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FOREWORD


In December 2012, the University of the Pacific invited me to speak at a public forum based on this question: Did Jesus have a wife? The panel of experts came to fairly conservative conclusions. The Coptic expert, a scholar of early Christianity, suggested that the recently publicized “Gospel of Jesus’ Wife” might be a modern forgery. The religious ethics professor suggested that religiously minded folks shouldn’t be scandalized by (what should be) an uncontroversial question. After all, no less than the Chalcedonian creed (composed in 451 and accepted as doctrine by Eastern Orthodox, Catholic and many Protestant Christian churches) stated that Jesus was “fully human, like us in all respects, apart from sin.” The expert on ancient Judaism reminded us that the ancients were less scandalized by sex than we are. I spoke on the topic from the perspective of a professional historian.


I talked about marriage practices during Jesus’ time and suggested that Jesus might have been married in his young adulthood. I then offered several reasons why Jesus might not have been the “marrying type.” All in all, I was grateful to have been involved in a thoroughly sane and open exchange. Unlike recent treatments of this topic in film, documentary, and novel, none of the scholars at this forum were conspiracy theorists. There were no theories forwarded about Jesus and Mary Magdalene or their secret descendants. No one used the occasion to promote a scandal of any kind.


Yet in the weeks leading up to this event, the question itself became fodder for several newspaper blogs around the Stockton, California area. In response to some local publicity about the forum, several social media outlets channeled an outburst of hostility. The question Did Jesus have a wife? was immediately threatening before any answers had been given.


One blog commenter accused the university of having a secret agenda to “attack the Christian religion.” This same commenter claimed that “secular organizations never miss an opportunity to ridicule and mock people [who] claim to be Christian.” On a different website, a letter to the editor was published claiming that our forum was “speculating on God’s sex life.” Another commenter simply wrote: “I think it is nonsense.” Again, these reactions were published before the forum took place! It seems that the question itself, let alone any attempts to answer it, is cause for great controversy and hostility.


I was anticipating, given this initial reaction, that the event itself would be a bit hairy. But, to my surprise and relief, all in attendance were civil and hospitable. None of the ivory-tower scholars howled at the moon, and the townspeople left their pitchforks and torches at home. What I learned from this experience is that the topic of “the wife of Jesus” brings a host of expectations with it. This topic has been sold as a scandal for so long that people can’t help but be scandalized by it. But – and this was the most intriguing aspect for me – people tend to be more scandalized by the question itself and less so by the answers. I have found this to be true even when the answers are a bit unexpected and unsettling.


These were the early steps of an unexpected journey. While I have dedicated my life to historical Jesus research (so I am anything but impartial), I really had no idea what I would discover on my quest for the wife of Jesus. I had no predetermined conclusions; I only knew that the topic was worth exploring. Indeed, any topic that enrages and fascinates so many people is important – if for no other reason than to tell us something about ourselves. In addition, the fact that so few professional historians are willing to engage with the topic is intriguing.


At times my conclusions surprised me; at times the Jesus I discovered was troubling. More often than I would have hoped, I had to conclude with better questions rather than definitive answers. Sometimes I was compelled to draw an uncomfortable conclusion. The process of writing this book kept me guessing until the very end. I hope that you enjoy the journey in the reading as much as I did in the writing.


Anthony Le Donne


Sebastopol, California
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Introduction


THE QUEST(ION) OF THE WIFE OF JESUS


It is a Quest and not a Conquest.


– DAGMAR WINTER


Before Jesus rode into Jerusalem, before his clever stories gave way to righteous indignation, before he marched hell-bent toward fate, he was just another overzealous, drawling preacher from up north. At least, this is how he would have seemed to the people of Jerusalem. Indeed, before his crew of castoffs entered the city, few people in Jerusalem knew much about him. Chances are that they’d never heard of him before. But Jesus would soon draw quite a crowd. Jesus preached politics and accused religious luminaries of corruption. There were rumors of faith healings, demons, and revolution … and who were all of these women with him?


Those who wondered who he was and what he stood for wanted to know, “By what authority are you doing these things?” Witty to the last, Jesus replied with a question of his own. He asked about the famous John the Baptist: was John’s authority endorsed by God, or not? In other words, Jesus was asking, “Was John a prophet or a fake?” The leaders of Jerusalem knew better than to disparage the recently executed Baptizer. John, it seems, was the famous one. Long before Jesus was making outlandish claims in the holiest place on Earth, he was just riding the camel-haired coattails of John the Baptist.


So this is how Jesus introduced himself to the leaders of Jerusalem. This is how the biblical Gospels introduce Jesus as well. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John – all begin their stories of Jesus with an endorsement from John. A great many historical Jesus scholars argue that John was Jesus’ mentor. And so I begin this book in the same way. Whatever their relationship, these two prophets had enormous respect for one another.


Jesus and John had a great deal in common. If we look to their portraits in the New Testament, both preached repentance and about the politics of God. Both were rumored to be the messiah of Israel. Luke’s Gospel even claims that they were cousins. In fact, one of the only noticeable differences between Jesus and John concerned carnality.


It seems that John was against creature comforts; he shunned fine clothing, avoided feasts, ate sparingly, and refused wine. Most scholars believe that John chose an “ascetic” lifestyle. Asceticism is the belief that a new and better self can emerge when a person withdraws from normal life. Ascetics often deprived themselves of worldly comforts and pleasures such as fine clothing, food, wine, sex, marriage, family, and so on.


This is where the topic of John the Baptist gets interesting. Did he, as we would expect from an ascetic, choose a life of celibacy? We don’t know if the Baptist was celibate, but he does seem to fit the profile. After all, he had withdrawn from society. He lived in the wilderness and foraged food from bees and bugs.


The vast majority of Jewish men, especially religious leaders, were married. There are very few examples of celibate Jewish men in the first century. The few Jewish men who did choose celibacy in the first century were ascetics. One could say that asceticism and celibacy fit hand-in-glove.1


John’s general lifestyle seems to be that of an ascetic and this, in all likelihood, would have included celibacy. And so this is the stance that many historians have taken: John was probably the rare example of a single, Jewish religious leader.


Jesus, on the other hand, was not an ascetic. New Testament scholar Dale B. Martin lists examples of Jewish asceticism that might have included celibacy in or near the first century. Noticing that these examples tend to show extreme concerns for purity of worship, abstinence from feasts and wine, and/or a general retreat from society, he writes that “we now know of several forms of Jewish asceticism current in Jesus’ day. But Jesus fits none of them.”2


More to this point, Jesus allowed patrons to support his ministry. Luke’s Gospel tells us that wealthy women supported Jesus and that he accepted their hospitality. The end of Mark’s Gospel reveals that several of these women traveled with Jesus. Mary Magdalene and a woman named “Salome” were included among Jesus’ traveling companions. The Gospel of Thomas claims that Jesus accepted Salome’s hospitality, including food and a comfortable place to recline and discuss discipleship while he ate. John the Baptist, by every indication we have, did not accept such comforts. Indeed, John’s retreat from social normalcy was so extreme that he was demonized. Luke’s Gospel includes this saying from Jesus: “For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine; and you say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of man has come eating and drinking; and you say, ‘Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Yet wisdom is justified by all her children.”3


While they had a great deal in common, the one noticeable difference was that Jesus (as compared to John) gained a reputation for hedonism. Jesus accepted patronage, befriended wealthy and generous people, attended their feasts, drank their wine, and – yes – he brought women with him. It is, then, no mystery as to why Jesus gained the reputation of a “glutton and a drunkard.” By almost every indication, Jesus was the mirror opposite to John’s asceticism.


John, we think, chose celibacy for ascetic reasons.


Did Jesus?


THE FORGE OF CULTURE


A large portion of this book will offer arguments for and against a possible wife of Jesus. I will also explore various (ancient and modern) attempts to project sexual ethics onto Jesus. As our most celebrated and despised cultural icon, Jesus is always being remade to suit various social norms. That is what this book is about. The title “Wife of Jesus” suggests two things to me. First, it indicates a quest for an answer to the question “Was Jesus married?” Second, it indicates a cultural construct of the modern Christianized West. In this second sense, this book is about a topic that reveals our simultaneous fascination with and repulsion of the idea that Jesus might have been married.


Historians, when the topic relates to Jesus, tarry on that perilous border between the traditional icon and the ever-emerging iconoclast. Our various Jesuses are employed to lobby for our agendas. This has been most recognizable in recent years as debates over sex, gender, and family have come to center stage in the Christianized West. We who live in the wake of Christendom have leveraged Jesus’ legacy for a variety of causes and reasons.


For better or worse, we will continue to project our sexual norms and aspirations for progress onto the historical Jesus. Jesus will not remain silent on the subjects of sex, gender, and family. He won’t remain silent because the Christianized West will not afford him that right. Jesus lobbies on both sides. The recognition of this dynamic, coupled with our ongoing fascination with Jesus’ marital status, motivated me to write this book.


The wife of Jesus is a topic that ancient Christians explored and the Christianized West continues to explore, often haphazardly. Both ancient and recent controversies about the wife of Jesus reflect cultural obsessions and sexual taboos. So, in many ways, this book is an exploration of the evolving sexual identity of the Christianized West. But it is also about Jesus and the possibility that he was married.


There is perhaps no historical topic so fascinating to the general public that is so seldom addressed by professional historians. Fictions, films, and forgeries continue to raise our collective hope for some indication that Jesus was married. A predictable media swell now finds a pressure valve once every four or five years. All the while voices from the ivory tower tell the general public that they shouldn’t care. But, and this has always been the case, historians don’t have the luxury of autonomy (in fact, luxuries of all kinds seem to elude us). We can, at times, guide conversations, but we are also guided by the spirit of the times we inhabit.


This book, in addition to being prompted by an intriguing topic, is a response to cultural demands. Our questions about a possible wife of Jesus serve as a kind of cultural mirror. As we introduce new portraits of Jesus in popular novels, films, and so on, we also introduce a great deal of ourselves to these portraits.


In Bill Watterson’s insightful (almost prophetic) comic strip “Calvin and Hobbes,” he describes the troubling truth of writing history.4 Calvin, a six-year-old boy with an overactive imagination and a self-awareness beyond his years, discusses historical revisionism with his friend Hobbes. Calvin observes, “History is the fiction that we invent to persuade ourselves that events are knowable and that life has order and direction.” He continues to explain a key concept in postmodern historiography, this being the problem of “reinterpretation” when cultural values change. “We need new versions of history to allow for our current prejudices,” argues Calvin. The punchline of the comic reveals that our favorite six-year-old is writing a revisionist autobiography.


Calvin is undoubtedly correct that “events are always reinterpreted when values change.” But, as the punch line hints, historians must bring integrity to these cultural conversations, or risk absurdity. If our integrity cannot be measured by the foundations of past reality, it must be measured by our moral obligation to the present. To this end, I am reminded of the words of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi:




The burden of building a bridge to his people remains with the historian. I do not know for certain that this will be possible. I am convinced only that first the historian must truly desire it and then try to act accordingly … What historians choose to study and write about is obviously part of the problem. The notion that everything in the past is worth knowing “for its own sake” is a mythology of modern historians, as is the lingering suspicion that conscious responsibility toward the living concerns of the group must result in history that is less scholarly or “scientific.” … Who, then, can be expected to step into the breach, if not the historian?5





The popularity of the topic of the wife of Jesus in our collective imagination demands a response from historians. Moreover, this topic deserves a response that builds a bridge between our collective imagination and historical memory. Yerushalmi knows what all historians ought to know: that we define ourselves by the histories we highlight. I think that there is no better time than now to have a clearer portrait of Jesus’ sexuality.


This book is not another attempt to discover or invent an ancient personality who we can marry to Jesus. It is not a biography; how could it be?


I will put forward what I believe are the best arguments for and against a married Jesus. So, in this regard, I’m writing just another historical Jesus book. But no historical Jesus book is just about an ancient “him” – or, in this case, an ancient “her and him.” At the same time, I am not immune to the intriguing possibility of a particular, historical wife of Jesus.


While this book is indeed about the possibility of a wife of Jesus, it is just as much about us: the Christianized West. Being a member of the Christianized West myself – and fascinated by the question of Jesus’ sexuality – I acknowledge at the start that this topic is as much about “me and us” as it is about “her and him.”


CHALLENGES


The various quests for the historical Jesus have always provided mirrors through which to view our own reflections. We’ve learned a great deal about the Jesus of history in these pursuits, but we’ve also learned a great deal about ourselves. We attempt to deconstruct and reconstruct our cultural icons because we want to know how we got here and why. Is it any wonder that we sexually preoccupied Westerners feel the need to rethink the sexuality of Jesus?


It is the quest for the wife of Jesus that intrigues – for the journey it will provide, not for the destination it might promise. So, as well as addressing the question ‘was Jesus married?’, this book will also attempt to answer the question: what does it say about us that we’re so fascinated and repulsed by this possibility?


In the first century, many of Jesus’ contemporaries were scandalized by the ascetic way of life. Indeed, the choice to avoid bread and wine made some people openly hostile to John the Baptist. John chose a life of asceticism and his contemporaries thought he had a demon. We tend to use more modern insults when we demonize each other, but those first-century debates over carnality versus asceticism have a great deal in common with our debates over tradition versus progress. Both then and now, Jesus is indicted and venerated by the company he keeps.
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ACCORDING TO THE FLESH


“The Word became flesh and lived among us.”


– THE GOSPEL OF JOHN


One reason why the topic of this book is controversial is because it implies that Jesus had a sexual identity. I think that many people view Jesus as a prototype for celibate priests. Many assume that Jesus chose celibacy for the same reason that priests take vows of celibacy. Sex is so commonly associated with naughtiness that it is difficult to think of it in terms of godliness. But, in our heart of hearts, we know that sex isn’t sinful. So why is it so difficult to imagine a fully human Jesus who was married?


Could it be because we’re projecting our own sexual hang-ups onto Jesus? Could it be that when we imagine Jesus with a sexual identity, we can’t help but imagine a Jesus with the same sorts of hang-ups? Imagining a married Jesus feels a bit like we’re defrocking Jesus – as if we’re accusing him of failing to keep his vows.


But what if we think of Jesus not as a prototype for priests, but as an archetype for humanity? Indeed, at least for us Westerners, Jesus is an archetype. In this case, to say that Jesus is an “archetype” means that we use our ideas about him to create images of nobility, purity, and redemption. Put another way, our ideas about Jesus create a standard by which we measure our own nobility, purity, and redemption. Like it or not, this is the place that Jesus occupies in the Christianized West.


This is where things get tricky: if Jesus isn’t sexual, how can we imagine our own sexual identities in noble, pure, and redemptive terms? If Jesus, the standard of nobility, is devoid of sexuality, how can we avoid feeling naughty? Could it be that we’ve created a non-sexual Jesus because of our own insecurities? Conversely, could it be that our continued insecurities have reinforced our image of a non-sexual Jesus?


WE’RE COMPLICATED


We Westerners are preoccupied with sex. Language can be a very important window into a culture. When something is interesting, we say it’s “sexy.” “Sex sells” is one of the mantras of democratic capitalism. One of our favorite storylines is “boy gets girl.” Indeed, some of our most celebrated heroes are sexual conquerors of some sort: Rocky Balboa, James Bond, Robin Hood, Captain Kirk, Romeo, Superman, almost any film with John Wayne – the list could go on and on.


A dialogue from the HBO comedy series Bored to Death illustrates this idea of Western heroism. In the following scene a boyish, thirtysomething, would-be gumshoe is talking with a younger woman at a party:




Her: “But are you a boy or a man?”


Him: “A man … [hesitates] what’s the difference?”


Her: “With a man, it’s like he’s taking you and you like it. With a boy it’s like he’s stealing something from you and you don’t like it.”





There are several levels of absurdity in this exchange, but I’ll only point to one. Here we see that the woman is the conquest. It’s not that she is a partner in the hero’s journey; she is the boon, the object that the boy can claim to make him a hero.


Of course, we can think of exceptions. For example, in the Coen brother’s film The Big Lebowski, the hero is all but disinterested in becoming a sexual conqueror. Consider this portrait from the script:




“And I’m talkin’ about The Dude here … even if he’s a lazy man, and The Dude was certainly that – quite possibly the laziest man in Los Angeles County, which would place him high in the running for the laziest worldwide …”1





But this is the exception that proves the rule; “The Dude” is entertaining because of his utter lack of drive. More often than not, we want our heroes to be conquerors, and this is commonly shown as sexual conquest.


The flip side of this coin is that we Westerners are terrified of sex. Sexuality is on display in almost every kind of media and, ironically, it is a source of shame for us. It is often difficult for us to talk about sex intergenerationally. Sometimes we even have trouble talking about sex with our sexual partners. We have very few sacred rites of passage to nurture our children to maturity. We fear the idea of our children maturing because we fear how they might explore their sexual identities.


Worse, we tend to forbid or problematize language that speaks to sex directly. This is another way that language provides a window into our culture. For good or ill, the heroes of our favorite narratives communicate our ideals and aspirations for us. This is not to sermonize against art; it is just an observation of our cultural complexity. Because we refuse to talk about sex directly, we give the image of James Bond more power by default.2


In my view, the loss of tradition that infuses sexuality with sacred significance is a problem. The heroes of popular culture have reinforced the myth of conquest that dehumanizes women. At the same time, the traditionally religious voices have lost almost all credibility in public discourse. For example, the Catholic Church has lost considerable ground on topics related to sexual norms (especially in recent years). But many still long for a religious institution with a long view. Many, including me, like the idea of an institution that isn’t blown over by every passing inclination of popular culture. I like the idea of sacred rites of passage that help us pass down sacraments from generation to generation. I don’t want my children to fear sex or pretend to be non-sexual, nor do I want them to buy into the myth of sexual conquest.


The Church has traditionally championed a Jesus who isn’t conquest-oriented. The history of Christianity has been a story of conquest in many ways; but the image of the defeated Jesus, hung on a Roman cross as a willing and altruistic sacrifice is a different type of hero. For this subversive image I am grateful to Catholicism and I am reluctant to let go of the image. But the traditionally non-sexual, celibate portrait of Jesus works hand-in-glove with this image. In Western iconography, Jesus is not a conquistador. Images of him that suggest otherwise are intriguing because they are novel. But, at the end of the day, would a married Jesus really destroy this image? Must sexuality always be about our imperfections?


Christianity has both contributed to and critiqued our popular views of sexuality in the West. This is important to recognize because the discussion of a married Jesus will have consequences. Psychologist and theological theorist Hal Childs writes that we quest for Jesus’ personality to see our collective, psychological “reflection at the bottom of the well.”3 Saying anything “new” about Jesus reveals something about us. According to Childs, Jesus reflects the face of God to us; at the same time, Jesus reflects our own humanity back to us. In art, religion, indeed Western culture at large, Jesus is the portrait of complete and authentic humanity. And yet he represents a humanity that is devoid of sexuality. Something is amiss.


[image: image]


Christ on the Cross (1631), Rembrandt van Rijn. This oil on canvas painting of Christ borrows the classic and iconic image of cruciformity but conveys Jesus in anguish. This emotion and the dramatic use of light seeks to draw the viewer into the scene through empathy. These are common features of the (high) Baroque period. The Roman Catholic Church of this period was invested in communicating basic religious themes through direct, emotionally expressive, and engaging paintings like this.


Perhaps, when it comes to sexuality, Jesus is a hero that reflects our innocence, and we are reluctant to see him as fully human. A married Jesus will have consequences on several levels because of how important he has become in defining our sexual norms and values. In my opinion, we really don’t need a James Bond type of Jesus. Perhaps we need – as the Church has always known – a fully human Jesus. At the same time, we should be wary of inventing a sexuality for Jesus simply because we want to assuage our own insecurities.


THE EMERGENCE OF ASCETIC RELIGION


Jesus was a first-century, Jewish Galilean. It is probable that he did not come from a well-educated or cosmopolitan family.4 Many of his views about sex and family would have been informed by deeply rooted traditions and by rural rabbis. While this provides us with a starting point, it does not tell us everything we need to know about Jesus. A large part of being Jewish involves negotiating with non-Jewish religions and cultures. This has been true throughout the history of Judaism and was certainly true during the time of Jesus.


Long before Jesus walked the Earth, and the Apostle Paul wrote his letters, Alexander the Great ruled from Egypt to Pakistan. Greek language, philosophy, sports, politics, and culture more generally seeped through the cracks of thousands of clans. Greek culture in Alexander’s empire was much like capitalism is today in our “global” economy. There are a few standard ways of thinking, and a thousand different adaptations.


One of the more common ideas during the period of Greek domination was that gods could be and often were sexual beings. This was a notion that the Greeks probably borrowed from the Egyptians. Fertility is fundamental for life, and thus sexuality is fundamental for human life. We see this idea reflected in Egyptian mythology, Greek mythology, and Roman mythology. The sexuality of gods wasn’t just a quirky or obscure notion. This idea was commonplace in the history of Western culture from before 3000 B.C.E. and only waned during the rise of Christianity and Islam. Unlike the God of the Hebrew Bible,5 many other gods of the Mediterranean world were sexual beings.


Judaism has always had to negotiate with neighboring religious expressions and this has included negotiating with various expressions of sexuality. This was no less true in the time of Jesus and Paul. But what was relatively new during this period of Western civilization was widespread religious “asceticism.”


ASCETICISM


As mentioned previously, asceticism is the belief that a new and better self can emerge when a person withdraws from normal life (variously defined). Ascetic expression also included the practice of physical deprivation. Ascetics in Greek culture often deprived themselves of food, comfort, family, and sex, believing that they could achieve a more advanced spirituality by doing so.


Many ascetics believed that the physical world was evil and that the human spirit was hindered by physical appetites. While this is a common religious expression in Jainism and Buddhism, Greek asceticism developed from athletic training and philosophy. Within this general life ethic, abstinence from sex was thought to open the possibility for a better spiritual existence. So the philosophical inclination to view sex as evil was already thriving in the sixth century B.C.E., but it took a few more centuries for it to become a widespread religious expression.6


Because Judaism was always negotiating with neighboring religions and cultures, Jewish life took on different forms in different times and places. In short, there were many ways to live a Jewish life during Jesus’ time. In addition to the many fertility rituals that were practiced throughout the Mediterranean, there were other groups that attempted to abstain from sex altogether.


Some Jews were quite interested in Greek philosophy and some were less interested. And in the midst of this plurality, most Jews attempted to observe the very first commandment given by God to humanity in the Hebrew Bible: “Be fruitful and multiply.” A traditionally Jewish view would have acknowledged the intrinsic goodness of the physical world. Sex would have been seen as a requirement from this perspective. Many Jewish teachers would have also seen sex as a source of pleasure as well. Consider the Jewish saying found in the book of Proverbs:




Let your fountain be blessed,


and rejoice in the wife of your youth,


a lovely deer; a graceful doe.


May her breasts satisfy you at all times;


may you be intoxicated always by her love.7





The Jewish sage who wrote this encourages sexual expression for the sake of conjugal pleasure. He cautions against adultery, but (much like the Song of Songs) promotes a wider view of sexuality, complete with foreplay. For the author of this proverb, at least, sexual pleasure was not simply a by-product of procreation. Moreover, and most importantly, sexual pleasure was not seen as a sin that hindered one’s religious life.


Yet we know that some Jews during the time of Jesus and Paul became advocates of a more ascetic life, forsaking physical pleasure – and marriage along with it. Perhaps, as I’ve already suggested, John the Baptist is an example of this. While it would be misleading to paint Jewish life in the extremes of hedonism or asceticism, what can be said with a fairly high degree of confidence is that Judaism adopted or adapted several forms of Greek (and Persian) dualism in the centuries leading up to the birth of Christianity. Specifically, the belief that humanity was dual in nature – existing as both body and soul – was highly influential.


Judaism in that time and place included many Roman and Greek-influenced ways of life. I emphasize this because the Greeks and Romans had a wide range of ideas about sexuality, and some of these influenced the development of Christianity. Many early Christians incorporated ascetic expressions into their religion. A Roman physician and philosopher named Galen observed this of Christians: “They include not only men but also women who refrain from cohabitating all through their lives; and they also number individuals who, in self-discipline and self-control in matters of food and drink, and in their keen pursuit of justice, have attained a pitch not inferior to that of the genuine philosophers.”8 While Galen offers us a second-century perspective, it is quite likely that some of the earliest non-Jewish followers of Jesus were motivated by asceticism. Letters to the Christians in Corinth and to Timothy (among others) suggest that many Christians thought that sexuality was physical as opposed to spiritual.


There were also rumors that some Christians participated in orgies wherein husbands and wives would swing from one partner to the next. These rumors were widespread enough to warrant multiple Christian writers to refute them. Indeed, if Paul’s writings on the topic of Christian liberty were to be taken to an extreme, one can easily imagine this sort of sexually ecstatic worship in some Christian communities.


But Paul, the person most responsible for bringing Christianity to the non-Jewish world, writes in response to what he sees as extreme forms of sexuality among his contemporaries. He argues that extremes are problematic. Paul is critical of Christians who showed too little restraint, and was equally critical of those who tried to force celibacy onto others. That said, although deeply committed to Judaism, Paul seems to have been influenced by Greek culture in a number of ways. For example, he seems to have chosen a temporary life of celibacy during his missionary career. Paul does not think that marriage is evil, and seems open to the idea of getting married himself at some point.9 But it is important to recognize that the idea of celibacy would have seemed antithetical to Jewish life prior to Greek influence. It seems that many Jewish religious leaders during Jesus’ time struggled between Greek ideals and the constraints and liberties of traditional Jewish instruction (what we might loosely call “Torah”). My point here is a simple one: the more that Christianity became non-Jewish (more often than not, anti-Jewish), the less it was oriented toward traditional Jewish instruction about sexuality.


EXAMPLES OF CHRISTIAN ASCETICISM


The topic of Christian asceticism will be revisited often throughout this book. I will offer only a few examples here to illustrate the general development of the tradition. Consider an early Christian story found in a book called The Shepherd of Hermas. This text was very influential in many Christian circles in the second and third centuries. In fact, it was included alongside the Gospels and the letters of Paul in some cases. In Hermas, a religious pilgrim finds himself in the care of twelve virgins while he waits for his spiritual guide called “the shepherd.” Here is an excerpt from chapter eleven:




The virgins said to me, “The Shepherd does not come here today.” “What, then,” said I, “am I to do?” They replied, “Wait for him until he comes; and if he comes he will converse with you, and if he does not come you will remain here with us until he does come.” I said to them, “I will wait for him until it is late; and if he does not arrive, I will go away into the house, and come back early in the morning.” And they answered and said to me, “You were entrusted to us; you cannot go away from us.” “Where, then,” I said, “am I to remain?” “You will sleep with us,” they replied, “as a brother, and not as a husband: for you are our brother, and for the time to come we intend to abide with you, for we love you exceedingly!”


But I was ashamed to remain with them. And she who seemed to be the first among them began to kiss me. And the others seeing her kissing me, began also to kiss me, and to lead me round the tower, and to play with me. And I, too, became like a young man, and began to play with them: for some of them formed a chorus, and others danced, and others sang; and I, keeping silence, walked with them around the tower, and was merry with them. And when it grew late I wished to go into the house; and they would not let me, but detained me. So I remained with them during the night, and slept beside the tower.
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