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JOHN HENSON



John Henson is a native of Cardiff and a son of the Manse. He graduated in history and theology at the universities of Southampton and Oxford (Regent’s Park) respectively and was ordained to the Baptist ministry at Carmel Baptist Church, Pontypridd in 1964. He was responsible for the formation of Pontypridd United Church, a union between his own church and the United Reformed Church in 1969, and has since given assistance to other churches seeking to make similar unions at the local level. He taught history in Cardiff High School from 1970-1973 and then resumed ministry at Glyncoch, Pontypridd in cooperation with the Anglican Communion.


Since 1980 he has been largely freelance, acting as pastoral befriender to people in minority groups while continuing to assist in the conduct of worship in the churches. He has served as the Chairperson of ONE and also as editor of the ONE folder. He is coordinator of the ONE version of the early Christian scriptures “Good-As-New” (a community translation). His interests include left-wing politics, penal reform, peace, the quest for truly contemporary and inclusive worship and gender issues. A member of the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement from its early years, for many years he assisted the movement as the contact person for the South Wales group and as a counsellor. He has lectured on faith and gender in Strasbourg and Oslo at the invitation of the European Union and the World Student Christian Federation. He continues to teach the piano. He is happily married to Valerie, his partner for over forty years. They have three adult children, Gareth, Iestyn and Rhôda, and to date nine grandchildren- Aidan, Bleddyn, Carys, Gwenllian, Dyfrig, Iona, Isobel, Tomos and Ffion-Medi.


John Henson’s books to date are Other Communions of Jesus (1994), The Bad Acts of the Apostles (1996) Gems Reset and Buttons Polished (volume 1 1999); Other Temptations of Jesus (2004) and “Good-As-New” (2004).





FOREWORD



There are many mysteries and gaps in the Gospel accounts of Jesus. Who exactly were “the twelve”? The list of names varies. Who were the various women mentioned, especially the several called Mary? Who were the two who met Jesus on the road to Emmaus, and why is only one of them named? Who was the mysterious young man who ran away naked from Gethsemane when Jesus was arrested, and why is he mentioned? Why is John’s Gospel so different from the others? Why does it mention people, and events, that seem quite important, but are not mentioned by the others? And who was the “disciple whom Jesus loved”?


Many writers, and even more preachers, down through the ages have been irresistibly drawn to fill these gaps with their imagination. John Henson does this in a new way. Many have embellished the Gospel stories while staying strictly within the bounds of the “orthodox” view of Jesus. Jesus comes through as a “perfect” being with no individual characteristics, whose feet never quite touched the ground, and who certainly never had to go to the toilet. This is actually not an orthodox view at all, but the ancient heresy known as Docetism. “Orthodox” Christians have always had difficulty in accepting the assertion of John’s Gospel that “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us”.


John Henson instead gives us a fascinating glimpse of Jesus and his friends as real human beings. In these stories we find not a Jesus to “worship” in the kind of unquestioning reverence that is not real worship at all, but a Jesus who challenges and offends, a Jesus with ideas well ahead of his time, a Jesus who excites us, and above all a Jesus we can warm to and love, one who is the real presence of God in our world.


Some of his suggestions – for instance, the real identity of the “disciple whom Jesus loved” – deserve to be considered as a serious hypothesis. Others are pure imagination. But the author’s aim is not to advance historical theories and argue us into accepting them. It is simply to set free our imagination and ask the question “or was it like this?”


RAYMOND VINCENT


Assistant chaplain University of Glamorgan; former SCM chaplain at Bloomsbury Baptist Church, London; minister Leytonstone United Free Church (Baptist & United Reformed) 1980-2001.





INTRODUCTION


It was some time in 1962 when, as a ministerial student at Regent’s Park College, Oxford, I was called upon to take my turn in College Chapel, to preach a test sermon which would then be torn to pieces by my colleagues in ‘Sermon Class’. Except that on this occasion, staff and students were so impressed that some even refused to offer a criticism at all. Almost all were stunned and excited by my preaching, not according to the usual 3-point expository plan, but by my taking on the role of Simon Peter and in telling a story in the first person. Like an actor I had learned my script word for word and had no need of notes. I’m sure that I cannot have been the first in modern times to have gone for this method of communication, but I’m not sure what my antecedents were. I had previously qualified as a teacher, and that may have something to do with it. Today this method of promoting gospel truth is less rare though still not commonplace. Heather Walton does it superbly. In 1962, my colleagues were impressed and dubbed my effort a great success. With varying degrees of expertise some of them copied my example, even using my very ‘sermon’. I was the only one who knew that I had not been a success. That is, I failed in what I had set out to do. Everyone thought I had produced an autobiography of Peter, highlighting the moment of his conversion. The subject of the sermon was, however, ‘The stilling of the storm’. Peter’s experience was the medium, not the message. At that time there were great tensions in the college, between staff and students and more outrageously among members of the staff themselves - personality clashes and petty squabbles which many of us thought unworthy in a Christian college. My object had been to bring calm. But listeners always hear what they want to hear, and they heard an engaging biography, not the call, ‘Peace be still!’


I think it is important to tell my readers all this, since it may escape their notice that my purpose is not just to intrigue with possible reconstructions of the lives of some of the first Christians. I know as well as you, dear reader, there can be no certainty about such things. I’m positive that traditional lines of thought have got a lot of things quite wrong. For example, the organizational skills of Jesus have never been fully appreciated. He had going at least three separate networks only dimly aware of each other’s existence – one among the Galilean fisher folk, one among the Judean upper-classes, and one among the under-classes of prostitutes, criminals and slaves. There are hints also of a Gentile network with representatives in the army and at the courts of Herod and Pilate. The women, well represented in all the groups, had a cross-network of their own. I think it unlikely that Lazarus, (undoubtedly the ‘Beloved Disciple’ as the writer of John’s Gospel could hardly have made more clear), ended up writing that gospel jointly with John the fisher. Mary of Bethany would be my best bet for the authorship. We shall know none of these things for sure this side of heaven. But we do need to be made aware of a much wider range of historical possibilities than the Church has permitted its adherents to contemplate. Only thus will we understand the appeal of Jesus to the incredibly wide range of types, which is the explanation for his movement’s success in the first century and key to its success in the future. As the institutional church is crumbling, networking is beginning all over again, this time with the aid of technology. The Internet may well prove for 21st century Christians what the Roman Roads were for those of the 1st century!


So I hope that at least some of my readers, while being moderately entertained by what appear to be amateur novels, will also notice something else. I will say no more.


John Henson





CHAPTER ONE



Time for the truth. Not that I’m confident many of you will accept it. That’s always the way with the truth. Too uncomfortable, of course, but also too simple. People prefer romance, fantasy, pious myths. I’m also doubtful whether now is the time. There are signs of a new awareness, a new realism perhaps, among some sections of humanity at least, to lend credence to a story that could not have been told for most of the past two thousand years. Even today some will think it scandalous, blasphemous, mischievous. I was there when the particular knack the religious have of portraying good as evil and evil as good resulted in the biggest scandal of all time. The religious have never lost this knack and even now in your day much that is evil and base has the blessing of the pious and much that is good and lovely is ruled out of court.


My story is a love story and so will cause unease among those who have difficulty with love’s improprieties and extravagances. I survive in your religious consciousness as one whose nickname sounds like a love affair. I was one who was ‘loved’. That’s all you know about me for sure. I was not just a friend, a comrade, a disciple, a devotee, but a lover. That is the information you have received and have to pass on. It is there in black and white, you can’t escape it. But you would prefer, like previous generations, to pass it on without unpacking it, in case what it contains calls you to a love too rich and too risky. I’m going to pull the string and tear at the paper. You had better pass it on quickly if you don’t fancy the contents. But one day - soon - the truth will be out, the truth that brings freedom.


I was born, as we say, “On the back of a camel”, or as you would say, “with a silver spoon in the mouth”. I was rich - very rich - not the richest in the land, I could not compete with Guy and his interests in Rome and Egypt and Persia, but perhaps I was among the top twenty private landowners. I found myself in this position at the age of sixteen on the death of my father, Jude. My chums at the rather superior rabbi school my father had selected for me (Liam’s) gave me the nickname, ‘Dives’ or ‘Money-bags’ because I always had a well-filled purse hanging ostentatiously at my side. I did not have to manage the estates on my own at such a young age. My older sister Martha was very capable and down-to-earth. We had besides several trusted servants, most of whom had bought their freedom but chose to remain with us. We paid them well. My other sister was different. That’s all I’m going to say. She can, one day, unpack her own story. She had no interest in the estates or managing the home and we did not see her very often. She had plenty of money to do her own thing.


My lands consisted of three widely separated parts. On the hill slopes towards the east of Jerusalem, on the way to Jericho, I owned a collection of large orchards, with olives, dates and figs. Close to one of these orchards was our Jerusalem home. ‘Dategrove’ was a villa of modest dimensions, built by my father in the Roman style with all mod-cons, including bath-house and central heating, wells and fountains. We had three servants in residence and others we could call on from their cottages nearby. We could cater for up to twelve guests, more at a push. It was a convenient place to stay for friends and relatives when they wanted to attend the festivals at Jerusalem and sometimes we took in paying guests as well. Martha was famous for her cooking and there was no shortage of fruit of the highest quality, fresh or dried.


Further away from Jerusalem to the north near Ram I had a sizable cattle farm which provided in the main calves for the temple sacrifices. I rented a large paddock in the temple court for the sale of these and other animals. Attached to this farm was another villa, almost as large as Dategrove, which my parents had lived in for much of the year but which Martha suggested I let out to Joseph, a cousin of mine who had shares in the farm as well as several other businesses of his own nearby.


The rest of our property was far away in Galilee and was much more problematical. We owned three large vineyards near Nahum town. My father had inherited these from relatives who had died without any children of their own to hand them on to. They were a constant source of worry. In theory they were very profitable, on good land, producing the finest grapes. The problem was collecting the rents. Our cousins had let the land out to tenants who were supposed to provide a proportion of the harvest in return for their holdings. We had to employ stewards to collect the rents and we had a series of bad experiences with one steward doing a fiddle and pocketing most of the profits himself and several others so weak that they found themselves threatened by the tenants, in one case beaten up. My father gave me the job of visiting the vineyards to see how things stood for myself, just the year before he died. I had a very frosty reception. I wouldn’t have given much for my chances of getting home alive if my father hadn’t taken the precaution of employing a troop of mercenary soldiers to back me up. I dislodged two families of troublemakers from their holdings and filled the vacancy for chief-steward-cum-rent-collector, but came away not very hopeful that things would improve. The Romans would probably come in with their troops if convinced there was a threat to order. But my father didn’t want to be beholden to them. There might also be reprisals from the nationalist hotheads. Some of the tenants had contacts with them.


I was taught by my father to regard wealth as a sign of God’s favour. But whenever I thought of the property in Galilee I had my doubts. In other respects I accepted the basic thinking of my Jewish faith. At one time I thought to become a rabbi and join the Strict Set, the Pharisees. But I found I couldn’t interest myself in all the detailed arguments about this rule and that. They seemed to me to be making the Law into an intellectual game, and morality into some kind of competition. They were missing the whole point. Some of them were good friends of mine, including Joseph from Ram, and there was something to be admired in their determination each one to be even more righteous and law-abiding than the next. I used to argue with them sometimes but found I didn’t have the necessary intellectual dexterity. Besides, I had this hunch that I didn’t have it in me to be good in the sense the strict set required. I took as my rule of life the Ten Commandments and with hand on heart I could claim never to have transgressed one of them. I was aware of the need of something else, but I was sure the discipline of the Pharisees was not the answer - not for me, at any rate! I treated our servants with kindness and generosity and gave alms to the poor; I attended the synagogue regularly, though declined the invitation to take my father’s place as one of the officials. I knew I was being asked because I was well off. I think they should have enquired more carefully into whether I had the spiritual qualities required.


So, at sixteen, I was wealthy, well behaved and respected in the community. I had my cares, but had others to share them; I had my sorrows - I missed both my parents, but my sisters, especially Martha, were like mothers to me; I had responsibilities, but plenty of time and plenty of space to reflect and relax. A lifetime stretched ahead of me with no worries about where the next meal was coming from and nothing particular to do except keep a general eye over the estates which were well looked-after by others. All I needed, you might think, was a wife and children, and then I would make the picture of the ideal Israelite, sitting under my own fig tree - fig trees in my case, and meditating on the Law, if not perhaps day and night, now and again.


It took me some time to realise - I can’t remember when it dawned on me fully, that I did not wish to marry, indeed that I had no strong feelings towards the opposite sex. My sisters also showed no desire to marry. My parents had presented Martha with several candidates for husband, but each time she exercised her right of veto. After my father died, no further moves were made in that direction. My sister Mary was very interested in men, but men in general rather than any one in particular. She organized her own life in her own way and the quest for a husband played no part in it. Although the three of us were very different, there was a bond between us that recognized and accepted that as a family we were not quite the same as the rest of the world. Our wealth set us apart and also gave us the freedom to ignore the conventions if we so chose. I had no worries or anxieties about my sexual feelings. I had the confidence that accompanies someone who is lord of the world he surveys and whatever I felt or did not feel in a personal way I held to be alright. I had the wealth and the liberty to make decisions for myself that for others are made by family, society or straitened circumstances. I knew I lacked something - I couldn’t name it, but I believed it would come to me as easily as everything else had come to me.


Enter the prophet from Nazareth. News came that he was teaching not far away, just across the Jordan from Jericho. I had heard a lot about him from the manager of my vineyards in Galilee. There he was making a big impact, leading some kind of religious revival among the semi-pagan people of those parts. Cousin Joseph was very excited about him. He had been appointed by the Strict Set to a special group of investigators to find out exactly what the prophet taught and what he was up to. They followed him about everywhere, questioning him and taking careful note of all his actions. They were quite divided, apparently, in their verdict of him. Some, like Joseph, were impressed by his teaching and miracles, others were more concerned about his breaking the commandments and mixing with very dubious characters. I had nothing particular to do at that time, so I got our house steward Job to saddle four donkeys, one for each of us and two for Hector and Hercules my Greek 18-stone a piece body-guards. You could take no chances on the road to Jericho. It was a fine day in early spring and I was happy to be off on a bit of adventure, feeling life had become a bit dull lately. We went through Jericho in order to get a meal from one of the hotels. This was a mistake since it meant going through Keith’s tollbooth. He charged for the donkeys at four times the usual rate. With two Roman soldiers either side of him it did not do to argue. He wanted to charge for Hercules and Hector since slaves counted as chattels, but fortunately both carried their certificates of freedom next to their hearts.


From Jericho we crossed the Jordan by the new Roman bridge and another tollbooth operated by one of Keith’s deputies. Then we followed the crowds along the riverbank to the clearing where Jesus was teaching. Jesus turned out to be everything he was cracked up to be. What a speaker! What a gift with words, and how he could tell a story and make you laugh, cry, happy and ashamed, all in quick succession. It was good entertainment and that is how many in the audience obviously took it. Popular too were the jokes at the expense of the Strict Set who sat in the front row just like they did when they were in the synagogue. After about an hour or so he stopped and invited questions. There were some stupid questions - one about how many wives you could have in heaven. Then someone wanted Jesus to tell his brother to share the property he had inherited. Jesus dealt with what he regarded as trivial matters sharply, making his impatience obvious. There were one or two more serious questions about the food laws and eating with non-Jews and one about John the Dipper. Then Jesus got up and began to make his way out of the crowd through a path made by his supporters. One of them announced in a loud voice that Jesus would be back later in the day. I felt a bit cheated since we had not long arrived, so, almost without thinking I ran round the edge of the crowd and managed to place myself in the teacher’s path. When he saw me he stopped suddenly and gave me a look almost of recognition, as if he were expecting me. Maybe he thought I was somebody else - his host for the day, perhaps. Without hesitation I put my question, “Teacher, what have you to say about the true life to someone like me?”


I caught the tone of impatience I had heard in reply to some of the previous questions.


“You know the rules - just make sure you keep them!”


But I was not going to let him off the hook.


“I’ve always kept the rules.” I said.


Now he was listening and looking. He was giving me his full attention. I was not someone in the crowd any longer. Something very strange was happening. I was aware of a light, cool breeze. It had probably been there before, but now I felt it on my cheeks. The crowd was still moving about, noisily chatting and shouting, yet my experience was of complete silence and lack of movement anywhere, as if the whole world had suddenly come to a halt. All I was aware of was being looked at intently by another man - not just my face, but my whole body, and not just outside but inside as well, my mind, my soul. And I was doing the same to him. I had never looked at anybody closely before. I knew what my sisters looked like or thought I did, but I never really looked at them. We had been taught to ignore the servants. Slaves had no existence, except as tools. It was difficult to change this habit even when they gained their freedom. But now I was looking at a man’s face that would have been pale except for a deep suntan; his hair was not black like most of our race but an orange-brown that caught the light and flashed and sparkled. It fell in natural waves, but in front there was an odd little wisp of hair that refused to have anything to do with the rest. The top of his tunic was open and I saw that the hairs of his chest were the same colour and they were glinting too. My heart was beating faster and faster and I felt weak at the knees. Then I started to blush and I knew I was about to have a fit of the giggles. Instead I heard his voice again, as from miles away, but also somehow echoing inside me.


“All you need to do now is sell up your property and give the proceeds to charity. Then you can be my friend.”


It was like being hit by a hammer and brought me out of my daydream. I was angry. I didn’t say anything, but my mind said, “What business is it of yours how much money I have and what I do with it? Why should I want to be your friend anyway?” And I turned to go. But I found it difficult to turn my back on him and move away, and I was aware that he was still standing and watching me, as taken by me as I had been by him. Although I was walking away, back towards the Jordan Bridge, all I could see was that wisp of hair. What was happening? Was this the way Jonathan felt when he met David?


The next few days were dreadful. I had never experienced unhappiness, apart from the loss of my parents. I had never experienced any kind of frustration. I always got what I wanted. It was right what I said to Jesus. I had always kept the rules, the Ten Commandments, at least. I was not covetous. I was content with what I had. That is, until the day I met Jesus. Now I wanted whatever it was he was offering. I knew he could give me something I needed and couldn’t get anywhere else. I wanted him as well. This puzzled and excited me at the same time. I wanted to be his friend - his special friend, more to him than anyone else. What on earth was happening to me?


Only Martha was at home. Mary was on one of her long mysterious absences. Martha asked me what was up. Had the teacher disappointed me? Had something he said worried me?


“Only that I should sell up and become a tramp,” I said.


“You sure it was quite like that?”


And then Martha really did surprise me.


“It’s no odds to me if you get rid of all this,” she said. “I’m fed up with doing all the accounts and fed up with catering for half the pilgrims to Jerusalem. One of the orchard cottages with a little patch where I could grow herbs and vegetables would do for me. The vineyards in Galilee are nothing but trouble, and as for the farm at Ram, you know you’ve never liked the idea of producing calves just to be slaughtered in the temple. Joseph would give you a good price for it. Don’t hold on to it all on my account. As for Mary, you know she couldn’t care less. She’s hardly ever here and she has her own business which is doing very well.”
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