qumran. By definition, nine of them are wrong.”

As our story unfolds, it will become increasingly evident that the activities of the Essenes are central to the plot, and of profound significance to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, as well as many other religions.

The first part of this book surveys the historical setting and the characters involved in shaping the events that occurred in those distant Second Temple times some two thousand years ago, a period that spanned the activities of the Essenes at Qumran and the life of Jesus. As a corollary, clarification along the way of how close the Qumran-Essene community was to the thinking and practices of Pharaoh Akhenaten is of critical importance in assessing both the revelations of Jozef Milik and the other astounding findings that are forthcoming in the second part of the book.
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ADAPTED FROM ROBERT FEATHER, THE: MYSTERY OF THE COPPER SCROLL OF QUMRAN
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Conversations with Monsieur Jozef Milik

Green-painted graffiti match the darker drab color of the massive double doors bordered in faded gray stone. A red circle with angled line forbids vehicle parking—Prière de ne pas stationner devant cette porte—adding to the inhibition I feel as I key in the entry numbers Monsieur Milik has given me. The door lock clicks, allowing the heavy guardian of the gloomy high-ceilinged interior hallway to be pushed open and then crunch closed behind me, shutting out the droning vehicles and tired Quartier outside. My eyes take several minutes to become accustomed to the now dim light. I walk through into an open yard littered with debris, an old motorcycle, a broken bedframe . . . huge buildings on three sides, entrances everywhere. I am lost.

Back by the front entrance my eyes are by now adjusted enough to the gloom to see a listing of dozens and dozens of names. Among them I find “J. MILIK—Bâtiment 6 Rue3G.” Someone enters through the front door. “Excusez-moi, madame, où est six rue Trois?” I inquire. I am directed to a set of dusty glass-paneled doors and gain entry using the same digital code. Climbing the steep stone steps loaded down with brandy bottle, cameras, and recording equipment is no easy task. Little wonder Monsieur Milik rarely leaves the confines of this heavy-jowled building. Each feline-odored landing reveals a group of four green-painted, peeling doors, sometimes a nameplate, sometimes nothing; door frames are often barred by several locks and signs of re-sited fasteners. The third floor is little different, with no indication of which door belongs to Monsieur Milik. I ring all the bells and knock. Nothing. I go up a flight, repeat the exercise, and continue to the musty-smelling fifth floor, where I find winding, narrow, decaying corridors with small, heavily fortified doors. Part of it has been condemned for human habitation.

I go back down to the third floor, determined to try every door again. Looking more closely at a faded nameplate, I can just make out the words “Milik et Zaluska.” I ring and knock more determinedly. There is a shuffling moment before a dark-featured, serious-faced woman, youthful shoulder-length nut-brown hair belying her obvious older years, materializes in the doorway. I hand her a bunch of dark red roses. She perks up and smiles, thanking me. “Ils sont beaux,” she murmurs.

Madame Milik ushers me into a long, narrow, untidy, bookshelved hallway and through a room to the left, stacked high with more books, files, papers everywhere. A small black laptop computer sits openly incongruous on a large table. She urges me on into another open-accessed room, where a small brown wooden table and one chair are set by the window. A chaise longue covered in faded, nondescript material sits by the inner wall, a bed on the other side. Bookshelves line every other available centimeter of wall space, reaching back into a darkened cavernous area opposite the window with yet more books and pamphlets. Madame Milik retreats, muttering: “He will be with you soon.”

My senses start to race as I stand by the little table, still in my bulging outer coat. What will he be like, this doyen of the Dead Sea Scrolls, who controlled and led the original translation team working on the earliest fragments of material found at Qumran in 1947? He is the most dedicated and revered exponent of ancient Middle Eastern texts; many people didn’t even realize he was still alive.

Minutes pass as I wait for the man Hershel Shanks, editor of the U.S. journal Biblical Archaeology Review, describes as “intensely shy . . . dour, melancholy . . . the most talented of the scholars,” and I recall what John Strugnell, editor in chief of the Dead Sea Scrolls research team until 1990, said of him: “Milik has more intelligence for these materials in one of his hands than any of that group.”1 According to Professor George Brooke, of Manchester University, Jozef Milik has been a relative recluse for many years and does not even reply to letters.

Scuffing footsteps draw nearer, then . . .magically, he’s there in front of me: pale, chiseled head, sharp-featured face, wrinkled but with no scars or blemishes, short thinning white hair, stooping frame perhaps five-feet-five or -six, baggy blue trousers, faded blue woolen sweater worn at the elbows. We shake cold hands, and he sits carefully on the wooden chair. I hand him the bottle of brandy, still in its thin white plastic bag. He acknowledges it with a brief “Merci,” placing it on the table, where it remains unexamined all through our conversation. It is not important, a mere detail. Why I am there is what matters. That is what he wants to know.

I start telling him why I have called, dropping a few familiar names to reassure him I live in his world. He is still very tentative about who I am, what I am. My visiting card draws some questions, and I respond that the initials after my name indicate I am “un ingénieur . . . un metallurgiste.” He has not seen many of those recently! He beams interest and peers closely with his better eye at the card, holding it up to catch the window’s late-afternoon light. His left eye oscillates between being excessively wide open and almost shut.

I ask if I may take off my coat and put it on the chaise longue. He motions me to do so, and I resume my position standing by the table. To rest my sore feet and to get on a more equal eye level, I kneel by the table, and our conversation continues about why I am in France and about my proposed book. Am I to kneel and pray to this lapsed Catholic priest all through our meeting?

Suddenly his rasping, thin voice, in a blend of Polish, French, and English accents, expresses the realization that I have nothing to sit on. He apologizes and shuffles quite quickly out of the room, returning with a small wooden chair. He is not as incapacitated as I had been led to believe. In the end we talk for nearly one and a half hours. Bit by bit I feel my way into his mind and confidence, eliciting childlike bursts of giggling and serious moods of reflection. (See page 16 of the color insert.)

It was not until my third visit, in October 1999, when I returned to present him with a copy of my book on one of the Dead Sea Scrolls, that Jozef Milik started to talk more freely about his early life and work, volunteered his date of birth as March 24, 1922, and told me why he had left the Catholic Church. Ostensibly it was to marry his rather delightful wife, Yolanta, née Zaluska, but there were other reasons, reasons connected with what he had found and interpreted in the scrolls of the Dead Sea.

Two hours into our conversation he quietly and almost casually spoke of a certain event in a burial place near Qumran. It was one of those nerve-tingling moments; my mind reeled with the impact of what he was saying.

Those dramatic words of Jozef Milik started me on a journey of discovery to determine how the circumstances at the time of Jesus might confirm or disprove his revelation. It was a quest that was to take me from the cold dampness of a Parisian autumn day to the remote dryness of Egypt, to the holy places of Jerusalem, to an offshore haven on the Isle of Man, to catacombs in Rome, to Washington and New York, to a Gothic building in Germany, and back to the barren shores of the Dead Sea in Israel. As my journeys and research progressed, it became increasingly clear that something extraordinary, as yet not revealed, may have occurred at Qumran, and that there were others who were party to this knowledge but were not keen for the evidence to become public.

Since publication of my previous book, The Mystery of the Copper Scroll of Qumran, I have come across many further pieces of evidence that confirm a connection between a uniquely monotheistic pharaonic period in Egyptian history and the Essenes of Qumran, who lived a thousand years later and a thousand miles distant. As remarkable as this connection may appear to be, to date the relationship has been criticized but not refuted, and a number of eminent scholars have indicated that it begins to explain some anomalies in their own research. The evidentiary examples that I cite in this book have a considerable bearing on early Judaism and the story of Jesus and his epoch, and as I progressed farther along the “Jozef Milik trail,” many more examples came to light that supported my conjectures regarding this link. These are included within the body of this text as they became relevant.

The main thrust of my current search, however, was the nature of the people who lived at Qumran between, perhaps, 150 B.C.E. and 68 C.E., the secrets they kept, their relationship to the earliest followers of Jesus, and the incredible revelations of Monsieur Milik.

You could jump deep into the book and find out what Jozef Milik had confided on that cold drizzly day in Paris, but you would lose the background and atmosphere of how it fits into the cycle of events that occurred two millennia ago around the time when Jesus was born and the Second Temple still existed in Jerusalem.

To set the scene, we need to look more closely at the nature of the Qumran community and what was going on in their isolated settlements within the historical background that encompassed their lives.
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A Historical Canter through the Intertestamental Years (320 B.C.E. to 132 C.E.)

The early history of Judaea and Palaestina, the names by which the encompassing areas were known in Roman times, is well documented elsewhere, and only the events that relate to our story are highlighted here (see table 1, page 9). We pick up the sequence of events in more detail with the arrival of the Romans in an area previously dominated by Greek and, prior to that, Persian influences, but now under the control of Jewish rulers—the Hasmoneans.

It is 63 B.C.E. A Roman legion under Pompey has swept down from Syria and stormed Jerusalem in Rome’s insatiable drive to dominate most of Europe and the countries surrounding the Mediterranean. Hyrcanus, son of Salome Alexandra Yannai, the last ruler of the Jewish Hasmonean kingdom of Judah, had cooperated with the Romans in their conquest, and for his reward was made high priest and ethnarch (governor) of the new dominion. Emperor Julius Caesar, following the usual pattern of appointing proxy rulers, nominated Antipater, the son of an Idumean family that had converted to Judaism under the Hasmoneans’ rule, as apotropos—head of the state. Antipater’s son Phasael was made governor of Jerusalem, and another son, Herod, was made governor of the Galilee in 47 B.C.E.

Roman rule was not secure, however. The son of Aristobolus ben Yannai (brother of Hyrcanus), known as Mattathias Antigonus, wrested control of Judah from Herod in 40 B.C.E. He was aided by the Parthians (Persians), who were still warring with Rome. Once in power, Antigonus got rid of Hyrcanus, made himself high priest, and drove Herod’s brother Phasael to suicide. The Jewish population rallied to the new ruler as a true descendant of the Hasmoneans, and his victory was commemorated by the striking of a coin bearing a menorah (a seven-branched candelabra kept in the Jerusalem Temple) and the Greek inscription “King Antigonus” and Hebrew words “Hever ha-Yehudim”—Mattathias the High Priest—but his reign was to be short-lived.
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Fig. 2.1 Relational map of the Holy Land in the Second Temple period.

Once ousted, Herod ran screaming to Rome to elicit the help of Mark Antony and Octavian, barely four years after the chill winds of March and cold steel of Brutus had frozen the life of Emperor Julius Caesar. Herod was ratified by the Roman senate as king of Judah and led a mercenary army back to reconquer Jerusalem and execute Antigonus in 37 B.C.E.

Herod the Great, as he was later to become known, turned out to be a cruel but constructive ruler. He eliminated many of his old Hasmonean enemies, imposed stiff taxes, abrogated the rights of traditional Jewish Law courts, and appointed the high priest himself. Not surprisingly, he thoroughly antagonized the largely Jewish population.

Conscious of his debt to Rome, Herod embarked on an ambitious program of construction. He built a series of fortresses, including the garrison city of Sebaste on the old site of Samaria, and the fortress of Herodium, near Bethlehem. In honor of the Roman emperor, Herod also constructed a complete new city at Caesarea, on the northern coast of his realm, comprising battlements, palaces, market forums, an amphitheater, a hippodrome, Roman baths, and an artificial harbor. New roads and aqueducts were laid down to serve the new establishments.

Herod’s most ambitious enterprise, however, was the renovation of the Second Temple in Jerusalem (built in 538–515 B.C.E.), in which he initially followed the strict religious codes, only to mar his monumental work by erecting a huge golden eagle of Rome on the top. The Pharisees, a devout Jewish sect, were incensed and removed the idolatrous symbol. Shortly before his death, Herod took revenge by having many of them killed. After Herod’s death in 4 B.C.E., Emperor Augustus Caesar (who changed his name from Octavian) ratified the division of Israel under the control of Herod’s children—Archelaus, Antipas, and Philip.

Archelaus commenced his rule over the province of Judah in 4 B.C.E.—a significant date in Christian history—and proved to be even more cruel than his father. Tired of the complaints he was receiving, Emperor Augustus replaced Archelaus in 6 B.C.E. with the rule of prefects drawn from the elite Roman cavalry and subject to the Roman legate in Syria. The harshest of these prefects, who ruled from 26 to 36 C.E., was a certain Pontius Pilate, a man we will meet again later in the story of Jesus.

Nor was Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee, the gentlest of creatures. He continued his father’s practice of enforcing Hellenization on his subjects and renovated the cities of Tiberias and Sepphoris (the latter several miles north of Nazareth). While the previous Greek rule had prevailed, attractive cultural, religious, and philosophical elements of that civilization had pervaded the entire Middle East. With the arrival of the Romans, it continued to hold sway in many aspects of day-to-day life.

It is against this stormy background of political and social turmoil that, in 5 or 6 B.C.E., Jesus was born.1

Simultaneous with the period of the birth of Jesus, the leader of a group of Zealots named Judas of Galilee led some two thousand men against the city of Sepphoris in the north and seized Herod Antipas’s palace. Antipas, with the aid of the Roman governor of Syria, Varus, responded by razing the city and crucifying all the Zealots.2 Antipas rebuilt the city, and it was perhaps this bitter experience that convinced the predominantly Jewish aristocratic population of Galilee, with its minority of Gentile Greeks, to remain relatively neutral in the Jewish revsolts that were to follow in 66 C.E. and thus survive a repeat of the lesson.

The atmosphere in which Jesus was brought up was therefore one of group rivalries, conspiracy, and an indigenous fear of the ruling classes. Although according to the Christian Scriptures his father was apparently a craftsman carpenter, Jesus early in his life showed an interest in religion and the Torah (Hebrew Scriptures).

Besides the Zealots—those prepared to fight the Romans—there were several other competing Jewish factions. Most prominent were the Pharisees, or Sages, who emphasized the need to return to the Torah instead of indulging in political agitation. The Sadducees—who represented the wealthier classes and supported the temple high priest and his fellow priests—cooperated even more closely with the Romans for the sake of an easier life. Yet another religious group, the Samaritans—descendants of the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh–followed their own version of Judaism. There were also minority religious sects, such as the Essenes, a brotherhood of reclusives. All five of these groupings were to cast their influence over the life of Jesus.

TABLE 1

Events in Judaea and vicinity 320 BCE–132 CE and the Roman rulers
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Having looked briefly at the pertinent historical developments in the Middle East, we can now move on to examine the views of writers and scholars on the role of the Qumran Essenes and other religious groupings, and their effects on the early Jesus movement.
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Scribblers, Squabblers, and Scholars

The conventional understanding of the emergence of Christianity is that it grew out of mainstream Judaism, Jesus and all his followers having been born Jews and practiced Judaism during their lives. Increasingly, that view is being challenged by studies of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 75 percent of whose material had not been accessible to the general public right up until 1991. Moreover, 5 percent of the textual fragments found at Qumran have yet to be published. As more material has become available, a reassessment of views and theories is ongoing.

Many of the rash of new theories propagated about the Qumran-Essenes and early Christianity over the past fifty years have sought evidence from these emerging texts and from other relatively recently discovered ancient texts. These include the Genizah collection of largely Jewish documents dating back to 900 C.E., found in an ancient Cairo synagogue; the Nag Hammadi Christian-oriented codices, found in northern Egypt; the Rylands Fragment, also found in Egypt, containing the oldest known extract of the Christian Scriptures; and the Dead Sea Scrolls, found at Qumran between 1947 and 1956.

The tidal wave of scholarly and more contentious comment that followed publication of these four sets of documents has been of tsunamic proportions. Much of the commentary has concentrated on Christian issues, and although a relationship to Jesus was obvious in the Nag Hammadi and Rylands material, it was not so obvious in the other two voluminous sets of documents. Initially, some connections to Jesus in the Dead Sea Scrolls were claimed by a few scholars, but then in the period from the 1960s to 1980s, the tendency was to shy away from too close an association.

However, from 1991 onward, as most of the remaining Dead Sea Scrolls material was released, the scholarly tide turned back toward the initial contentions. We will look at these serious scholarly efforts more closely later on, but it is best to first dispose of the more unsustainable theories—some of which nevertheless may contain elements of truth, but generally cloud an understanding of the early Jesus movement.

The Lemming Theories

Before the exposure in 1991 of most of the outstanding scroll material, I, like most of the uninitiated, had tacitly understood that there was little relationship between the Christian Messiah Jesus and the messianic figures with whom the Qumran Essenes were obsessed. Conventional scholarship, largely dominated in the earlier years by Catholic commentators, insisted that there was little connection between these commentators’ own conception of Jesus and the ideas of the Qumran Essenes. Later on, however, some of those Catholic commentators altered their views, largely, I believe, as a result of an enlightened study of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

These views were sometimes obscured by an external layer of fanciful literature that attempted to distance the Jesus of the first century C.E. even farther from his roots by portraying him as a myth whose story was based on legend, or even hallucination.

Much of the early comment on the Genizah, Dead Sea, and Nag Hammadi scrolls sought a great deal more in the texts than was present; we can follow some of these more plausible (although some would say laughable) attempts in chronological order. For convenience, these theories can be lumped together and labeled “lemming” theories, for reasons that will become apparent as we proceed.

No sooner had a translation of the Genizah Cairo-Damascus documents been published in 1910 than the New York Times jumped on the bandwagon with a sensational headline in its Christmas Day edition claiming that the texts described Jesus and the apostle Paul. These Damascus documents, found in Cairo, Egypt, among the Genizah texts, turned out to be a copy of a much earlier work, also found among the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran.

The next notable sensational claim came from a respected Sorbonne University professor, André Dupont-Sommer, who wrote in 1950 that he saw Jesus in the “pierced messiah” mentioned in one of the Dead Sea Scrolls: “The Galilean Master . . . appears in many respects as an astonishing reincarnation of the Teacher of Righteousness.”1

When we come to discuss who this Teacher of Righteousness really was, it becomes apparent that Dupont-Sommer was quite wrong in his assumptions about the Teacher as “the exact prototype of Jesus.” As an outsider from the predominantly Catholic translation team (he had once been an abbé), Dupont-Sommer was immediately criticized by his peers for jumping to preposterous conclusions. Nevertheless, Edmund Wilson, a respected American literary journalist and columnist for The New Yorker, picked up the theme and subsequently published a book entitled The Scrolls from the Dead Sea, in which he claimed that Qumran, “with its ovens and its inkwells, its mill and its cesspool, its constellation of sacred fonts and the unadorned graves of its dead, is perhaps, more than Bethlehem or Nazareth, the cradle of Christianity.”2

A year later John Marco Allegro, the only Methodist among the predominantly Catholic original Dead Sea Scrolls translation team in Jerusalem, broke ranks and claimed that one of the Dead Sea Scrolls included mention of messianic crucifixion and resurrection.3

He was undoubtedly a brilliant scholar, but his claims became more extreme with the publication of his book The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross in 1970, which claimed that Christianity was born out of Jesus’s followers imbibing hallucinatory drugs.4 In 1979 he went even farther down this hypothetical trail, claiming that Jesus was no more than a fanciful legend developed by the Essenes to extemporize on their own Teacher of Righteousness. Allegro conceived of this Teacher figure as an Exodus-period Joshua/Jesus incarnate who was killed by the Israelite Wicked Priest, Alexander Jannaeus, around 88 B.C.E.5

Still, John Marco Allegro figures dramatically in the story of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and his more substantial testimony and the rationale for it will be considered later on.

Within this frenzied arena of scroll commentary there has also developed a subculture of pseudohistorians who continue to feed and substantiate their increasingly outrageous claims by cross-referencing each other. There has also, however, been a relatively recent spate of highly speculative material from serious scholars.

In the mid-1980s Robert Eisenman, a professor of Middle Eastern religions at California State University, published a number of works attempting to relate the Qumran Essenes to characters in the Christian Scriptures.6 One of Eisenman’s ongoing themes has been the idea that James the Just, the brother of Jesus, was the leader of the Qumran-Essene community. When more of the Cave 4 Dead Sea Scrolls material became available in 1991, Eisenman, together with Michael Wise, associate professor of Aramaic at the University of Chicago, continued the theme in their book The Dead Sea Scrolls Uncovered. In this work, they also discuss what they believe is a reference in the Dead Sea War Scroll to a suffering, wounded, and ultimately slain messianic figure.7

Two journalist protégés of Robert Eisenman, Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh, expanded on Eisenman’s theories in their book The Dead Sea Scrolls Deception, published in 1991.8 In addition, they accused Catholic authorities and the Vatican of a cover-up conspiracy designed to distance the teachings and beliefs of the Qumran Essenes from early Christianity. Holy Blood, Holy Grail, by Baigent, Leigh, and Henry Lincoln,9 was published in 1982, but the authors had already climbed on the bandwagon with their claim that Jesus did not die on the cross but instead lived on to marry and have children.

Nineteen ninety-two saw the publication of a book by Barbara Thiering, of the University of Sydney, Jesus the Man: A New Interpretation from the Dead Sea Scrolls. One could almost replace “New Interpretation” with “Rewriting,” as Thiering attempts to push the composition of some of the pertinent scrolls forward into the first century C.E. to justify a claim that the person she saw as the leader of the Qumran Essenes was harassed by Jesus—in his role as the Wicked Priest.10

Thiering’s more recent work, The Book That Jesus Wrote: John’s Gospel,11 contends that Jesus was a member of the Essenes, married Mary Magdalene, and did not die on the cross, but rather lived to old age in Rome or Gaul (France). She claims, contrary to accepted scholarship, that Josephus wrote about Jesus, and she dismisses virtually all research on the Gospels as faulty. Another recent author, Laurence Gardner, who claims the title of Chevalier Labhran de Saint Germain, takes up Thiering’s thesis in his Bloodline of the Holy Grail,12 tracing the descendants of a surviving Jesus to the Royal House of Stewart in Scotland through the French Merovingian kings and the Celtic kings of Britain.

The list could go on and on, the theories becoming increasingly more fantastic and unsustainable. However, all these leaps in the dark—these attempts to see a contemporary Jesus in the Dead Sea Scrolls texts—collapse given the irrefutable conclusions of carbon dating and paleography, which prove that the pertinent version of the Damascus documents and the relevant Dead Sea Scrolls originated well before the existence of Jesus, John the Baptist, and the apostle Paul. While the Dead Sea Scrolls mention a number of historically verifiable figures of the first century B.C.E., there are none from the first century C.E.

Overcooking the Books

Although I’ve just been rather scathing about these peripheral theories, they should not all be dismissed out of hand. Some of these questionable oeuvres are written by people with undoubted scholarship, and there are occasional nuggets of truth that do add to the store of knowledge. Nor should so-called scholarly works be immune from criticism. In many instances reputable scholars have been proved completely wrong in their theories. I cite three examples. Right up to his death in 1976, the eminent American scholar Solomon Zeitlin, of Dropsie College, Philadelphia, an avid contributor to the Jewish Quarterly Review and author of numerous books, including Who Crucified Jesus?13 maintained that the Dead Sea Scrolls were a forgery.

In his view, the Zadokite documents were written by the Kairites in the eighth century C.E. John Allegro, one of the original Dead Sea Scrolls research team, contrived an elaborate translation of a scroll fragment that he named 4Q Therapeia. He read into it an account of medical rounds undertaken by a certain Caiaphas. His translation was quoted by another eminent scholar, James H. Charlesworth,14 in Charlesworth’s own translation of same, but was subsequently shown to be nothing more than a scribal practice exercise of jumbled letters.15

In another example, Professor Torleif Elgvin, of Lutheran Theological Seminary, Oslo, described how, when working on a section of Dead Sea Scrolls material from which the last words in a half-dozen or more lines of texts were missing, he interpolated and then published what he thought the words might be. Sometime later a colleague came to him with a scrap of text that exactly fit the missing section. Professor Elgvin generously confessed that in every instance he had put in the wrong words.16

Other authors, such as Professor G. Wells of Birkbeck College, London, in The Historical Evidence for Jesus;17 Albert Schweitzer, the German theologian and medical missionary who wrote The Quest for the Historical Jesus;18 Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy, in The Jesus Mysteries;19 Ahmed Osman in his Jesus in the House of the Pharaohs and Christianity: An Ancient Egyptian Religion;20 Earl Doherty, The Jesus Puzzle;21 and Alvar Ellegard, Jesus: One Hundred Years Before Christ,22 search anywhere but the contemporary sources to try to demonstrate that Jesus did not exist. For them the Jesus story was based entirely on myths or earlier historical/biblical characters.

More reprehensible is the form of denigration of Jesus and his family that is presented as being probable reality and yet is based on mere speculation. The idea that Jesus’s mother was raped by a Roman soldier, as suggested in a BBC TV documentary, The Virgin Mary, has no foundation in factual evidence and is a rehash of deliberately distorted polemic created by those who opposed the validity of early Christian teachings.23

Strangely enough, a recent novel by the young French author Eliette Abécassis, The Qumran Mystery,24 which makes little attempt to pretend it is anything other than a book of fiction, presents some prophetic realities not unrelated to my allegedly more factual work in the present book. Real personalities, although disguised in name, are relatively easy to identify, and the thrust of The Qumran Mystery follows some eerily familiar paths in what may well be reality.

Conventional Scholarship

When we turn to mainstream views on Jesus, most scholars, many of whom have studied the biblical and nonbiblical evidence for Jesus far more intensely than I and who do not have a Christian bias, conclude that Jesus did exist as a revered person sometime during the first third of the first century C.E.

It would not be surprising to find modern Christian authors expressing certainty about the existence of Jesus, but a number of relatively modern Jewish writers have endorsed the view.25 Those writing commentaries on the Christian Scriptures have included Claude Goldsmid Montefiore, a pioneer of Reform Judaism in England (“What a Jew Thinks About Jesus,” The Hibbert Journal, 1934–35); Joseph Klausner, an Israeli scholar (Jesus of Nazareth); and Samuel Sandmel, professor of Bible and Hellenistic literature, Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion in the United States.

So where does conventional scholarship stand on the possibility of a connection between Jesus and other characters from the Christian Scriptures and the Qumran-Essene community? Surprisingly, a number of eminent observers of early Christian history, such as Dr. Matthew Black,26 Dr. Hugh Schonfield,27 and Hyam Maccoby28—visiting professor at Leeds University until his death in May 2004—make little more than passing reference to the “Qumran Essene effect.” Their views can be summarized as follows: “The oldest roots of the Christian movement in ‘Galilee’ is to be sought in a group of dedicated Nazirites, sectarians who continued the ancient Israelite institution of the lifelong Nazirite.”29

Even a modernist writer like John Crossan, professor of biblical studies at DePaul University, Chicago, has a virtual blind spot when it comes to considering how the Qumran Essenes might have influenced Jesus or the Christian Scriptures. When he does mention the Dead Sea Scrolls, his facts are questionable.30

In all these works, the associations of Jesus and John the Baptist with Qumran are highly contentious, accepted by many scholars but disputed by others, as the following paragraphs point out.

The present state of opinion from authoritative scholars such as Magen Broshi (former curator, Shrine of the Book, Israel Museum), Geza Vermes (professor emeritus, Oxford University), and Professor George Brooke (Manchester University) is weighted in favor of John the Baptist having been a member of the Qumran-Essene community at some period in his life. The tendency, however, is to resist drawing a similar association for Jesus. This resistance, as one would expect, is far stronger from Christian, particularly Catholic, commentators, such as Father Émile Puech (director of research, CNRS, Paris), Professor Carsten Peter Thiede (minister, Church of England), Father Jerome Murphy-O’Connor (École Biblique, East Jerusalem), and Professor J. Van der Ploeg (University of Nijmegen, Holland).

Nevertheless, according to Douglas Lockhart, a Scottish immigrant scholar now in Australia, the Catholic Church admitted on camera in a recent documentary that the early church must have been influenced by the Essenes.31 In fact, some earlier scholars, such as Dr. Joseph Klausner32 in 1925 and Heinrich Graetz33 in the nineteenth century, were firmly convinced long before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls that John the Baptist was at one time an Essene.

The opinion of these latter scholars is largely based on analysis of the Christian Scriptures and the descriptions of John the Baptist given by Flavius Josephus, a contemporary Roman/Jewish historian (37-c. 100 C.E.). The most relevant quotation from the Christian Scriptures indicating John the Baptist’s membership in the Qumran-Essene community comes from Luke 1:80:

And the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till the day of his showing to Israel.

The Gospel of Luke endorses the probability that John the Baptist attained intellectual and religious maturity elsewhere than at his home when it refers to him spending his early life in the desert. For example, when Luke describes the Baptist as “living in the wilderness and eating a diet of locusts and wild honey,” it is understood by most scholars to be a reference to the Qumran Essenes, as anyone banished from membership would have previously taken a vow to eat only prepared food that had been blessed by the leader of the community. Once evicted, they would be forced to eat only wild food.34 John the Baptist’s baptizing ritual was very reminiscent of the ritual immersion practiced by the Essenes; and, as we shall see later, many of Luke’s sayings in the Christian Scriptures can be related to sectarian texts in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

In the words of an earlier commentator, Israeli professor Yigael Yadin, “The influence of the sect’s teachings is recognizable in the views, practices, ideology and even the very phraseology of the founders of Christianity.”35 Professor Yadin had little doubt that John the Baptist was a member of the community for a period of his life. Other experts of the Christian Scriptures, like the German Otto Betz and the Frenchman Jean Steinmann, believed that John the Baptist grew up as an Essene, almost certainly in the wilderness at Qumran.36

The consensus tendency is, however, to resist the conclusion that John the Baptist was a long-term member of the community, or that Jesus had ever been a member. John the Baptist’s rebellious character does not seem to be consistent with his remaining very long within the quiescent structure of the Qumran community. This resistance among Christian theologians and historians has almost certainly been motivated by a desire to retain the uniqueness of the Christian message and avoid the implication that another sect might have been the source of many of its beliefs and practices.

However, even staunch Catholic traditionalists, like Father Jerome Murphy-O’Connor (École Biblique, East Jerusalem), were forced to admit as early as 1960, long before much more persuasive information had become available from the Dead Sea Scrolls, that Paul, the architect of Christianity, was definitely in contact with someone who knew Essene teaching thoroughly, and that Timothy, one of Jesus’s close followers, belonged to the same circle as John the Baptist.37

The more the emerging information is examined and the existing material reevaluated, the more apparent it becomes that the hotbed of spiritual industry bubbling away at Khirbet Qumran on the northwestern edge of the Dead Sea was a cauldron from which were cast many of the templates of early Christian ideas—a background that early Christian writers were readily able to adapt to the experiences of Jesus.

To assess what the relationship of John the Baptist and Jesus might have been to Qumran, it is necessary to understand a bit more about this strange, quirky, secretive, male-dominated, nonconformist community, and why the predominantly Christian researchers involved in early Dead Sea Scrolls studies tended to shy away from linking Jesus and John the Baptist to Qumran.
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Perceived Dangers for the Church

Although all religions tend to distance themselves from their antecedents to highlight their apparent uniqueness, before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls it was generally accepted that Christianity grew out of mainstream Judaism—that is, the kind of Judaism that was being followed by the majority of Jews living under Roman occupation in Judaea and Galilee at the turn of the zero millennium. The main strands of Judaism were espoused by the Sadducees, a group attached to the Second Temple at Jerusalem that adhered closely to the letter of the Law of the Hebrew Scriptures; and by the Pharisees, a group receptive to a more humane, practical form of Judaism. It was from this pharisaic strand that Christianity was traditionally considered to have sprung.

After the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the late 1940s and early 1950s, it soon became apparent that the type of Judaism that had been practiced by the authors/possessors of the scrolls—a minority Essene group that numbered perhaps less than four thousand, or 2 percent of the Jewish population—was far more similar to early Christian practices and beliefs than that of any previous group. The worry for modern Christian authorities was not so much that they had gotten their suppositions wrong regarding which strand of Judaism had given birth to Christianity but that it was becoming increasingly difficult to distance Christianity from this previously little-known new slant on Judaism (Essenism).

If there was, and still is, a motivation behind the alleged conspiracy by church authorities to delay or even suppress or distort the messages emerging from the Dead Sea Scrolls, it is related to the scrolls’ uncomfortably close parallels to the teachings of Jesus.

In 1953 a team of scholars was brought together by the École Biblique (a Catholic institution that had been established in 1890) to try and deal with, and translate, the huge volume of Dead Sea Scrolls material emerging from the caves near Qumran. The original group of scholars, led by Father Roland de Vaux, then current director of the École Biblique, was composed of:

Father Dominique Barthelemy, École Biblique

Father Jozef Milik, École Biblique

John Allegro, Oxford University

John Strugnell, Oxford University1

Patrick Skehan, Johns Hopkins University, United States

Frank Moore Cross, Baltimore University, United States

Claus-Hunno Hunzinger, Germany

Jean Starcky, France

Representing the cream of their generation of biblical scholars, the team comprised six Catholics, two Protestants, and one member often wrongly referred to as an atheist. Much of the early writings of the École Biblique caucus was, in hindsight, clearly designed to deflect any idea that Christianity came out of Essenism, while reluctantly accepting some close parallels.2

I don’t want to dwell for long on the history of delays and prevarications that have dogged the release of Dead Sea Scrolls texts—what Professor Geza Vermes, in 1977, called “the academic scandal . . . of the twentieth century.” These have been well charted by writers in America such as Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh,3 Robert Eisenman,4 Professor Norman Golb,5 and Hershel Shanks,6 the latter three of whom perhaps had an extra chip on their shoulders because they had been kept out of the inner circle.

Suffice it to say that all the key members of the original translation team (the “Jerusalem team”), including Roland de Vaux, Jozef Milik, and Dominique Barthelemy and their successors—who have dominated release of the nonbiblical material relating to the Qumran-Essene sect (and much of the biblical material) between 1947 and 1991—were Catholics with predominantly French affiliations. To the credit of the Americans, it has been mainly their persistent hammering at the door that has opened up most of the hidden material and made it, at least in photographic reproductions, available to worldwide scholarship. Nevertheless, some 5 percent of the original Dead Sea Scrolls material still remains officially unpublished.7

Ironically, the earliest attacks on the uniqueness of Christ came from a French professor and from one of the Jerusalem team’s own members, John Marco Allegro, whom we mentioned briefly before but whose actions we will discuss in greater detail here. (See page 16 of the color insert.)

John Allegro

If there is one person who can be said to have caused the greatest angst among the inner circle of staunch defenders of the uniqueness of Christianity, it was John Marco Allegro. When recruited in 1953 by the École Biblique to be part of the international translation team of the Dead Sea Scrolls, he was seconded from Oxford University.

He was generally labeled the atheist on the team. It is dangerous, however, to place a blanket religious label on him—or on anyone, for that matter—as some scholars persist in doing. As his wife, Joan, notes, at one point in his career John Allegro was a probationer Methodist minister, and in this early period of his life he almost certainly still believed in the reality of Jesus Christ.8

Always an independent spirit and outsider to the École Biblique inner clique, he was nevertheless initially well respected and was instrumental in getting the Copper Scroll opened at Manchester College of Technology; after Professor Wright Baker successfully cut open the Copper Scroll portions in 1955–56, John Allegro was the first to translate them into English. But such was the perceived dynamite of their contents that he was refused permission by the Jerusalem team to publish his translation under its auspices. Impatient and frustrated, he finally published it himself, in English, in 1960.9

This episode added strain to what were his already fraught relations with the École Biblique’s East Jerusalem team. As previously stated, Allegro had broken ranks with his colleagues by claiming that one of the Dead Sea Scrolls included mention of the messianic crucifixion of a figure depicted as the Teacher of Righteousness and this figure’s resurrection. Relations between Allegro and his peers took a further nosedive when five of those peers, on March 16, 1956, published a condemnatory letter about him in the London newspaper The Times.

An unprecedented public attack on a scholastic colleague, the letter was related to a series of broadcasts Allegro had done for the BBC in which, they thought, he had implied a close connection between the crucifixion of the Teacher of Righteousness and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Allegro replied in The Times of March 20 (coincidentally the fourth anniversary of the finding of the Copper Scroll), explaining that, while he saw many parallels between the ways in which “the two masters” had met their deaths, he made a clear distinction between the priestly messiah of the Qumran Essenes and the Davidic Messiah of the Gospels. (For the full texts of both these letters, see appendix 1.)

We can only imagine the effect this attack would have on a man whose life and career had been devoted to academic study. To have his scholarship maligned in public by his peers must have been hurtful in the extreme for John Allegro. His position at Manchester University came under severe pressure from his superiors, and he was denied funds to pursue his Dead Sea Scrolls visits to Jerusalem, forcing him to seek financing from private philanthropists.


[image: ]

Fig 4.1 Mrs. Joan Allegro and her son Mark at the 1996 University of Manchester Conference on the Copper Scroll.



Here was a man who for many years had been a painful thorn in the side of the Christian Church, especially the Catholic authorities, and who had stated that he “had enough information to destroy Christianity.” There could also be little doubt that John Allegro at one period in his life had come under extreme pressure from outside forces. A letter from Allegro to someone he still counted as a friend in Jerusalem, Frank Cross, dated ten days before the infamous Times letter, makes it evident that the strain was telling: “I’m as near a nervous breakdown as I have ever been,” he wrote (see appendix 2).

Later, in 1970, Allegro was to write: “The Church and mankind have reached the end of the road. The historical foundation of the Church lies in ruins . . .”10 Lecturing in 1985 in the United States at the University of Michigan, Allegro’s position had solidified to outright antagonism toward the church: “Jesus,” he declared, “had nothing at all to do with the crucified Christos of Paul’s theology. . . . And to judge from the Church’s subsequent history as well as the illegitimacy of its claims to primacy, one cannot help the feeling that the wrong side won.”11 Unsustainable ramblings as these later writings were, they nevertheless needed to be taken seriously, as his earlier work was undoubtedly of scholastic merit.

The threat presented by John Allegro could well have been the motive for the team at the École Biblique to denigrate his published views. In making this statement, it is germane to keep in mind the case that authors Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh make in their book The Dead Sea Scroll Deception: that the École Biblique, as a Catholic institution, was controlled by forces in the Vatican through its Pontifical Biblical Commission. The commission, they maintain, was set up as long ago as 1903 with the express remit of safeguarding the authority of the Scriptures and of promoting their right interpretation. They note that since 1956, every director of the École Biblique has been a member of the commission.

The Shapira Affair

It is ironic that John Allegro expounded upon one of the strangest episodes in the history of the Dead Sea Scrolls,12 which also involved the early demise of its central character, although he may well have been motivated by the parallels in victimization suffered by a certain Moses Wilhelm Shapira. A number of aspects of the affair are germane to this present book, so a brief diversion is worthwhile.

On March 9, 1884, Moses Wilhelm Shapira, a Jew of Russian ancestry originally from Kamenets-Podolsk, who had converted to Anglican Christianity, blew his brains out with a gun in a room of the Hotel Bloemendaal in Rotterdam. He had been driven to suicide by ridicule and condemnation following the discovery of what he claimed was a genuine ancient Hebrew Scriptures document. As the owner of an antique shop in Christians Street, Old Jerusalem, he claimed to have acquired from an Arab fifteen strips of dark-stained parchment measuring, on average, three and a half by seven inches. The written text turned out to contain variant passages13 from Deuteronomy written in a very early form of Hebrew and dating back to the Phoenician ninth-century-B.C.E. period. The lettering was similar to that found on the Moabite Stone, a large black basalt stela unearthed near the Dead Sea in the late nineteenth century C.E.14

Moses Shapira communicated the excitement of his discovery to the scholastic world, but he was met with stony silence and rebuttal. Few believed the texts could have survived for so long, and in any case they were not consistent with Holy Writ; moreover, they were composed of extracts from various parts of the Bible. They were denounced as forgeries by a number of world experts, some of whom had never even examined the strips.l5 After Moses Shapira’s death, the British Museum sent the Deuteronomy texts for auction, and they were acquired by book dealers Bernard Quaritch Ltd. for approximately eighteen dollars.16 Unfortunately, they were later apparently destroyed in a fire.

At present, however, reexamination of the evidence in light of the subsequent discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls has shifted scholarly opinion in the direction of acknowledging that Shapira’s strips, wrapped in linen and smeared with asphalt (as some of the Dead Sea Scrolls had been), may well have been genuine.17 From the Dead Sea Scrolls we now know that the Qumran Essenes sometimes extracted passages from different sections of Pentateuchal works to produce amalgams in a similar manner to that in the Shapira Deuteronomy texts.

The scrolls of the Qumran Essenes also exhibit examples of early Phoenician-style lettering, especially for the name of God. That some of the Qumran Essenes might have fled to the eastern side of the Dead Sea after the destruction of their settlement in 68 C.E. to find refuge in the caves of Wadi Mujib, near Dibon, taking some of their most precious scrolls with them, seems entirely plausible. It was there that Shapira claimed the fragments were discovered.

The areas of interest, from this book’s point of view, revolve around the Shapira texts’ emphasis (much stronger than that found in the Hebrew Scriptures) on the concept of a “loving God” and “loving one’s neighbor.” If the Shapira texts were genuine, and at one time in the possession of the Qumran Essenes, the Christian overtones of these two concepts become much more significant; for both Jesus and Paul, these two concepts were the fundamental pillars of the new belief.

Additionally, if the Shapira Deuteronomy texts were genuine, and were once part of the Dead Sea Scrolls library, as now appears to be the case, it pulls the antique connections of the Qumran Essenes back well into the ninth century B.C.E., at least in terms of their knowledge of this ancient orthographic script and certainly in terms of their allegiance to this much earlier period.

Why the particular scribe who wrote the text should choose to use such an ancient font is a curiosity, unless of course the text itself was actually composed as early as the ninth century B.C.E., in which case the Shapira fragments would have been the oldest biblical text ever discovered. Acomparison of the fragments’ content and paleography to that in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Samaritan scrolls, and non-Qumran-Essene Dead Sea Scrolls leads me to conclude that the Shapira strips were authentic and were written by very early ancestors of the Essenes.
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Was Jesus a Real Person? The Literary and Other Sources

Very few reputable scholars, religious or otherwise, doubt the existence of “a Jesus” who can be identified as the platform on which Christianity was built. When Albert Einstein, one of the world’s most famous Jews, was asked by an interviewer in 1929 whether he believed in the historical Jesus, he replied: “Unquestionably! No one can read the Gospels without feeling the presence of Jesus. His personality pulsates in every word. No myth is filled with such life.”

The problem is that the experts’ views of who Jesus really was vary across the entire spectrum of first-century C.E. activists: from the philosophical Greek cynic of Burton L. Mack, to the Galilean mystic of Marcus J. Borg, to John Dominic Crossan’s monk, to James M. Robinson’s ascetic, to Bart D. Ehrman’s apocalyptic prophet, to the marginal Jew of John P. Meier, to the charismatic Hasid of Geza Vermes. Unhappily, as retired professor Harold Ellens, of the University of Michigan—author of many books on the subject, including Jesus as the Son of Man: The Literary Character—puts it, as the quest for the historical Jesus proceeds, “We know more and more that we know less and less about the person from Nazareth.”1

There are three main literary sources where corroborative information on the life of Jesus can be found:

1.   The Christian Scriptures, the Koran, apocryphal and pseudepigraphic texts.

2.   Contemporary historians and writers of the first century C.E.

3.   Jewish and other religious sources.

Christian Scriptures, Koran, and Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphic Texts

Many contradictions and variations relating to Jesus and John the Baptist are evident in the first four books of the Christian Scriptures. This is not surprising, considering the time lapse between Jesus’s life and the writing of the Gospels, and the additional time lapse and editing that the Gospels have undergone between the original versions and the ones we read in the Christian Scriptures today. We have only to look at versions of a news report produced by modern-day journalists in four different newspapers to see how they can get their facts wrong and come at the same story with different agendas and from differing angles. Inaccurate reporting, however, does not mean that the original events were necessarily a fabrication.

Bearing in mind the supposed delay in the writing down of these Christian Scriptures’ works (Mark c. 70 C.E., Matthew c. 95 C.E., Luke c. 105 C.E., John c. 110 C.E., but parts perhaps pre-second century C.E.); the fact that none of the Gospel authors was an eyewitness to the events surrounding Jesus’s life; and the later interpolations that might have been applied to the Gospels, the resultant versions do agree on the essential elements and message of Jesus’s and John the Baptist’s lives, teachings, and deaths.

A good cross-check on the reliability of the Gospels is to examine whether they report other historical happenings correctly. An analysis of this sort will also give us pertinent and interesting information to help establish the possible dates of Jesus’s life. So how do the historical figures mentioned in the earliest works of the Christian Scriptures relate to the known historical facts of the period? Table 2 sets out some of the detail.

TABLE 2

Historical personalities in relation to John the Baptist and Jesus
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This analysis of historical figures mentioned in the Christian Scriptures gives the following as the most likely dates for John the Baptist and Jesus:
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The Koran

For the Koran (or Quran)—the most important book of Islam—Jesus was a holy prophet and messenger, but not a divine messiah. The traditions embodied in the Koran talk about Jesus, son of Mary, as being part of the proof of Allah’s sovereignty (Sura 2:87, 136, 253). Written long after the time of Jesus, in the seventh century C.E., the work nevertheless has no hesitation in confirming the birth of Jesus (Sura 29), recording him as healer, teacher, and worker of miracles (Sura 3), and accepting the Gospels as essentially true. The brief details of Jesus’s life given in the Koran do not, however, refer to any external evidence that might be used to corroborate his existence.

For Muslims, the last great prophet, Muhammad, is the supreme model for humankind of God’s word, and it is only through him that God can be reached. Jesus is, nevertheless, seen as a great prophet and is revered as Isa ibn Maryam—Jesus the son of Mary (Mary is the only woman mentioned in the Koran). The Koran points to Jesus being born of a virgin, untouched by Satan, and performing miracles of healing and resurrection of the dead. He does not die on the cross, however, but is taken by God directly to heaven.

When the End Days of the world approach, Muslims believe Jesus will descend to defeat Satan and usher in a period of perfection when all faiths will be united. That the Koran, written down soon after Muhammad’s death in 632 C.E., takes up many ideas that originated at Qumran is evident from numerous common ideas not found in Rabbinic Judaism or Christianity.2 This is a factor that will also be considered more fully in relation to the Christian Scriptures.

Light and darkness are a repetitive theme in the Koran and Dead Sea Scrolls. Unlike the Christian Scriptures, however, which also takes up Qumran’s “children of light” motif and might be thought of as the exemplar, only in the Koran is the Qumran source used to equate “light” and absolute predestination. The Koran repeatedly uses the idea of Allah misleading the sinner, which seems to parallel the Dead Sea Scrolls’ Damascus document concept of “those who He hated, he misled,” while the Qumran usage of the term pesher, in the sense of interpretative prognosis, is taken up as tafsir in Islam.

The Qumran Essenes’ habit of deliberately using cryptic letters in Dead Sea Scrolls material to hide secret knowledge available only to the cognoscenti is virtually unknown in biblical literature, but there are a number of examples in the Koran; the cryptic Arabic letters that head several chapters in the Koran, for example, have never been deciphered.3 One even has to wonder whether the designation of the holy scripts of Muhammad as the Qur’an (meaning “recital”) might imply a memory of the name Qumran.

Interestingly, there is currently a hot debate going on in Islam-oriented circles about exactly where and how Muhammad obtained his biblical knowledge. For traditionalists, of course, there is no problem; his knowledge came directly from Allah. Islamic scholars such as Dr. G. R. Hawting and Ibn Warraq,4 however, want to know how, in the pagan environment of Mecca, where some four fifths of the Koran was revealed to Muhammad, the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Scriptures could have been assimilated.5 Various theories are postulated, but the one garnishing considerable support identifies a Jewish-Christian group that might have survived somewhere in Arabia. No one knows the origins of this apparently influential group. Could they possibly be Essenic? We shall return to this possibility later.

We know that when Qumran was destroyed in 68 C.E. by the Romans, not all the inhabitants were killed, and the survivors must have fled in all directions.

A small number ended up with the Zealots at Masada;6 others may well have joined their Therapeutae brethren in northern Egypt or gone to the Jewish settlement at Leontopolis; some may well have gone east across the Dead Sea into Arabia.

There are three main supportive indicators for an Essenic presence in Arabia, which might also help confirm the validity of the Shapira texts, mentioned earlier. One comes from studies of the Koran. The second relates to the Shapira manuscript, and the third is the statement in the Christian Scriptures that Paul, immediately after his miraculous conversion at Damascus, went to Arabia and stayed for three years.7

According to Professor Kamal Salibi, a Lebanese Christian scholar, an early form of Christianity existed in Arabia, allied to a group known as Nasara, which he equates with the Nazarenes.8

Salibi maintains that there was an Israelite presence in the western Arabian province of Hejaz, and that the Christian Scriptures reflect knowledge learned from these sources. The Koran, in Sura 19:30, suggests that Jesus was in possession of a “scripture.”9

The recent consensual movement toward authentication of the Shapira texts, as discussed in chapter 4, and their possible compilation by the Qumran Essenes opens up an intriguing possibility. The Shapira texts were said to have been found near Wadi Mujib, on the eastern side of the Dead Sea, and this location implies that an Essenic presence may have persisted in that area. Indeed, the Jewish sect that settled at Yathrib, modern Medina, is described in Sura 11 of the Koran as being in possession of the Scriptures, of intellectual ascendancy in the occult sciences and medicine, and awaiting the imminent arrival of their savior prophet.10

There could be no closer description of the exclusive talents and aspirations of the Qumran Essenes. It was among members of this strange Jewish group, located almost two hundred miles from Mecca, that Muhammad is said to have gained his earliest followers. Such was their influence on him that the first qiblah (direction faced during prayer) for Muslims was initially toward Jerusalem (subsequently the qiblah became Mecca).

The third indication that there was an Essene settlement in Arabia comes from the Christian Scriptures. After Paul’s conversion in Damascus, which almost certainly occurred as a result of a therapeutic encounter with an Essene, Ananias, Paul goes into Arabia:

Neither went I up to Jerusalem to them which were apostles before me; but I went into Arabia, and returned again unto Damascus. (Gal. 1:17)

However, yet another tradition has Paul journeying to the Eastern Desert of Egypt, to a place where there is still an ancient cave church near the Monastery of St. Paul.11

Apart from the examples of parallels between the Koran and the Dead Sea Scrolls already cited, does Muhammad refer to his own journeys bringing him into contact with the Wadi area near the Dead Sea? The unexpected answer is yes, and in a context that has strong Essenic overtones. Abraham’s nephew Lot is associated with Sodom in the Hebrew Scriptures, a place not geographically identified but located somewhere in the Dead Sea area in the plain of Jordan. Lot finds obsessive mention in the Koran. In fact, if Lot is read in the Koran as a pseudonym for the admirable portion of the Qumran-Essene community who become followers of Jesus, there are many commonalities.12

A famous verse in the Koran to which Patricia Crone, coauthor of Hagarism,13 calls attention provides a much stronger reference to Muhammad’s acquaintance with the Dead Sea environment. It reminds the audience that they pass by the remains of Lot’s people in the Dead Sea region “in the morning and the evening,”14 perhaps also alluding to the Qumran-Essene morning and evening ritual of prayers and the association of Lot in the Old Testament to the salty region of the Dead Sea.

Apocryphal and Pseudoepigraphic Texts

These texts are dealt with in chapter 13.

Other Religions Views

According to approximate numbers of adherents, Christianity has been the dominant world religion for the past 1,500 years and still comes out on top. The order of religions by number of adherents is as follows:



	Christianity 1.5
	billion



	Islam
	1 billion



	Hinduism
	750 million



	Buddhism
	300 million



	Shintoism
	120 million



	Taoism
	60 million



	Confucianism
	50 million



	Judaism
	14 million



	Jainism
	3.5 million



	Humanism
	2 million



	Zoroastrianism
	20,000




Because all the world’s main religions have within them different strands of belief, it is possible to talk only in terms of generalities when describing other religions’ views of Jesus.15

Hindu legend recalls Jesus as a child and his mother, Mary, journeying to India; images of Jesus and the Madonna appear in Hindu culture. Hindus, exemplified by Gandhi, are drawn to Jesus by his compassionate and pacifist image. The idea that Jesus was the son of God, however, conflicts with the Hindu belief in many gods and its conviction that all human beings have the ability to reach God-consciousness through their own spiritual efforts.

Buddhists often see Buddha and Jesus as brothers who both taught that the highest form of human understanding is universal love. The disparities in fundamental beliefs, however, militate against any deeper acceptance of Christ as the son of God, which does not fit happily into Buddhist philosophy. For Buddhists, attainment of the perfect state, comparable to that of Buddha himself, is within reach of every person, whereas in Christianity no one can ever become Christ. The heavy Christian investment in the suffering and tragedy of Jesus’s death on the cross also poses great difficulties for Buddhism, which sees life as a cycle of death and rebirth and Buddha’s death as a serene event.

Contemporary Historians and Writers of the Temple Period

Romans and Greeks

The fact is that, other than the Christian Scriptures (collated up to 150 years after Jesus, and written in Greek outside the Holy Land) and the Koran (written by followers of Muhammad c. 640 C.E.), proof of the existence of Jesus from contemporary historians is thin on the ground. Despite the claims in the Gospels that his ministering attracted an enormous following, there are no records, in Greek or Roman or other contemporary writings on Judaea, that mention Jesus as a messianic leader. Historians such as Philo (20 B.C.E.–40 C.E.) and Pliny (23–79 C.E.), whose lives overlapped that of Jesus, make no mention of him. The one reference to Jesus that is frequently quoted is attributed to Flavius Josephus (37–100 C.E.), a Jewish historian who became a Roman citizen, but even Josephus’s account is now discounted by most scholars as a forgery.

TABLE 3

Nonbiblical references to John the Baptist and Jesus
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The quotation that appears in extant editions of Josephus is as follows: “At about this time lived Jesus. . . . He accomplished astonishing deeds. . . . He won over many Jews. . . . He was [called] Christ. When Pilate, upon the indictment brought by the principal men among us, condemned him to the cross, those who loved him from the very first did not cease to be attached to him, for on the third day he appeared to them restored to life. . . . And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has to this day not disappeared” (Jewish Antiquities 18:62–64, 116–19).

Josephus was in a privileged position to record the immediately previous events in Jerusalem and the Holy Land. His original writings have long since been lost. What exists today are redactions made later in history and referred to by church fathers such as Eusebius from the late third century C.E. onward. Josephus is generally considered to lack authenticity regarding Jesus. This passage in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities that refers to Jesus is thought to be a later addition partly because Josephus makes no mention of Jesus in his copious history The Jewish War, and the style and context of the quotation do not fit with the rest of the text. More definitively, a third-century Christian writer, Origen, who commented extensively on Josephus’s works, makes no mention of Jesus or the relevant passage in his copy of Josephus. It is almost inconceivable that this founding father of the church would have ignored a reference to Jesus in Josephus had there been one.16

A clearer reference by Josephus comes in another section of his Jewish Antiquities when he is recording the death of James, whom he refers to as “the brother of Jesus,” but even here Jesus is not the subject of his attention.

In the Slavonic version of Josephus’s Jewish War, preserved in Russian and Rumanian copies, there are again references to Jesus Christ and the early Christians that do not appear in the Greek version. These are generally considered to be forgeries,17 but there are some curious passages that may well echo an earlier truth. The Slavonic additions assert that Jesus “did not observe the Sabbath in the traditional manner.”18

On the face of it, this seems to be a profound flouting of the Law—the Third Commandment of the Decalogue, to which the Christian Scriptures maintain Jesus always adhered, and which would not have been breached by his followers. This may echo the Gospels’ recording of the Pharisees threatening to have Jesus killed for healing on the Sabbath—an action often cited as demonstrating Jesus’s humanity in contrast to the rigidity of the Pharisees.

Another alternative is that Jesus’s behavior reflects the Qumran-Essene ruling. He kept the Sabbath, but on a different day from the traditional one, just like the Qumran Essenes. They followed a solar calendar, which meant that the Sabbath fell on a Sunday instead of a Saturday. Sunday had a special festive, holy meaning for the Essenes—and it is this day that has become the day of rest for the entire Christian and Western world.19

Another quotation, confirmed in the Slavonic additions to Josephus, refers to Jesus, as a rule, being found opposite the city of Jerusalem on the Mount of Olives. This area was and still is referred to as the Essene Gate of the Old City. The inference from the Slavonic Josephus is clear. Jesus worked and healed close to the community of Essenes who congregated at this particular entry to Jerusalem. We shall reenter the Essene Gate later on.

The only other, very early, suggested reference to Jesus is found in a Syriac letter, inconclusively dated to 73 C.E., written by a Syrian stoic named Mara bar Sarapion, which mentions the killing of a “wise king.”20

Other later, ambiguous references to Jesus as Chrestus (Christ) appear in Roman sources,21 notably a record by Suetonius, a Roman biographer writing around 120 C.E., that the emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome around 50 C.E.: “Since the Jews were constantly causing disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome” (Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars).

Pliny the Younger (61–c. 120 C.E.) is reported to have written to the emperor Trajan (98–117 C.E.) about disturbances by Christians while he was serving in the provinces of Bithnia and Pontus: “It was their habit on a fixed day to assemble before daylight and recite by turns a form of words to Christ as a god; and . . . they bound themselves with an oath, not for any crime, but not to commit theft or robbery or adultery, nor to break their word, and not to deny a deposit when demanded.”22

In the early decades of the second century C.E. we find the pagan Roman historian Tacitus (55–120 C.E.) in his Annals relating how Emperor Nero pushed the blame for a disastrous fire that swept Rome in 64 C.E. onto the Christians: “[They were] punished with the utmost refinements of cruelty, a class of persons hated for their vices, whom the crowd called Christians. Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilate.”23

Somewhat later, around 177 C.E., Aulus Cornelius Celsus, a Roman physician and polemicist against Christianity, writing under the pagan emperor Marcus Aurelius, recorded in his True Doctrine: “First, however, I must deal with the matter of Jesus, the so-called savior, who not long ago taught new doctrines and was thought to be a son of God. . . . And while there are a few moderate, reasonable, and intelligent people who are inclined to interpret [Christianity’s] beliefs allegorically, yet it thrives in its purer form among the ignorant.”

Such was the antagonism toward the early Christian religion that following it was declared a crime throughout the Roman Empire between 110 and 210 C.E. These independent Roman sources, which are all anti-Christian in their thrust and therefore likely to be provoked by a real movement, are generally in agreement that there was such a person known as Jesus or Christ and that he suffered death on the instructions of Pontius Pilate sometime between 26 and 36 C.E.

Jewish Sources for the Reality of Jesus

Oddly enough, it is in Jewish rabbinic literature that the most convincing nonbiblical/Koranic references to Jesus can be found. The irony lies in the fact that the significance of Jesus was exactly what the early Jewish polemicists were apparently trying to minimize. There are a number of references in the Jewish Mishnah (compiled c. 200 C.E.) and its supplements; the Tosephta and alternative versions; the Baraitot; and the Talmud (compiled post–400 C.E.) that are perhaps more concrete than any in other non-Scripture sources. These references, however, are found in later material than the contemporary leading rabbis of the time, Hillel and Shammai (c. 30 B.C.E.–10 C.E.) and Gamaliel the Elder (early first century C.E.),a might have penned.24

In sourcing the references, I initially looked to the monumental work in German of Herman Strack and Paul Billerbeck for some of the rabbinic references.25 The work is very ponderous, however, and I have tended to look more to a succinct and up-to-date edition by the somewhat autocratic Samuel Tobias Lachs, professor of the history of religion at Bryn Mawr College, Wales.26

Jewish tradition regarding a certain Joshua ben Perahyah alludes to the possibility that he was a teacher of a person named Jesus, and that he had a rebellious student perhaps also called Jesus. But Perahyah, who was thought to be head of the Sanhedrin,b was active around 120 B.C.E., which makes him too early by about a century to have been a contemporary of Jesus—unless the dates have been mixed up.27 It is worth noting the apparent references to Jesus in Jewish traditional texts, mentioned above, in more detail, because they might well be the firmest external textual historical references to Jesus that exist.

In the Gospel of Matthew (2:13–15), Jesus’s father, Joseph, is told to flee to Egypt with the newly born child to escape the wrath of Herod the Great. The two relevant rabbinic references to this possible event are as follows:

R. Eliezer [ben Hyrcanus] said to the sages: “Did not Ben Stada [i.e., Jesus] bring spells from Egypt in a cut which was on his flesh?” They said to him: “He was a fool, and they do not bring proof from a fool.” (Talmud, B. Shab, 104b. T. Shab II 15)

When Yannai the king killed our Rabbis, R. Joshua b. Perahyah [and Jesus] fled to Alexandria of Egypt. One day R. Joshua intended to accept him [previously he had excommunicated him] and make a sign to him. Jesus thought that he repelled him. He went and put up a brick and worshipped it. R. Joshua said to him: “Repent!” He replied: “Thus I have received from you, that everyone who sins and causes the multitude to sin is not given the opportunity to repent.” And a teacher said: “Jesus the Nazarene practiced magic, and led astray and deceived Israel.” (Talmud, B. Sanh. 107b, B. Sot. 47a; TJ. Hag. 2.2 [77d]; TJ. Sanh. 6.9 [32c])

The killing of the rabbis by Yannai is probably a reference to the eight hundred pharisaic rebels put to death by crucifixion by the Hasmonean Alexander Jannaeus, high priest from 103 to 76 B.C.E.;28 this would date the Talmudic reference to Jesus associated with Rabbi Joshua b. Perahyah far too early. As Professor Lachs puts it: “This passage has a glaring historical anachronism—Joshua b. Perahyah lived more than two generations before Jesus.”29

Something is obviously wrong if this Talmudic reference has anything to do with the Jesus of the Christian Scriptures, but I believe there may be a very rational explanation for the apparent anachronism. It would not be the first time historical dates have been mixed up or personalities confused or conflated with others—bearing in mind that we are talking about records collated prior to the fourth century C.E. and transmitted to us today through numerous handed-down copies and versions.

In exploring how this rabbinic passage might validate knowledge of the Jesus of the early first century C.E., my attention is drawn to the similarity of Joshua’s parental name, Perahyah, which is itself an Egyptian-sounding name, and the name of Akhenaten’s high priest, Meryra. Could it be that knowledge of this name by the Qumran Essenes has crossed into rabbinic mythology and become associated with Jesus?

Later in the book it will be seen that Pharaoh Akhenaten’s role as an enunciator of monotheism, together with the biblical Jacob and Joseph, when the Hebrews were in Egypt, had a profound effect on the Qumran Essenes. They were keenly aware of his revolutionary religious ideas and in fact counted him as the founder of their strand of Judaism. We will also see that they knew the name of Akhenaten’s high priest, Meryra, and named him a leader in the final eschatological war (in their War Scroll) as Merire or Meriri. A strong case can also be made to demonstrate the infiltration of Qumran-Essene thinking into later rabbinic mythology.

Another incredibly intriguing torchlight comes from a different rabbinic reference to Jesus in the Talmud:

Rabbi Joshua came upon the prophet Elijah as he was standing at the entrance of Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai’s cave. He asked him: “When is the Messiah coming?”

The other replied: “Go and ask him yourself.”

“Where shall I find him?”

“Before the gates of Rome.”

“By what sign shall I know him?”

“He is sitting among poor people covered with wounds. The others unbind all their wounds at once, and then bind them up again. But he unbinds one at a time, and then binds it up again straightway. He tells himself: ‘Perhaps I shall be needed (to appear as the Messiah)—and I must not take time and be late! ’”

So he went and found him and said: “Peace be with you, my master and teacher!”

He answered him: “Peace be with you, son of Levi!”

Then he asked him: “When are you coming, master?”

He answered him: “Today!”

Thereupon he returned to Elijah and said to him: “He has deceived me, he has indeed deceived me! He told me ‘Today I am coming!’ and he has not come.”

But the other said to him: “This is what he told you: ‘Today—if you would Only hear his voice’” [Psalm 95:7]. (Sanhedrin; my emphasis)

It seems likely that this rabbinic passage is referring to the same rabbi Joshua b. Perahya and the same wounded Jesus. The content, and words I have put in italics, creates an entirely new chronological relativity. The mention of the messiah in the context of Rome suggests a date at least well after 63 B.C.E., the earliest date for the conquest of Judaea by the Romans.

The Simeon ben Yochai30 (or Yohai) mentioned in line two implies a mid-second-century-C.E. date. Simeon ben Yochai was a pupil of Rabbi Akiva, who, when pursued by the Roman authorities for his rebellious opinions, sought refuge in a cave in Galilee.

This reference pulls the possible time of Jesus even further forward in history. It is not unreasonable to assume these rabbinic witnesses refer to a Jesus who lived midway between the circa 120 B.C.E. of Rabbi Joshua b. Perahyah and the circa 120 C.E. of Rabbi ben Yochai, the preferred date for Jesus, and certainly well after 63 B.C.E.

There are other polemic references to a Yeshu ben Pentera in later Talmudic sources, which are taken as alluding to Jesus as the illegitimate son of Miriam and a Roman soldier named Pantera (or Pandera or Panthera). These stories were almost certainly generated in reaction to denigration of Jews by Christians in the second and third centuries, but they confirm an awareness in Jewish literature of someone called Jesus. The Roman name Pantera was a relatively common one; for instance, a tomb inscription found at Bingerbruck, Germany, dated to the first century C.E., reads “Tiberius Julius Abdes Panthera.”31

One last rabbinic source, dated to the first century C.E., refers to Rabbi Ismael forbidding his nephew Eliezer to be healed of a snakebite in the name of Jesus.32

The Resurrection: Jewish and Christian Versions

Modern Judaism, like most other religions, is not homogeneous, and it encompasses more than one view of Jesus. The views vary from those of extreme Orthodox Judaism—in which the existence of Jesus is not even acknowledged—to the more progressive modern view, which sees him as a learned, prophetlike figure, but not the messiah or a person endowed with divinity. Most wings of Judaism, however, are still awaiting a messiah, and the characteristics apportioned to Jesus in the Christian Scriptures might well fulfill many of those expectations.

While Christianity’s view on death and the afterlife has not changed substantially since the early centuries after Jesus’s death, the Jewish stance on resurrection and the soul has changed throughout the history of the Hebrews. For Christianity, the human being’s original soul at birth is inherently evil, and salvation after death can be attained only through Jesus. The views of mainstream Judaism can best be considered an evolving progression of understanding, which, even today, is somewhat fluid. The earliest tradition, evident from Genesis 37:35 in the Hebrew Scriptures, sees an inconsolable Jacob grieving for the apparent death of his son Joseph: “No, I will go down mourning for my son in Sheol.” Sheol is the place where dead bodies reside, and there is no concept of a soul that continues on after death.

That death is the end of everything, including any relationship with God, is reiterated in early biblical Psalms, such as 140:10, which shows there is still no indication of a belief in resurrection: “Let burning coals fall upon them: let them be cast into the fire; into deep pits, that they rise not up again.”

As influences from Babylon, Persia, and Egypt percolated into theological thinking, texts written after the return from exile in Babylon reflected an acceptance of resurrection, in contradiction of earlier writings. In the biblical Book of Kings, chapter 28, for example, written down during this period, King Saul consults with the infamous witch of Endor to ascertain how he will fare in a coming battle against the Philistines. She obliges by raising the spirit of Samuel, his previous mentor, from the dead. Now there is a fully developed idea of the soul underlying the resurrected body.

One fundamental change in Jewish beliefs, which the Essenes already seemed to have adopted, related to the afterlife. In Ecclesiastes, written some eighty years before the Maccabean uprising, the Hebrew Scriptures’ position that there is no afterlife is reiterated very clearly (9:5 and 9:6): “For the living know that they shall die: but the dead know not any thing, neither have they any more a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten. Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now perished; neither have they any more a portion for ever in any thing that is done under the sun.”

By the time of the uprising, the Book of Daniel took a very different line, perhaps as encouragement to the esprit de corps of the troops. Now an afterlife was seen as a possible reward for the righteous who die in battle (12:2). This new perspective on life after death was strongly promoted by the Essene movement; by the time of Jesus, the Sadducees of the Temple were the only major sect who clung to the old concept of death as a physical finality.
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Antipas; northeast o Galilee ruled by Herod Php

BCE

emperorand Augustus

Augustus replaced by Emperor
Tiberus (£26ce-37 )

ROMAN RULE

CE

6 Herod Archelaus deposed by Augustus; direct
Roman rule of Judaea by the prefect Copornius;
census leads to Zealot uprising
26 Pontius Pilate appointed prfect of udaea;
Jesus commences ministry
35 John the Baptist beheaded at Machaerus by
Herod Antipas
€36 Jesus crucifed
36 Pontius Pilate and High Priest Caiaphas removed
from office i

Emperor Tiberus dies; Caligula
12241 cx) becomes emperor
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‘GREEK RULE

320 Greek Prolemy ule,after the death of
Alexander the Great

198 Greek Seleucid rule

175 Zadokite High Prest Onias Il deposed and
replaced by his brother Jason

172 High Prest Onias IV flees to Egypt and is
replaced by Hellenist High Priest Menelaus

171 Onias il murdered at instgation of High

Prest Menelaus

Hellenization increases; temple at erusalem

transformed into sanctuary for Olympian god

Teus Judaism proscribed

67
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166 Jewish uprising under Judas Maccabee:

164 Maccabees reestablish Jewish rule,beginning
of Hasmonean rule;rededication of erusalem
Temple

Judas Maccabee killed in battle; his brother
Jonathan becomes rebel leader

152 Jonathan Maccabee appointed high priest
150 Essenes settle at Qumran

3 Simon Maccabee appointed high priest and
ethnarch

142 Jonathan Maccabee executed in prison

135 High Prest Simon Maccabee murdered by his
son-in-law

161
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Scripture
According Herod (Antipas?) tetrarch of Galilee
toLuke (s a)
Philip tetrarch of Trachonitus/Lysanius
(4nce-34e)
‘Annas and Caiaphas (18-37 ce) high
priests* (18 ) (31:20)
Death Not mentioned Plte ruled 26-36 ) (231:25)
According  Birth Not mentioned Not mentioned
toMark  Startof ministry  Not mentioned Not mentioned
Death King Herod Antipas (?){48ce-39 ) Pilte ruled 26-36 )
Herodias Philp (tetrarch?)
6 3ce-34 ) (634-28) -47)
According  Birth Not mentioned Herod the King (ruled 37 sce~4 cs)
to Matthew @)
Startof ministry  Archelausrler of Judaea 4 sce-6 ) Not mentioned
o)
Death Herod (Antipas?) th tetarch' birthday  Pontius iate (ruled 26-36 1) (272)

Herodias's daughter Salome (143-12)
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According ~ Birth Not mentioned Not mentioned
tojohn  Startof ministry  Not mentioned Not mentioned
Death Not mentioned Annas (6-18 )
Calaphas high prest (8-37 )
Pilate (ruled 26-36 )
Caesar
(182-40;193-42)

7) Assumestha Luke was quoting the wrong Caesar when he cites Tiberius or the date of the startofJohn the Baptits
ministry, and that he meant Julius Caesar.

(2 indicates name not given n the Chiistan Scriptures but assumed to be.

*The only year both were high priest although Annas appears to have exercised power ovr his Sonvivlaw Caaphasafter los-
ing his office.

Became Herod' stepdaughter when Herod marred his brother Phlip' wife.
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Herodian ruler of Galle, Prince Agrppa.
replaces Prince Antipas

‘Agrippa | appointed king of Judaea by
Emperor Claudius
King Agrippa | dies; Roman procurator appointed

Paul and Peter executed in Rome
Zealot uprisings commence
‘Quran destroyed by Romans

Second Temple inJerusalem destroyed by
Romans under Titus

Zealot stronghold at Masada captured by Romans

12 Revolt against Romans led by Bar-Kochba

41 Claudivs 10 ce-4 ) becomes
emperor

54 Nero (141 ) becomes emperor

69 Vespasian (9-79 ce) becomes
emperor!

79 Titus (39-81 s) becomes emperor
81 Donitian (51-96 t) becomes emperor

+The conventional dae foJesus’sbirth s the year zero. Another lausibl date, suggested by Hugh Schonfieldis 6 or 7., based
on the works of Josephus and the Gospels of John and Luke.
Trrom 680169 cthere was  period of civlwars inthe Roman Empire,wih thee emperors,al dying n 69 . reiging for bref
periods nsuccession,namely Gl (3-69 ce) Otho (32-69 ce) and Vielus (15-69 .
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185 John Hyrcanus | appointed high priest and
ethnarch

104 Avistobulus | appointed high priest and king

103 Alexander Jannaeus becomes high priest
and king

88 Plotto overthrow Jannaeds by Pharisees inleague
‘with Seleucid King Demetrvs i 800 Pharisees
cruciied

76 - King Alexander Jannaeus dies;his widow, Salome
Alexandra,becomes queer; thlr son, Hyrcands
becomes high prist

67 Hyrcanus I becomes king and high prist; deposed
in same year by hisbrother Aristobulus, who
becomes high priest and King Arstobulus I

70 Pompey elected consul of Rome
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Revolt against Romans led by Bar-Kochba
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