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Introduction

MARKUS BOCKMUEHL

As the second quarter of this century dawns, our subject is alive and
present to the lived experience of more people around the world than
at any time in history. Asian and African readers need no reminder of
this reality, even as Western readers do well to ponder it in the supposed
twilight years of North Atlantic forms of Christianity, whose extinction
the pollsters have been predicting for the later decades of this century.

Globally, by contrast, precipitous decline in Europe and North
America has been dwarfed by the growth of new followers of Jesus else-
where: the overall number has in fact grown by at least half a billion
people since the original edition of The Cambridge Companion to Jesus
was published in 2001. One might go further to note that these addi-
tional believers in Asia, Africa, and Latin America may be more numer-
ous than those who lived in Europe or North America at any one time
in history. ‘The future of the world’s most popular religion is African’,
noted The Economist (25 December 2015).

A NEW CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO JESUS

These and other cultural tectonic shifts have necessarily altered what
historical and contemporary study of Jesus might mean, and a thorough
redesign of the Companion has sought to acknowledge the implications
of these shifts for introducing Jesus afresh a quarter of a century later.
Two chapters (5 and 16) are extensively rewritten and updated from the
2001 predecessor volume; all others are newly commissioned.

The present volume continues the 2001 Companion’s conviction
that it is impossible to understand Jesus purely as a subject of ancient
history. It remains the case that ‘history, literature, theology and
the dynamic of a living, worldwide religious reality all appropriately
impinge on the study of Jesus’ (cover). Similarly, the past and the pres-
ent of Jesus are entangled in such a way that a fully historical under-
standing of either dimension depends in no small part on the other. The
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New Cambridge Companion to Jesus likewise retains an interest in
both ‘The Jesus of History’ and ‘The History of Jesus’: the historic and
the contemporary religious reality of Jesus are reciprocally illuminating
for any understanding of his abiding global significance today.

At the same time, here we engage energetically with critical devel-
opments in scholarship and culture over the past twenty-five years,
while widening engagement with the subject matter’s footprint and
importance in the contemporary world. Themes of contemporary rel-
evance have been thrown into much sharper relief by developments
of the last few years. Hotly contested challenges of culture and race,
gender and decolonization, along with Christianity’s global reorien-
tation from a Western-dominated perspective to a global, primarily
Southern and Eastern Jesus, have come into ever sharper relief and gen-
erated important new critical questions. Our new table of contents in
this volume further accentuates that a ‘Companion to Jesus’ cannot be
a merely ‘historical’ and ‘critical’ exercise produced by or for scholars
of the ancient Mediterranean. Even from within the scholarly study of
the New Testament, twenty-first-century Jesus research has also more
explicitly tackled some associated questions of institutional and polit-
ical power — from imperialism and the Imperial cult to postcolonial,
racial, and gender topics. Especially when viewed on a global canvas,
at times these intersectional questions about Jesus have been shown to
conflict with each other, as in perceptions of Western feminism or gen-
der theory as colonizing.

THE ARGUMENT OF THIS VOLUME

The outline of this volume proceeds in approximately historical fash-
ion, but less than a quarter of its chapters are expressly devoted to the
Jesus of history and of the New Testament.

Origins
Two opening chapters introduce Jesus as a historical figure deeply
rooted in Jewish life, tradition, and Scripture, colouring his identity,
law observance, and role as a teacher and healer. This fruitful dialectic
of two somewhat different perspectives allows the contours of Jesus’s
first-century setting to gain in depth, colour, and definition.

Dale C. Allison, Jr.’s overview of the life and aims of Jesus con-
centrates on his charismatic public ministry, his teachings about the
kingdom of God, his role specifically as a messianic figure, and the
circumstances leading to his crucifixion. He highlights his itinerant
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lifestyle, miracles, and eschatological teachings and paints a portrait
of him as a transformative figure challenging existing religious and
social norms. Jesus engaged in teaching and performing miracles, fos-
tering religious renewal with his conviction that the kingdom of God
was emerging through his endeavours. Through his personal authority,
he garnered significant support but also incited substantial opposition.

Turning to Jesus’s religion, praxis, and experience of God, Lutz
Doering draws out more of the everyday aspects of first-century Jewish
life and their influence on Jesus’s worldview and mission. Here, his
experience of the defeat of Satan and the coming kingdom of God is con-
textualized in his full participation in the routine practices of Jewish
life, in synagogue gatherings, in the broader praxis and discussion of
Torah and ritual observance, and in his personal relationship to God
and of his own vocation. Immersed in Jewish life, Jesus adhered to its
customs while interpreting them in the light of God’s kingdom. He
emphasized a relational Torah approach, valuing love and ethics over
ritual precision, and taught about a compassionate God as Father in a
transformative message.

From historical reconstruction, the next two chapters address the
earliest written accounts of Jesus. Here, we begin with the distinctive
characterizations of Jesus in the four New Testament Gospels (J. Tyler
Brown and Nathan Eubank). Mark’s Jesus emerges as the paradoxically
crucified king of Israel, while Matthew places him in the tradition of
Moses and David, as the promised prophet like Moses and the shepherd
renewing God'’s covenant with Israel’s lost sheep. Luke stresses the role
of Jesus as a champion of the poor, fulfilling Israel’s redemption. John's
Jesus is the eternal Word and the glorified Son who is one with his
heavenly Father. This quartet soon emerged as uniquely authoritative
among Christian communities, amidst a continuing diversity of narra-
tives about Jesus.

The corpus of Paul’s letters partly predates the Gospels but fol-
lows them in the canonical order of the New Testament. Matthew V.
Novenson notes that here Jesus is most often called ‘Christ’ or messiah,
a term that raises numerous conceptual and linguistic questions. For
Paul, to identify Jesus as the Christ means that God has sent him: his
mission included to die on the cross and rise from the dead ‘for us’, to
defeat hostile forces, and to restore ultimate rule to God as king.

From here, the continued prominence of Jesus after his crucifixion
owes much to his followers’ key religious and theological affirmations
about his resurrection, his divine identity, and his presence in Israel’s
Scriptures. These topics occupy the following three chapters.
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As the editor’s own contribution documents, Christian history and
experience ride crucially on the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, a
transformative reality that early Christian sources assert consistently
but in considerable narrative diversity. In their claim that ‘God raised
Jesus from the dead’, the New Testament writers attest an event in
history but also a new reality that transcends the register of available
language and analogy.

The resulting questions about the identity of Jesus continued to
preoccupy Christian reception for several centuries to come. Lewis
Ayres scrutinizes how classical creeds and early councils document
this process of understanding Jesus Christ’s identity and the redemptive
power of the incarnate Word. These formative and foundational formu-
lae came to resonate across the great majority of Christian theological
traditions, focusing on the Trinity in the fourth century and more spe-
cifically on Christology in debates over the next three centuries. For
classical Christian theology, to understand the saving significance of
Jesus means to recognize him as that Logos made human and as coequal
with the Father and Spirit in the life of God.

Both internally and vis-a-vis Jewish conversation partners, the ques-
tion of Jesus’s presence in the prophetic Scriptures of Israel remained a
defining feature of intellectual and religious reflection about him through-
out the early centuries. Christian interpretations often assert Jesus’s
tangible presence in Israel’s Scriptures, for example through angelic
manifestations. But as Jennie Grillo demonstrates, this stands in con-
trast to more subtle indications of the pre-incarnate Logos’s interactions
with Israel, particularly if one takes seriously the New Testament’s focus
on the novelty of incarnate Logos. A more promising hermeneutical
approach has viewed the Old Testament as speaking in a transformed
way in the light of Jesus: Scriptural meanings that were once concealed
become clear in the light of the cross and resurrection of Jesus.

The Diversity of Reception
The next five chapters all highlight something of the reception-historical
footprint of Jesus — whether literary, religious, material, or artistic. The
contributors have curated eclectic but representative soundings from
late antiquity to the medieval and early modern periods.

Although the four gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John soon
attained an authoritative prominence in Christian appropriation of the
narrative of Jesus, this was by no means the end of gospel writing as a way
for Christians to engage with his life and teaching. Jacob A. Rodriguez
draws out the diversity of noncanonical gospel traditions. Some of these
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align with, and others diverge from, the canonical gospels’ account of
his infancy, ministry, passion, and dialogues. Jesus emerges as a strik-
ingly wise or obstreperous child, a faithful follower or a critic of Jewish
law, a philosopher or mythological hero, and occasionally as the oppo-
nent of his own apostolic church. Within their social and religious con-
texts, these characterizations suggest intriguingly complementary or
sometimes competing understandings of Jesus, thus enriching our grasp
of early Christian heterogeneity and doctrinal evolution.

Beginning in the seventh century, this footprint of the canoni-
cal and apocryphal Jesus’s reception finds one of its most influential
expressions in the Islamic tradition. Nicolai Sinai examines how the
Qur’an affirms Jesus as a prophet but not divine, and not the Son of
God. Its picture of him develops aspects of Christian tradition about
Jesus and Mary, including his miraculous birth, but omits central gos-
pel events such as the passion. It reinterprets his crucifixion as a divine
act of rescue from adversaries and affirms his resurrection. Later Islamic
traditions developed a portrait of Jesus as an ascetic, emphasizing his
humanity and submission to God.

Jeremiah Coogan next traces some of the material aspects of the
Christian reception of Jesus, with a particular focus on the early cen-
turies. Jesus’s presence and influence were expressed through a variety
of textual, visual, and other media, as well as liturgies, relics, and sym-
bols. This material presentation and re-presentation of Jesus was nour-
ished through core Christian theological concepts and practices whose
impact has endured from antiquity, underscoring the importance of
material forms for engaging both tangible and intangible aspects of the
presence of Jesus.

Such materiality also soon found specific development in Christian
artistic expression. In their chapter, Robin Jensen and Jeremy Begbie
show that alongside the New Testament’s continuing normative access
to Jesus of Nazareth’s person and identity, artists across the centuries
have portrayed Jesus through non-textual means — here explored in dia-
logical fashion through visual art and music.

Often no less material in expression, the story of Jesus in Christian
spirituality is the focus of Volker Leppin’s discussion. At its heart are
practices and experiences focused on the tangible representation and re-
enactment of Jesus’s presence, taking as their point of departure the key
phases of his life, from childhood through his adult ministry to the pas-
sion. Identification with Jesus often entails as its foil what Leppin calls
‘counter-identification’ with others, in the service of personal renewal
and deeper commitment to the person and example of Jesus.
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Ethics, Theology, and Critical Scholarship
Four chapters now address the important place of Jesus in Christian
doctrinal and moral theology and in modern theological and historical
study.

Rebekah Eklund explores the place of Jesus in ethics through the
double commandment of love for God and the neighbour, here asso-
ciated with the imitation of Jesus and concentrated in five distinctive
practices: care for the poor, sacramental practices of the Lord’s Supper
and baptism, prayer (including lament), forgiveness and reconciliation,
and self-giving.

Turning next to the continuing place of Jesus in the Christian the-
ology of the church and the sacraments, Thomas Joseph White, OP,
begins by noting that Paul already conceives of both the church and the
Eucharist as the body of Christ. In trying to give a consistent account
of this view, Thomas Aquinas and other medieval theologians devel-
oped the idea of the church as the ‘mystical body’ of Christ, consti-
tuted through the Eucharist as the ‘true body’ of Christ. This medieval
conception has continued to shape modern accounts of the church as a
sign and instrument of grace for all human beings, who are called to the
same communion in the one Christ.

Emmanuel Durand, OP, more specifically attends to modern the-
ology, for which Jesus of Nazareth remains the vital key to under-
standing Christian faith. His unique relationship with God and the
Holy Spirit underwrites his bond with every human being. Scholars
continue to wrestle with the way his identity addresses central ques-
tions of the Creed, including humanity’s capacity for engagement
with God, the relationship between individuality and universality,
the unity of life and matter, and the place of hope in dealing with the
challenges of history. Christ is here seen to be relevant not only to
core theological issues but to the lived reality of every believer in the
presence of God.

Modern theological study of Jesus has only rarely engaged with
modern historical study; so it seemed important to juxtapose them
here. Durand’s chapter is followed by James Carleton Paget’s stocktak-
ing of the story of the historical Jesus in biblical scholarship. Questions
considered here include the usefulness of the term ‘the historical Jesus’,
the extent to which the ‘Quest’ for him can be meaningfully divided
into separate periods or chapters of research, and the debilitating prob-
lems of often highly particular and incompatible historical methodolo-
gies and presuppositions. In the face of these challenges, Carleton Paget
counsels greater epistemological modesty.
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The Global Jesus Today
Five chapters now address an eclectic set of questions arising from the
global dimensions already noted, each of which has the potential both
to enrich and to disrupt the critical priorities of earlier generations.

Barbara U. Meyer notes that Jesus’s Jewish identity exercises a fun-
damental and critical role not just in Christianity’s relationship with
Judaism today but in fact in its own ongoing account of him. Christian
reappropriation of the ‘memory’ of this Jewish Jesus will help not only
to rewrite the history and potential of that relationship but to energize
the renewal of Christian exegesis and theology itself.

Jonathan Tran relates the racial challenge of Jesus to the setting
of the historical Jesus, refusing to embed alleged tensions between the
historical and the racial Jesus, or indeed between the historical Jesus
and the Christ of faith. His critique leads him to discern the potential
of fresh vitality in the study of history that scholars of race have tended
to urge us to distrust.

Turning to the intricate dynamic of Jesus in relation to global
structures of power and poverty, Carlos Raul Sosa Siliezar from Latin
America and Aruthuckal Varughese John from India discover a Jesus of
the Gospels whose message and example attest to his care for the poor
and presence in the life of his people. In so doing, Jesus offers a chal-
lenge to unjust social patterns and structures and an account of working
in solidarity with the poor.

The Malaysian scholar K. K. Yeo examines Asian presentations of
Jesus, examining key missionary and theological developments through
the centuries. He notes diversely indigenized profiles of Jesus and the
challenges of different social, political, religious, linguistic, and artistic
contexts in Asian understandings of Jesus Christ. Jesus’s many Asian faces
give rise to a tension between the universal and the indigenous church
that nevertheless undergirds Asian Christianity’s authentic mission.

Finally, since we are about to embark on Christianity’s African cen-
tury, Diane B. Stinton and Victor I. Ezigbo rightly stress that Jesus is not
an alien, white, or Western import to Africa: instead, Africa has played
a part in his story for 2,000 years. Beginning from a reading of the Acts
of the Apostles, the authors examine devotion to Jesus in Africa and
African Christology. As in Asia, the church in Africa manifests the uni-
versality of Jesus presented in indigenous settings and idioms.

Outlook
C. Kavin Rowe offers a concluding reflection on the question of where
this leaves us in relation to the Future of Jesus. For his followers, Jesus
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of Nazareth engages and embodies their hope and the fulfilment of cre-
ation’s purpose. Since the history of Christian reflection finds both his
earthly life and his divine identity to be comprehensible only in light
of the other, this union has the effect of dynamically linking his and
our past, present, and future. Jesus’s transformative impact on human-
ity and history points to the final reconciliation and realization of the
Kingdom, both in his historical presence and in his eternal nature.



Part 1

Origins






1 Life and Aims of Jesus

DALE C. ALLISON, JR.

Jesus of Nazareth was born in or shortly before 4 BCg, when Herod the
Great died. He was executed by order of the Roman State, probably in
either 30 or 33 Ck. A Galilean Jew, he was a rhetorically gifted teacher
adept at composing aphorisms, similes, and parables.” He was no less a
miracle worker and messianic figure. His chief aim was to promote reli-
gious renewal among the Jewish people in anticipation of the kingdom
of God, which he believed to be dawning in his ministry. His vision of
fundamental change appealed not just to the disaffected but to individ-
uals from different social strata.

Sympathizers remembered him as a commanding, charismatic pres-
ence who operated with self-confident authority, worked wonders with
a word, and, despite displaying compassion and enjoining love, made
radical demands and promulgated rigorous moral standards. Detractors
accused him of being allied with evil spirits, breaking the Sabbath, eat-
ing and drinking to excess, blaspheming, and befriending unsavory or
impious characters.

Jesus appears to have been, before his public ministry, not a peas-
ant or subsistence farmer but an artisan, probably a carpenter (tekton,
Mark 6:3; Justin, Dial. 88). As such, he likely traveled: Nazareth was
too small to require his full-time services. But we know next to nothing
about him until his baptism by John the Baptist, which he may have
experienced as a prophetic commissioning (Mark 1:9-11). John 3:22-24
reports that Jesus baptized for a time. If so, at some point, perhaps after
the Baptist’s arrest (Mark 1:14; John 3:24), he discontinued the practice
and began his own ministry, with special attention to the ill, the poor,
and the marginalized.

Evidently unmarried, Jesus was an itinerant. He had no home but
was always a visitor (Matt 8:20 par. Luke 9:58). He frequented Galilean

' For the methodological issues surrounding sources and criteria of authenticity, see

Allison 2010, 1-30; Keith and Le Donne 2012.

II
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villages, whose average population was 200-400. But he also spent con-
siderable time in Capernaum, which had a few thousand residents (Matt
11:23 par. Luke 10:15; Mark 1:21-2:1; 9:33; John 2:12; 6:17, 24, 59). The
sources also have him in Judea (Mark 1:4-9; Luke 4:44; John 2:13-3:36),
the region of Tyre (Mark 7:24), the area of Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:27),
the Decapolis (Mark 5:20; 7:31), Samaria (Luke 9:52), and “beyond the
Jordan” (Mark 10:1; John 1:28-29; 10:40).

Apart from Jerusalem, he seems to have skirted urban centers such
as Tiberias and Sepphoris. He is never depicted in an agora or market-
place. Perhaps he was alienated not only from the Herodian dynasty
(Luke 13:32) and Roman ways (Mark 10:42—44) but more generally from
urban commercialization. The focus of his ministry was, in any case,
the rural people of Israel (Matt 10:5-6; Rom 15:8), although he was not
hostile to gentiles (Mark 5:1-20; 7:24—-30; that early Christians mission-
ized gentiles is unexpected if Jesus dismissed them altogether). He was
probably more than once in Jerusalem for festivals, as John’s Gospel
purports, and he likely met opposition there before his final visit (Mark
3:22; 7:1; John 7:1). The synoptic chronology (i.e. of Matthew, Mark,
and Luke), which recounts only a single visit, is compressed.

Jesus was a liminal figure, an outsider who had abandoned ordi-
nary life. He was unallied with established sources of social, eco-
nomic, or religious authority — he was not scribe, not Pharisee, not
priest, not leader of a synagogue — and as his popularity grew, so did
the hostility of those who were so allied. Their antagonism is a gauge
of his impact. Eventually the opposition of certain Jewish leaders in
Jerusalem found common cause with the Roman procurator, and Jesus
was arrested and executed. The movement he initiated, despite being
centered on and driven by his immediate presence, was not thereby
extinguished.

THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND ESCHATOLOGY

The central theme of Jesus’s public proclamation is “the kingdom of
God.” In summations of his message, it has “come near” (engiken;
Mark 1:14-15; Matt 10:7 par. Luke 10:9). This means it will arrive soon,
which is consistent with other sayings (Matt 10:23; Mark 9:1; 13:30;
Luke 18:8), as well as with the hope of the early church (Rom 13:11; 1
Thess 1:10; 4:13-18). Such expectation also lines up with Jewish sources
in which “kingdom” is both an eschatological reality (Dan 7:14; 4Q246
2 5; 4Qs521 2 2:7; Sib. Or. 3:46—48; T. Mos. 10:1) and not far off (Dan
12:6-13; T En. 94:6-8; 95:6; 4 Ezra 4:26; 5:45; 8:61; 2 Bar. 85:10).
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Jesus’s eschatology functioned as a practical theodicy. It did not
account for evil but prophesied its demise through a series of radical,
divinely worked reversals. The hungry will be full, the sorrowful will
laugh, the persecuted will be rewarded (Matt 5:3-12 par. Luke 6:20-23).
Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first (Mark 10:371;
Gos. Thom. 4). The exalted will be humbled, the humbled exalted (Matt
23:12 par. Luke 14:11; 18:14).

“Kingdom” was Jesus’s shorthand for the world that divine inter-
vention would soon remake and transform. People will “enter” and
“inherit” it, as Israel once entered and inherited the promised land (Matt
§:20; 7:21; 19:29; 25:34; Mark 9:47; 10:15, 17, 24, 25; Luke 10:25; 23:42;
John 3:5). Even if the formulation in Matthew s5:5 — “Blessed are the
meek, for they will inherit the earth” — is secondary, it is not mislead-
ing. Jesus expected not the destruction and replacement of this world
but its renewal, a world in which the promises to Israel would be ful-
filled. One may compare 2 Baruch 73, which foresees a world without
war, disease, or anxiety, a world full of joy, rest, and gladness, a world
in which people will no longer die. Jesus similarly hoped for a radically
transfigured world, one in which God’s will for earth will be done as it
is now in heaven.

While Jesus was not a systematic thinker, the sources suggest a
coherent eschatological scenario, a series of closely connected events:
a period of great tribulation (Matt 10:34-36 par. Luke 12:51-53; Mark
13:3-23); appearance of the Son of Man (Matt 24:27, 37-39 par. Luke
17:24-30; Mark 13:26; 14:62); resurrection (Matt 12:41—42 par. Luke
11:31-32; Mark 12:18-27; Luke 14:12-14; John 5:28-29); and the last
judgment, which will issue in reward in the kingdom for some and pun-
ishment in Gehenna for others (Matt §5:12 par. Luke 6:23; Matt 6:19-21
par. Luke 12:33-34; Matt 7:2 par. Luke 6:37; Matt 10:32-33 par. Luke
12:8-9; Mark 12:40; Matt 25:31-46). While these elements appear also
in Jewish sources, distinctive of Jesus were his self-identification with
the Son of Man (see the section “Self-Conception” later in the chapter)
and a link between response to his ministry and judgment (Matt 10:32—
33 par. Luke 12:8-9; Matt 11:20-24 par. Luke 10:12-15). Unlike 4 Ezra
7:28-31, the rabbis and perhaps Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:24-28, there is
little evidence that Jesus distinguished between a temporary messianic
kingdom and an eternal world to come.

In Luke 17:20-21, Jesus says that “the kingdom of God is not com-
ing with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it
is!” or ‘There it is!” For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”
Some scholars have held that, if the kingdom was future for Jesus, he
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is unlikely to have also believed it to be present. For them, either Jesus
did not utter Luke 17:21 or it does not signal the kingdom’s presence.
The saying might mean, for instance: “The kingdom is in your reach,
in your power to enter it.” But Matthew 12:28 par. Luke 11:20 clearly
speaks of the kingdom’s presence: “if it is by the Spirit of God that I
cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.” There
is little reason to deny that Jesus conceived of the kingdom as coming
over time and so both present and future. The kingdom is both present
and future for Paul (Rom 14:17; 1 Cor 4:20; 6:9-10; 15:50, 24; Gal 5:21)
as well as the synoptic evangelists, and the eschaton does not arrive in
a moment but rather over a period of time in Deutero-Isaiah, Jubilees
23, the Apocalypse of Weeks (1 En. 93 + 91:12-17), and the Apocalypse
of Abraham. It was the same for Jesus. Something greater than Solomon
had already appeared (Matt 12:41—42 par. Luke 11:31-32). Even before
the resurrection, people could begin to see what prophets only longed to
see (Matt 13:16-17 par. Luke 10:23-24).

If the final overthrow of Satan and all evil belong to Jewish escha-
tological expectation (Jub. 23:29; 50:5; 4Q300 3; 1 En. 54:4-6; T. Mos.
10:1-3), for Jesus the battle has begun, and the devil is losing. A confi-
dent sense of eschatological victory appears not only in Matt 12:28 par.
Luke 11:20 but also in Mark 3:27 (“the strong man” has been bound)
as well as Luke 10:18, which might reflect a visionary experience: “I
watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning.” The healings,
too, hold eschatological significance. Jewish texts anticipate that the
end time will bring healing (Isa 57:18-19; §8:8; Jer 30:17; Ezek 34:16;
Jub. 23:29-30; 1QS 4:6—7), and Matthew 11:4—5 par. Luke 7:22 — “Go and
tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame
walk, those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are
raised, and the poor have good news brought to them” — through its bor-
rowing of lines from Isaiah (Isa 26:19; 29:18-19; 35:5-6; 42:18; 61:1; cf.
4Qs21 2 2:7-13), claims the realization of that expectation. The bless-
ings of the new age have begun to fall on the world. This is why Jesus,
actualizing his own beatitude (Luke 6:21), anticipates the eschatologi-
cal banquet (Isa 25:6-8; Ezek 39:17-20; 1Q28a 2; Matt 8:11 par. Luke
13:29; Mark 14:25) with celebratory meals (Mark 2:18-20).

If the blessings of the end are already becoming manifest, at the
same time the tribulation of the latter days (Dan 12:1; Mark 13:3-23; 4
Ezra 6:24; m. Sotah 9:15) has begun. The citizens of the kingdom suffer
violence (Matt 11:12~13 par. Luke 16:16). Persecution and even martyr-
dom lie ahead (Matt 5:10-12 par. Luke 6:22—23; Matt 10:23; Mark 8:34—
35; 13:9-13). It is not yet the era of messianic peace and reconciliation
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(Isa 2:4; Mal 4:6) but the time of the sword, and foes are in one’s own
house (Matt 10:34-36 par. Luke 12:51-53; Gos. Thom. 16). One should
pray for deliverance from the time of trial (Matt 6:13 par. Luke 11:4).

According to Mark 1:14-15, the announcement of the kingdom’s
nearness was coupled with a call to repent (Matt 11:21 par. Luke 10:13;
Matt 12:41 par. Luke 11:32; Luke 13:1-5). This association reflects the
far-flung belief, grounded in Deuteronomy 4:25-31; 30:1-10, that the
return and redemption of scattered Israel at the end of days will coin-
cide with the repentance of God’s people (Hos 14:1-3; Joel 2:12-14;
Tob 13:5-6; Jub. 1:15, 22-23; 23:26; 4Q398 14-17; T. Mos. 1:18; T. Jud.
23:3—5; T. Dan. 6:4; Philo, Praem. 87-98, 162-70). This expectation may
explain why the tradition does not reflect imminent expectation alone:
Some sayings foresee a span, brief but of unspecified duration, between
Jesus’s end and the end of status quo history (Mark 2:20; 13:34-35; 14:7,
25; Matt 23:39 par. Luke 13:35; 17:22; 1 Cor 11:24-25). Jesus presum-
ably undertook his work in the hope that he would be heeded. But his
reproaches of “this generation” (Matt 12:39—42 par. Luke 11:29-32;
Matt 17:17 par. Luke 9:41; Mark 8:38; 9:19) and the woes over Galilean
cities (Matt 11:20-24 par. Luke 10:12~-15) reveal profound disappoint-
ment (cf. Mark 12:1-12). While there is not enough evidence to support
the old theory of a Galilean crisis, Jesus likely hoped for a corporate
repentance that did not eventuate to his satisfaction; and if he took
the promise, “I will return to you,” to be contingent on “return to me”
(Zech 1:3; Mal 3:7), the possibility of eschatological delay (Hab 2:3—4;
1QpHab 7:10-12) would have been real.

Although Galilee in Jesus’s day may have been fairly stable politi-
cally, his vision of a restored Israel no doubt stirred up hopes for the end
of Roman rule (cf. John 6:15). Some have surmised that he was a revo-
lutionary, like those who rebelled against Rome in the 6os. This would
certainly explain why he was crucified with rebellious bandits (Mark
15:27). But the character in the passion narrative is remarkably unag-
gressive, which accords with the imperatives in Matthew 5:38-48 par.
Luke 6:27-36; and Paul’s letters, our earliest Christian sources, do not
incite violence but feature a savior who is the antithesis of a military
leader - humble, meek, mild (2 Cor 10:1; Phil 2:8). We know from Daniel,
the Testament of Moses, and 2 Baruch that it was possible to hope for
the destruction of an occupying power without calling for violence: One
could await divine intervention. Further, although the Baptist was not
a violent revolutionary, Josephus reports that Herod Antipas arrested
him because he fretted that his preaching would foment political unrest
(Ant. 18.118). Matters were likely similar with Jesus.
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ETHICS AND TORAH

Jesus’s proclamation of the kingdom was deeply ethical and social, and
his eschatological expectation added urgency to his demands. Yet the
proximity of the end did not of itself generate imperatives. Those came
from the Torah and attendant traditions. (Jesus was probably literate.
Even if not, his knowledge of Scripture and its interpretation appears to
have been considerable.)

Mark 12:28-34 makes the chief duties love of God and neighbor.
To conjoin these imperatives from Torah (Deut 6:4-5; Lev 19:18) is to
endorse Moses. Indeed, Mark 12:28-34 may assume, as Philo taught,
that the decalogue encapsulates all of Torah and falls into two halves,
the first enjoining love of God, the second love of neighbor (Decal.
19-20, T08-110, 154; Spec. leg. 1.1; cf. Rom 13:9). In other words, these
two imperatives stand for the entire law. In line with this, Jesus else-
where affirms the law’s abiding validity (Matt §:18 par. Luke 16:17),
endorses Mosaic imperatives (Mark 1:44; 7:21; 10:19; Matt 23:23 par.
Luke 11:42), criticizes others for breaking Torah (Mark 7:8-13), and
rebuts those who accuse him of acting unlawfully (Mark 2:23-28).

Jesus seemingly was engaged particularly with Leviticus 19,
which was so important for Second Temple and rabbinic Judaism.
That chapter, in addition to commanding that one not hate but rather
love one’s neighbor, contains teaching about both retaliation and
judging. Picking up on Leviticus 19:18 — “You will not take vengeance
or bear a grudge against any of your people” — Matthew §5:38-47 par.
Luke 6:27-35 prohibits vengeance and rejects the conventional reci-
procity of returning evil for evil. Jesus also endorses the golden rule
(Matt 7:12 par. Luke 6:31), which was traditionally associated with
Leviticus 19 (Tob 4:14-15; Jub. 36:4; Ep. Arist. 207; Tg. Ps.-]. 19:18;
cf. Did. 1:2), and he rewrites Leviticus 19:2, turning “You will be
holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” into “Be merciful, just as
your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36). He gives “Love your neighbor”
a broad interpretation: It includes enemies (Matt 5:44 par. Luke 6:27;
Luke 10:29-37). Provocatively, he amends Leviticus 19:15-17, as
though to say: “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘“You
shall judge your neighbor.” But I say to you, ‘Do not judge’” (Matt
7:1—-2 par. Luke 6:37-38).

Tensions between Jesus and the Torah are not confined to Matthew
7:1-2 par. Luke 6:37-38. “Hate your father and mother” (Luke 14:26;
cf. Matt 10:37) is formulated over against Exodus 20:12 par. Deuteronomy
5:16: “Honor your father and mother.” The prohibition of divorce and
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remarriage (Matt 5:31-32 par. Luke 16:18; Mark 10:2-12; 1 Cor 7:10-11)
does not match what Moses said on the subject (Deut 24:1-4). It is the
same with the injunction against swearing in Matthew §:33-37: Jesus
disallows what Moses permitted (Exod 20:7; Lev 19:12).

Jesus’s apparently inconsistent attitude to Torah reflects his messi-
anic context. According to Matthew 11:13 par. Luke 16:16, the law and
the prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom
is preached (Luke) or the kingdom has suffered violence (Matthew). The
new has arrived; things are different (Mark 2:21-22). The consumma-
tion, when sin will be eradicated, is nigh, and to the extent that the
law makes concessions to sin, it is postlapsarian and needs revision. If
“from the beginning it was not so” (Matt 19:8), then it should not be so
now (Mark 10:2-12). The ideal future becomes the imperative for life in
the present.

Jesus’s stance vis-a-vis Torah was messianic in another way. The
demands he made on behalf of the kingdom surpassed all other demands,
including those in Torah. If following him entailed not burying one’s
father, then that was the requirement. The Babylonian Talmud (b. Yeb.
gob) teaches, with reference to the prophet like Moses of Deuteronomy
18:15, 18: “Come and hear: ‘“You will listen to him,” even if he tells
you to transgress some of the commandments in the Torah, as hap-
pened with Elijah on Mount Carmel [in 1 Kings 18 the prophet sac-
rifices outside the temple], obey him in every respect, in accord with
the needs of the hour.” Imperatives can conflict, and Jesus, who took
himself to be the eschatological prophet like Moses (see the section
“Self-Conception”), operated with the conviction that the needs of the
eschatological crisis sometimes required exceptional demands.

Although Jesus did not require the same of all (see “Itinerants,
Householders, and Discipleship”), he called everyone, in the face of
the last judgment, to return to God. This is the broad context for
observance of Torah and Jesus’s moral teaching. Nowhere do his say-
ings assume that individuals will be saved by virtue of descent from
Abraham. In this Jesus followed the Baptist. The latter insisted that
descent from Abraham will not guarantee passing the final judgment
(Matt 3:7-10 par. Luke 3:7-9), and he conducted a one-time baptism
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4). Jesus similarly
mandated becoming, in effect, a convert. He called for beginning one’s
religious life anew, for becoming like a little child (Mark 10:15; John
3:3; Gos. Thom. 22; cf. Paul’s idea of a “new creation” [2 Cor 5:17; Gal
6:15] and b. Yeb. 22a and b. Bek. 47a, where the convert to Judaism is
“like a new-born child”).
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ITINERANTS, HOUSEHOLDERS, AND DISCIPLESHIP

Jesus called some to “become passers-by” (Gos. Thom. 42), to follow
him literally by abandoning their ordinary lives to share his itinerant
lifestyle (Matt 8:18—22 par. Luke 9:57-62; Mark 1:16-20; 2:13-17). Their
dislocation and detachment from ordinary life matched their eschato-
logical orientation: They were not at home in the present.

Jesus was an itinerant largely because he wished to spread his mes-
sage (Mark 1:38), and this was one reason he called disciples to follow
him: They too were to proclaim the kingdom, thereby becoming fishers
of people (Mark 1:17). They were to enlarge the scope of his influence
(Matt 10:5-16; Mark 6:8-11; Luke 10:1-12). (That they preached what
Jesus preached implies that they were already repeating his words before
his death. The Jesus tradition began then.)

We do not know how often Jesus and his band were away from hos-
pitable households or how often they ventured beyond day trips and
passed the night in the open or how often food and drink were serious
issues. But the directive to pray for daily bread (Matt 6:11 par. Luke
11:3) and the counsel to be not anxious about food and clothing (Matt
6:25-34 par. Luke 12:22-32) were heard by people who, because on the
road (Mark 1:35; 6:31-35; 8:4; Luke 5:16), must at least on occasion have
fretted about such things. (This holds whether or not the Galilean econ-
omy in Jesus’s day was generally oppressive, a disputed subject.)

From his sympathizers Jesus selected a group of twelve (Mark 3:13-19;
Matt 19:28 par. Luke 22:28-30; 1 Cor 15:5). Collectively they were a pro-
phetic sign and eschatological symbol. Representing the twelve tribes of
Israel (cf. 1QM 2.1-3), they reflected Jesus’s hope for the literal restoration
of all Israel, including the lost tribes (cf. Matt 8:11-12 par. Luke 13:28-29;
Mark 13:27; Hos 11:11; 2 Macc 1:27; 2:18; Bar. 4:37; 5:5; 1 En. 57:1).

Jesus’s entourage included women. There are no call stories for
any of them, and it has been argued that his female supporters were all
householders, not itinerants. But there was nothing extraordinary about
women being out and about - as the Gospels themselves attest — and
the proposal goes against Mark 15:40-41 and Luke 8:1-3. It seems likely
that at least a few women not only went up with Jesus to Jerusalem for
Passover but, earlier on, traveled with him around Galilee. Whether we
should call these female coworkers “disciples” is debated. The Gospels
do not do so. Given the androcentric focus of the sources, we can say
little more except (i) some offered pecuniary support (Luke 8:3); (ii)
Jesus is nowhere quoted as making disparaging remarks about women
(contrast Sirach 42.14; T. Reub. 5.1; Josephus, C. Ap. 2.201; t. Ber. 6.18);
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(iii) multiple sayings pair the activity or circumstances of women with
the activity or circumstances of men (e.g. Matt 12:41—42 par. Luke
11:31-32; Matt 13:31-33 par. Luke 13:18-21; Luke 4:25-27; 12:45; Luke
15:4-10); and (iv) one of his female followers, Mary of Magdala, appears
to have played a key role in the emergence of belief in Jesus’s resurrec-
tion (Matt 28:9—10; Mark 16:1-8; John 20:14-18).

In addition to those who literally followed him, Jesus had supporters
who stayed at home. He did not, despite harsh words about family ties
and possessions (Mark 10:17-31; Matt 6:19-21 par. Luke 12:33-34; Luke
6:24-26; 16:1-31; Gos. Thom. 36, 42, 56; etc.), ask everyone to aban-
don conventional livelihoods or leave home (Matt 24:17-18 par. Luke
17:31-32/Mark 13:15-16; 2:11; §5:19; 8:26; Luke 19:1-10). His critical
comments were relative to circumstance. Although he believed that tra-
ditional social structures were passing away and were not of chief impor-
tance, he decried them not in principle but precisely when they came
into conflict with his cause. The harsh words about families reflect
occasions when someone turned down Jesus’s call to follow him (Mark
10:17-22) or effected familial strife (Matt 10:35-36 = Luke 12:51-53).

HEALINGS AND MIRACLES

The modern quest for the historical Jesus began with Enlightenment
thinkers for whom miracles were impossible. With that negation as
their starting point, their task was to uncover the original Jesus behind
the credulous overlay. While the quest has grown far beyond that, con-
temporary historians often adopt reductionistic strategies when eluci-
dating miracles: A story may be due to haggadic invention, to mutation
of a memory into legend, or to misperception or misinterpretation of
real events. But whatever one’s take on miracles, the presence of the
latter in the Gospels is not of itself reason to infer that they are late
and mostly legendary. Countless reports of extraordinary events, how-
ever explained, have come and continue to come from eyewitnesses.
It is equally undeniable that some religious charismatics, such as the
Roman Catholic Saint Don Bosco (d. 1888) and the Indian guru Sai Baba
of Shirdi (d. 1918), have been trailed by numerous astounding claims
while alive. It was so with Jesus. Even some opponents conceded that
he could do the extraordinary (Matt 12:27 par. Luke 11:19; Mark 3:22—
27; cf. Josephus, Ant. 18.63).

Jesus appears to have been “the most successful exorcist and healer
of his time” (Casey 2010, 107). Distinctive is his unmediated author-
ity. He does not use incantations. Usually he does not even pray. It is
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as though he has numinous power in himself. Equally notable is the
variety: exorcisms, healings of various afflictions, raisings of the dead,
and so-called nature miracles (e.g. calming the sea, feeding a multitude,
walking on water, changing water into wine). While it is all but impos-
sible to evaluate the historicity of most of the stories, Jesus presumably
drew crowds as much or more for his miracles as his teaching. But the
two were intimately related, for the former illustrated the latter in at
least two ways: They (i) embodied his insistence on loving and serv-
ing others, especially the unfortunate and (ii) were testimony to the
dawning of eschatological blessings (Matt 11:2—6 par. Luke 7:18-23).

Among the exceptional abilities reported are foreseeing events,
perceiving what others think, and knowing from afar what is happen-
ing (Matt 12:22-30 par. Luke 11:14-23; Mark 2:1-12; 6:45-52; 9:33-37;
11:1-10; Luke 5:1-11; 6:6-11; 7:36—50; 9:46—48; John 1:35-52; 2:23-25;
4:4-42; etc.). The large number of relevant texts indicates that some
who knew him perceived Jesus to be a clairvoyant prophet.

SELF-CONCEPTION

Discussion of Jesus’s self-conception has been much affected by theo-
logical — as well as anti-theological - interests. Many have desired to
bring his ideas as close to later creedal orthodoxy as possible. Others
have wished to do the opposite. The truth seems to be that Jesus had
an exalted self-perception, which is best understood not in Arian or
Athanasian terms but via comparison with divine agents in Second
Temple Jewish texts, such as Melchizedek in 11QMelchizedek and the
Son of Man in 1 Enoch 37-71.

Much modern scholarship converged on the idea that Jesus took
himself to be a prophet, more particularly an eschatological prophet.
The sources report that others identified him as such (Matt 21:11, 46;
Mark 6:15; 8:28; Luke 7:16, 39; 24:19; John 4:19; 6:14; 7:40, 52; 9:17; Gos.
Thom. 52). They also have Jesus observing, with reference to his minis-
try, that “prophets are not without honour, except in their hometown,
and among their own kin, and in their own house” (Mark 6:4; cf. John
4:44; Gos. Thom. 31), as well as avowing, “Today, tomorrow, and the
next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to
be killed outside of Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33). When one adds that others
near his time and place, including John the Baptist, were known as proph-
ets (Matt 11:9 par. Luke 7:26; Josephus, Bell. 2.261-63), that Jesus, like
some canonical prophets (Jer 16:1—2; Ezek 4:1-17; Hos 1:2-8), evidently
engaged in symbolic acts (Mark 3:13-19; 6:30-44; 11:1-10, 12—14, I5-I9;
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14:22-25), and that the Gospels regularly depict him as a seer (Matt
10:23-25; Mark 8:31; 13:2, §—37; etc.), the common conclusion follows.

Many have hesitated to attribute to Jesus a larger conception than
this. On their view, Jesus proclaimed not himself but the kingdom, and
more exalted christological ideas were secondary developments. At least
two impulses help account for this traditional judgment. One is the his-
torical conviction that all doctrine, including Christology, evolved over
time. If there is distance between Origen and Athanasius, and if there is
distance between the Synoptics and John’s Gospel, then there must be
distance between the historical Jesus and the Synoptics, which means
development from the lesser to the greater.

A second impulse has been theological, the concern that if Jesus
thought too highly of himself, we cannot think so highly of him: That
would be reason to fret about his mental health. But whatever one
makes of the psychology, nearly insuperable difficulties beset the ver-
dict that Jesus thought less of himself than he reportedly thought of the
Baptist, which was that John was “more than a prophet” (Matt 11:9 par.
Luke 7:26).

The earliest sources for the Jesus movement are the authentic let-
ters of Paul. In them Jesus is already God’s “Son” (Rom 1:9; Gal 4:4; 1
Cor 1:9; 1 Thess 1:10; etc.), the “Lord” (passim), pre-existent (2 Cor 8:9),
and thoroughly allied with God the Father (Rom 1:7-8; 2 Cor 13:13;
Gal 1:1, 3; 4:6; etc.). This includes materials that, according to many,
are pre-Pauline — the confession in Romans 1:2—4, the Aramaic prayer
“Maranatha” (1 Cor 16:22), and the poetic section in Philippians 2:5-11.
Paul, then, establishes the early advent of a high Christology. Moreover,
while the apostle argues about many things, such as circumcising gen-
tiles and spiritual gifts, he nowhere defends his christological formula-
tions. This implies that those formulations were not idiosyncratic, that
his exalted Christology was taken for granted and widespread.

While multiple factors contributed to early high Christology,
Jesus’s convictions about himself mark the point of origin. Nothing is
explained by positing that, soon after Easter, Jesus’s admirers, without
his help, turned him into someone akin to the Elect One in 1 Enoch
37-71. Rather, positing continuity, which means positing a lofty self-
consciousness for Jesus, is the more reasonable path, and it accords with
the fact that, in many sayings attributed to him, Jesus is the locus of end-
time events. His successful exorcisms inaugurate the end (Matt 12:28
par. Luke 11:20). He is the fulfillment of prophetic texts in Isaiah, espe-
cially Isaiah 61 (Matt 5:3-12 par. Luke 6:20-23; Matt 11:2-6 par. Luke
7:18-23; Luke 4:16-21). Those who reject or disobey him will suffer



22 PART I ORIGINS

judgment (Matt 7:24—27 par. Luke 6:46-49; Matt 10:32-33 par. Luke
12:8-9; Matt 11:21-24 par. Luke 10:12-15; Mark 8:38). He will, like the
figure in Daniel 7:13-14, come on the clouds of heaven (Mark 13:26-27;
14:62). He will sit on a throne (Matt 25:31; Mark 10:35-40; 14:62). The
quantity of materials that gives Jesus star billing is sufficiently large as
to compel a choice. Either all of this material is misleading, in which
case the tradition is so distorted that a skeptical stance seems in order,
or at least some of it fairly represents Jesus, in which case he was the
center of his own eschatological scenario.

Beyond this generality, Jesus probably conceived of himself as the
eschatological prophet like Moses in particular (Deut 18:15, 18; 1QS 9.171;
4Q175). This is, despite the failure of most scholarship to draw the infer-
ence, the best explanation for the series of correlations between tradi-
tions about him and traditions about Moses. When Jesus claims to cast
out demons by “the finger of God,” he is like the lawgiver, who also
worked wonders by “the finger of God” (Exod 8:19). When, at the Last
Supper, Jesus uses the phrase, “my blood of the covenant” (Mark 14:24),
he is alluding to Exodus 24:8, where Moses dashes blood on the people
and says, “Here is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with
you in accordance with all these words.” When, in Matthew §:21-48,
Jesus sets his words beside and even, at points, seemingly over against
Moses, his status vis-a-vis Moses is (as the commentaries prove) inevita-
bly posed. When, in Luke 12:35-38, Jesus implores his hearers, whom he
likens to slaves, to “Fasten a belt around your waists (humén hai osphues
periezosmenai) and let your lamps be lit,” he is replaying the exodus,
which took place at night (Exod 12:42; Tg. Neof., Tg. Ps.-J. and Frag. Tg.
[MS Vatican Ebr. 440] on Exod 12:42) and involved Moses commanding
the Israelite slaves to gird up their loins (LXX Exod 12:11: hai osphues
humén periez6smenai). When Jesus characterizes his generation as
“evil” (Matt 12:39—42 = Luke 11:29-32), “faithless” and “perverse” (Matt
17:17 = Luke 9:41; Mark 9:19), and “adulterous” and “sinful” (Mark 8:38),
he is using language associated with the generation in the wilderness, so
his day is like Moses’s day (Num 32:13; Deut 1:35; 32:20). The present is
again like the past when Jesus bids his disciples to pray, “Give us this day
our daily bread” (Matt 6:11 par. Luke 11:3), for the phrase recalls Exodus
16, where God “gives” manna, which is called “bread,” and which is sent
daily or day by day (Exod 16:4-5, 22—-30; Luke’s to kath’ hémeran pre-
cisely matches LXX Exod 16:5). These and additional texts, when added
together, depict a new Moses in a new exodus.

Jesus also thought himself destined to be Israel’s king: (i) The
Romans crucified him. The best explanation is that they worried
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about the unrest attending a popular figure some took to be “king
of the Jews” (the inscription above the cross: Mark 15:2, 9, 12, 18,
26; John 18:33, 39; 19:3, 19, 21). That some imagined Jesus to be an
insurrectionist with regal pretensions entails that the issue of king-
ship was there before Easter (cf. John 6:15). (ii) Belief in Jesus’s res-
urrection would not have moved anyone to identify him as Israel’s
king, as if to turn him into someone he had not been before. On the
contrary, the resurrection functioned to vindicate Jesus, which meant
vindicating the hopes his followers already had. (iii) If Jesus selected
twelve disciples (Mark 3:13-19) to represent the twelve tribes of Israel
(Matt 19:28), it is significant that he is not among their number. As
the one who chose them, he was rather their leader, which implies his
leadership of restored Israel.

(iv) Jesus predicted not only the destruction of Jerusalem’s temple
but probably claimed that he would build another (Mark 14:58; 15:29;
John 2:13-22). This matters because the idea (based on an eschatological
reading of 2 Sam 7:13-14) of a Davidic or messianic figure rebuilding the
temple was an eschatological motif (cf. Zech 6:12-13; 4QFlorilegium;
Sib. Or. 5:422; Tg. on Isa 53:5). (v) Matthew 19:28 par. Luke 22:28-30
(a promise that implicitly includes Judas and is unlikely pure invention)
and Mark 10:35—45 (James and John want to sit on Jesus’s right and left)
envisage thrones for Jesus’s disciples. Given that he is their leader, he
too must await a throne (Matt 25:31; Mark 14:62). Such expectation
must in part lie behind the conviction, which arose quite early, that
Jesus is even now seated at God'’s right hand: Promise had become ful-
fillment (Acts 2:34-35; 5:31; 7:55-56; Rom 8:34; Col 3:1). (vi) Some Jews
anticipated that Israel’s eschatological king would be God’s son (cf.
4Q174 1.10-13; 4Q246 2.1). This is the likely matrix for the confession
of Jesus as God’s “Son,” a confession that goes back to Christian begin-
nings. It was there at the beginning because Jesus himself stirred messi-
anic expectations. If he was nonetheless shy of the title “Messiah,” that
may have been because his status and role were not his to establish:
God alone would grant and proclaim those.

By far the most frequent title Jesus uses in the Gospels is “the Son of
man.” The Greek (ho huios tou anthrépou) is unusual and must derive
from Aramaic. Intense debate over the expression, which is rare outside
the Gospels, continues unabated. But attempts to eliminate all allusion
to Daniel 7:13-14 from the originating tradition fail, as does the pro-
posal that, for Jesus, the Son of man was not himself but an eschatologi-
cal person nowhere else hinted at in the tradition. Jesus appears to have
found himself, or perhaps himself and his followers, in Daniel 7:13-14,
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in the scene where “one like a son of man” comes on the clouds of
heaven and receives everlasting dominion, glory, and kingship.

CONFLICT AND MARTYRDOM

Beside the formal passion predictions in Mark (8:31; 9.31; 10:33-34),
a mass of material purports that Jesus anticipated an untimely death
(Allison 2010, 423-33). That he spoke about his own demise is already
tradition for Paul (1 Cor 11:23-25). The apostle, moreover, believed that
Jesus “did not please himself” (Rom 15:3) but “gave himself for our
sins” (Gal 1:4; cf. 2:20), that he humbled himself and became “obedient
to the point of death — even death on a cross” (Phil 2:8). These convic-
tions assume that Jesus did not run from death but embraced it as a
martyr.

Perhaps Jesus had real premonitions. Or perhaps he began to con-
template death because he saw, in the late stages of his ministry, which
way the wind was blowing: It had become plain that conflict with
authorities in Jerusalem, both Jewish and Roman, was inevitable. His
tradition emphasized the martyrdom of prophets (Matt 23:29-37 par.
Luke 11:48-51; 13:34; the Lives of the Prophets), and Herod Antipas
had recently beheaded the Baptist. It is also credible that biblical scripts
played a role. Before the one like a son of man comes in Daniel 7, the
holy ones, who share his destiny (7:14, 18), suffer persecution (7:21). If,
furthermore, Jesus found himself in Isaiah 61, he may likewise have
read himself into earlier chapters that feature a suffering servant. Mark
10.45 (“give his life as a ransom for many”) and 14:24 (“poured out for
many”) seem to echo Isaiah §3:11-12 (“poured out himself to death,”
“bore the sin of many”).

Jesus might at some point have hoped not to taste death before see-
ing the kingdom in its fullness (Mark 9:1). If so, we do not know when
he came to have second thoughts. It is also possible, if memory informs
Mark 14:32—-42 (Gethsemane), that his conviction never amounted
to certainty. However that may be, he will, given his eschatological
expectations, have understood his death to be part of the unprecedented
“time of anguish” that would mark the latter days (Dan 12:1).

What precisely triggered Jesus’s arrest is unclear. Maybe it was a
disturbance in the temple and a prophecy of its destruction that brought
things to ahead (Mark 11:15-17; 14:58; but the event occurs much earlier
in John 2:13-17). Whatever the cause, both Jewish and Roman author-
ities were involved in the events that led to his crucifixion. According
to 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 (which is not a post-Pauline interpolation),
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the Jews (or Judeans) “killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets.”
Yet in 1 Corinthians 2:8, Paul writes that “the rulers of this age ...
crucified the Lord of glory.” “The rulers of this age” are or include the
Roman authorities. Paul, then, agrees with the Gospels, where Jesus’s
execution trails actions taken by members of the Sanhedrin and then
Pilate (Mark 14:53-65; 15:1-15; John 18:12-19:16). Josephus similarly
has both Pilate and “men of the highest standing among us” involved
in Jesus’s demise (Ant. 18.64). While one can detect a tendency in the
tradition to lay more blame on the Jews and less on the Romans, the
involvement of Jewish authorities cannot be eliminated. Jesus in any
case will have appeared, however briefly, before Pilate, just as Jesus son
of Ananias appeared before Albinus, and just as James and Simon the
sons of Judas the Galilean stood before Tiberius Alexander (Josephus,
Ant. 20.102; Bell. 6.300-309). As Josephus wrote: “Pilate condemned
him to the cross” (Ant. 18.64).
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2 Jesus’s Religion, Praxis,
and Experience of God
LUTZ DOERING

IESUS’S RELIGIOUS FORMATION

While Jesus’s life appears as remarkably transformative in the New
Testament Gospels, there is also much to be gained from attending
quite specifically to the Jewishness of his religious formation and
experience, vision, and hope. Jesus was born into a Jewish family.
As “Joseph’s son” (Luke 3:23; 4:22; John 1:45; cf. Matt 1:16), he was
regarded as a Jew. According to Luke 2:21, he was circumcised on the
eighth day (cf. Gen 17:12-14). Jesus grew up in Galilee — according to
the Gospels, in Nazareth (Mark 1:9; Matt 2:23; Luke 4:16; etc.). Jews
in Galilee had come from either Judea or the Babylonian diaspora from
the second century Bce onward. In the first century cg, Jewish reli-
gious life in Galilee was rather similar to that in Judea, although due
to the distance people would come less frequently in contact with
the temple. Being a Jew meant living according to a particular life-
style shaped by commandments of the Torah, in addition to certain
basic convictions about the world and its inhabitants, its origin, and
its future. As scholarship during the past forty years has made abun-
dantly clear, Torah observance was not seen as a way to “earn salva-
tion” but rather as a response to the covenant between God and Israel.
However, there were differences in the norms for Torah observance
(the halakhah) and in worldview across the various elite groups and
in the ordinary Jewish population (more on this in the section “Elite
Groups [‘Sects’] in Relation to Jesus”).

Jesus would have participated in the daily routine and meal practice
with his parents and siblings, and he would have celebrated the Sabbath
and Jewish festivals with his family and relatives. He would have
learned about the Torah commandments particularly from his father
Joseph (cf. Philo, Hypoth. 7.14), who would also have taught him to read
and to write in Hebrew (cf. Sir 30:3—4; Jub. 11:16; 47:9; Josephus, Ag. Ap.
2.204; T. Levi 13:2; ALD 13:4, 6, 15 [= 88, 90, 98]; Ps.-Philo, LAB 22:5-6),
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although the extent of literacy among Jews varied. In addition to the
family, he would have attended synagogue assemblies in which the
Torah was read and interpreted (more on this in the section “Jewish Life
as Experienced by Jesus”). Luke 2:41-52 portrays Jesus as accompanying
his parents on the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for Passover. According to
Matthew 4:1-11, Jesus is well-versed in the Torah, especially on the
relation between God and human beings as summarized in words from
Deuteronomy (Deut 6:13, 16; 8:3).

JEWISH LIFE AS EXPERIENCED BY JESUS

What was Jewish life according to the Torah like in the late Second
Temple period? Jews both close to Jerusalem and further away would
say the Shema‘ Israel (“Hear O Israel”; Deut 6:4—5 and related verses)
twice, in the morning when rising and in the evening when going to
bed (Josephus, Ant. 4.212; see also m. Ber. 1-2), and this prayer was also
central for Jesus (Mark 12:29-30 par. Matt 22:37; Luke 10:27). Apart
from it, there would have been no obligatory daily prayer for common
Jews at the time: The thrice-daily prayer obligatory for all male Jews
(the Eighteen Benedictions) is an innovation in response to the destruc-
tion of the Jerusalem temple, although voluntary prayer, partly using
early forms of the Eighteen Benedictions, was widespread. In some cir-
cles, we find the development of daily, Sabbath, and festival prayers
(cf. 4Q503—509), although thrice-daily prayers still seem voluntary at
the time (see Dan 6:11[Eng. 10]; Ps 55:18[Eng. 17]). In addition, on every
Sabbath morning the Jews — men and women, perhaps also children —
gathered in the synagogue, mainly for the reading and the interpreta-
tion of the Torah (Philo, Hypoth. 7.12-13; Josephus, Ant. 16.43; Ag.
Ap. 2.175; Luke 4:16-21, though it is unclear how widespread a reading
from the Prophets was at the time). This is confirmed by the Greek
Theodotus inscription (CIIP 9), from a first-century CE synagogue in
Jerusalem, according to which Theodotus, from a family of diaspora
Jews, built the synagogue “for the reading of the Law and the teaching
of the commandments.”

Recent archaeological excavations have brought to light a number
of buildings that can be identified as first-century ce synagogues. In
addition to the synagogues at Gamla in the Golan, Masada (in second-
ary use during the first Judean war, 66-70 ck), and Herodium (in second-
ary use during the first or/and second Judean war, 132-5 CE), as well as
the Jerusalem synagogue (not extant) to which the Theodotus inscrip-
tion belonged, there are two synagogues at Magdala — the first town
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excavated in which two synagogues were found. There is perhaps also
one at Khirbet Qana in Galilee, although the latter might have operated
only between 70 and 135 cE. Further, there are synagogues at Qiryat
Sefer and Khirbet Umm el-Umdan (both near modern Mode‘in) in the
Judean Shephelah, and potentially at Khirbet Diab (north of Jerusalem)
and Khirbet et-Tawani (close to Hebron) in the Judean Mountains (see
Doering and Krause 2020). Synagogue buildings and the gatherings in
them would thus be a familiar experience for Jesus in Galilee. The main
characteristic of these synagogues is benches on three or four sides
around an open middle space, suitable for an assembly especially to sit
and listen to readings and interpretations and to engage in other com-
munal activity. When Jesus calls up the man with the withered hand
in a synagogue on the Sabbath, “Come to the center” (Mark 3:3), this
would nicely fit such a building plan. The synagogues also functioned
as schools: While children would be taught basic reading and writing
skills by their fathers, the sabbatical gatherings led by specialists in
Torah reading and interpretation would have contributed to knowl-
edge of the Bible and Jewish laws. Smaller side rooms, as discovered, for
example, in the synagogues at Magdala and Gamla, might have served
study groups, also during weekdays.

It should be noted that “worship” in Second Temple Judaism
was less homogeneous than we might imagine: While ordinary Jews
prayed voluntarily and gathered locally for the study of the Torah
on the Sabbath, it was in the Jerusalem temple only that a differ-
ent kind of worship took place: the sacrificial service. This featured
the twice-daily burnt offering (morning and afternoon; Num 28:3—
9), as well as the burnt offerings for Sabbaths (Num 28:9-10; Matt
12:5) and holidays (Num 28:11-29:39), sin and guilt offerings (Lev
4-5) for certain unintentional offenses, sacrifices at the completion
of purification times (cf. Lev 12:6-8; Luke 2:22-24 [following child-
birth]; Lev 14:2-32; Mark 1:44 parr. [after skin disease]), as well as
votive offerings (Matt §5:23-24) and other ceremonies. This would
have been known to ordinary Jews all over the Land of Israel and
beyond, though they would have infrequently participated in them,
for example, when coming to Jerusalem during pilgrimage festivals
(Passover/Pesah, Weeks/Shavu‘ot, and Tabernacles/Sukkot). The
Mishnah claims (m. Ta’an. 4:2—3) that there was a link between the
sacrifices at the temple and Jewish communities across the Land of
Israel: the ma‘amadot, gatherings of ordinary Israelites fasting and
reading the creation account at times when their related priestly and
Levitical cycles (cf. 1 Chron 24) were offering sacrifices in Jerusalem.
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A different link can be seen in one of the Magdala synagogues, dis-
covered in 2009: a stone table featuring, among other things, a relief
of the temple menorah together with further temple vessels. Most
likely, this was meant to connect the reading and studying activity
in the remote synagogue with the sacrificial service in the Jerusalem
temple. We shall discuss Jesus’s ambivalent attitude toward the
temple in a section devoted to this topic later in the chapter.

An important aspect of Jewish law was keeping the Sabbath. Exodus
20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15 call for abstention from “labor”
(mela’khah) on the Sabbath, although it is unclear what this entails.
Other biblical passages add further details, such as the ban on agricul-
tural work (Exod 34:21; Neh 13:15-18), gathering wood (Num 15:26-36),
lighting fire (Exod 35:3), doing business (Isa 58:13; Neh 10:32; 13:15-18),
carrying loads (Jer 17:19-27; Neh 13:19), walking (longer) ways (Exod
16:29; Isa 18:13), or suggest that meals be prepared on Friday, before
the start of Sabbath at dusk (cf. Exod 16:5, regarding the manna). Since
the Maccabean period, a concern with human life in danger on the
Sabbath is attested, and Jewish groups permitted in various ways the
transgression of the Sabbath commandment in order to save human life,
both in war, allowing self-defense (see 1 Macc 2:40-41), and in every-
day situations, attending to persons in danger (see Luke 14:5; t. Sabb.
15[16]:11-17; Mek. shabbeta ki tis$$a 1). This is a theme that recurs
in our discussion of Jesus’s attitude toward the Sabbath in the section
“Jesus’s Views on Torah and Halakhah.”

Another significant area of the Torah was the dietary laws. Jews
basically abstained from consuming unclean animals (the most impor-
tant of which are specified in Lev 11), whereas cleft-footed animals with
divided hoofs and chewing the cud, as well as fowl and fish with fins
and scales, were permitted. It is clear that Jesus shared the basic dietary
laws (on Mark 7:19, see the comments in the section “Jesus’s Views
on Torah and Halakhah”). A further, related, area of the law was ritual
purity. Thus, events connected with sex, birth, illness, and death render
persons temporarily impure, for different periods of time: semen emis-
sion and intercourse, for one day (Lev 15:16-18); menstruation, for seven
days, and the one touching a menstruant, for one day (Lev 15:19); birth,
for up to forty days (for a boy) or up to eighty days (for a girl; Lev 12:2—5);
skin disease, for seven days after its disappearance (Lev 13-14); male
flux emitters (Lev 15:2-13) and hemorrhaging women (Lev 15:25-28),
for seven days after the end of the flux, and the one touching them, for
one day; finally, those touching a corpse, for seven days, requiring a spe-
cial form of cleansing with purification water on the third and seventh
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day (Num 19). For many of the lesser impurities, immersion in water
is required. Since the Hasmonean period, stepped pools used for ritual
purification were constructed in the Land of Israel. Such pools, called
miqwa’ot (the term is rabbinic), would have been a familiar sight for
Jesus and his family. In addition, since the time of Herod I, stone vessels
of various sizes are attested at places of Jewish settlement all over the
Land of Israel, including Galilee; they are plausibly used out of concern
for ritual purity, since stone (unlike clay) does not transmit impurity
(cf. John 2:6; m. Kelim 10:1). We shall see in the section “Jesus’s Views
on Torah and Halakhah” that Jesus did not refrain from touching defil-
ing people; this does not imply that he would not have acknowledged
their impure status, but the focus of his activity apparently was to cure
them and thus help them become pure.

A final area of Torah observance is the separation of firstfruits and
tithes. Firstfruits were to be brought to the altar in Jerusalem and given
to the priests; according to Nehemiah 10:36, this entailed “all first-fruit
of our land and the first-fruits of all fruit of every tree,” although later
it was understood to relate to the seven species for which the Land of
Israel was renowned (according to Deut 8:8, “a land of wheat and bar-
ley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and
honey,” the latter taken to refer to dates). While fruits were brought in
baskets when ripe (Deut 26:1-11), the firstfruits of barley were brought
on the day of the ‘omer festival, according to the prevailing (Pharisaic)
view, on the day following the first day of Passover (cf. Lev 23:11),
whereas the firstfruits of wheat were brought on Shavu ‘ot, seven weeks
later, in the form of two loaves of bread (Lev 23:15-17). Vegetable tithe
later known as “first tithe” was to be brought from “grain, wine, and
oil” (thus Deut 18:23), but texts such as Tobit 1:7 (GY, the longer form
of the Greek texts) mention also “pomegranate, figs, and other fruit-
trees.” According to a dominant view, it was given to the Levites, who
then had to give a tenth of it to the priests (Num 18:21-28); a minority
of sources (for example, Judith 11:13; Jub. 13:25-27) demand that it be
directly given to the priests, who were also the recipients of the cattle
tithe (Lev 27:32; Tob 1:7 GY). Another type, called “second tithe” in
Tobit 1:7 for the first time, consists of monetary proceeds that should
be spent in Jerusalem (Deut 14:22—27; Jub. 32:10-14). Finally, there is
a tithe for poor people (Deut 14:28-29; 26:12—13; Josephus, Ant. 4.240;
Tob 1:8), the “pauper’s tithe” in the diction of the later rabbis, that was
given in each third year. Jesus would have been aware that Pharisees,
in particular, were concerned with the correct procedures of tithing,
and he seems to have accepted their extension of tithing to include
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different kinds of herbs, though he criticized their concomitant neglect
of “justice and love of God” (Luke 11:42 par. Matt 23:23; cf. Luke 18:12),
which, as we shall see, is in line with his general stance on the com-
mandments. Jesus’s “religion” therefore developed in conversation and
debate with the various “sects” of Second Temple Judaism to which we
now turn.

ELITE GROUPS (“SECTS”) IN RELATION TO JESUS

Since the Hasmonaean period, several elite groups (“sects”) had been
formed who represented different social, political, ideological, and theo-
logical outlooks. They are the proof that Second Temple Judaism was
not uniform but pluriform. This is also important for locating Jesus
within Judaism: There was no “normative Judaism,” against which
other Jews would have appeared as deviants. Rather, we find different
varieties of Judaism. This is a term preferable to speaking of “Judaisms”
in the plural, because all varieties shared some basic concepts such as
the election of Israel, the centrality of the Torah, or the importance of
the Jerusalem temple (whether or not they deemed it being run appro-
priately at the time).

Josephus tells us about the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the
Essenes (J.W. 2.119-166; Ant. 18.11-22), who were in existence from
the Hasmonean period onward and which he presents as different
“philosophies.” According to Josephus, the Pharisees believed in both
fate and the power of the human will; they affirmed the immortality of
the soul and resurrection to new life for the good but eternal punish-
ment for the bad. They were distinguished by their accuracy in Torah
observance and followed statutes from the tradition of the fathers (Ant.
13.297; cf. Mark 7:3, 5; Gal 1:14) in addition to the Pentateuch. As we
know from the Gospels, they devoted special attention to keeping the
Sabbath (Mark 2:23-3.6 parr.), to ritual purity (Mark 7:3-6), and, as we
have seen, to separating the tithes. Nevertheless, their halakhah was
adaptable to the requirements of life. The Sadducees drew their support
from the priestly aristocracy (Ant. 18.17); they were guided only by the
“written laws” and rejected additional traditions (Ant. 13.297). They
denied the resurrection of the dead (Mark 12:18-27 parr.; Acts 23:8),
a belief clearly expressed only on the fringes of the Hebrew Scriptures
(e.g. Dan 12:2-3; Isa 25:8; 26:19). They also denied divine predestination
and attributed everything to human will. Their legal norms (halakhah)
were conservative and little adaptable. This they shared with the
third sect, the Essenes, a group not mentioned by name in the New
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Testament but referred to also by Philo (Prob. 75-91; Hypoth. 11.1-18)
and Pliny the Elder (Nat. 5.73). According to Josephus, they attrib-
uted everything to divine predestination (Ant. 13.172) and affirmed
the immortality of the soul (J.W. 2.154-158; according to the parallel
in Hippolytus, Haer. 9.27.1, resurrection). According to the long pas-
sage [ W. 2.119-161, the Essenes inter alia despised marriage, had their
property in common, avoided contact with oil, and wore white robes.
Before sunrise, they said their prayers, then focused on work, inter-
rupted by midday and evening meals, preceded by immersion. They did
not swear oaths, except when joining the sect, searched the Scriptures,
and studied the healing qualities of roots and stones. After three years
of probation, applicants were accepted; those guilty of major offenses
were expelled. Spitting in the meeting was forbidden, and the Essenes
observed the Sabbath with additional scrutiny, avoiding to defecate
on this day. Josephus writes that they were divided into four classes
depending on the length of their membership, and that they also had a
marrying branch. Soon after the discovery of the first Dead Sea Scrolls
in 1947, scholars proposed the identification of the group(s) mentioned
in these texts with the Essenes. Although the ancient reports about
the Essenes are highly stylized, there are a number of significant sim-
ilarities in the Scrolls, especially with the yahad as mentioned in the
Rule of the Community: a gradual process of admission (1QS 6.13-23),
communal meals (6.4-5), common property (1.11-13; 5.1-3; 6.17-20),
temporary exclusion and permanent expulsion (6.24-7.25), spitting
prohibited in the assembly (7.13), and dualistic statements on predes-
tination (3.13—4.1). On the other hand, some differences remain; thus,
there is no text in the Scrolls that prescribes celibacy, although the
Community Rule seems to address men only. There are, however,
other texts, such as the Damascus Document, that presume mar-
riage and family life. It would be possible to imagine “the Essenes” as
comprising different, though related groups. Finally, for the first cen-
tury cE, Josephus speaks also of a “fourth philosophy” (Ant. 18.9, 23),
related to the Pharisees but anti-Roman minded; it is usually identi-
fied with the Zealots (a term Josephus avoids for the time before the
first Judean war). Overall, the Pharisees were the most popular of the
sects, but even they did not constitute “normative” Judaism. Many of
the Pharisaic practices were shared by the wider population, although
most common people did not formally belong to any of the elite groups.
Thus, it is fair to say that despite the dominance of the elite groups,
most Jews in the Land of Israel were not “sectarian.”
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Jesus, too, apparently did not belong to any of these elite groups,
although he is closest to the Pharisees in his legal outlook. This per-
haps explains why they constitute his major discussion partners in the
Galilean narratives of the Synoptic Gospels. Like the Pharisees, Jesus
is concerned more with the daily life of common Jews, with relations
between fellow humans and between humans and God, than with
issues concerning the cult. Like Hillel — perhaps a Pharisaic forerun-
ner of the Rabbis — he puts prime emphasis on the Golden Rule as a
variant of the love commandment (Matt 7:12; cf. ARN B 26; b. Shab.
31a; cf. also Tob 4:15; Jub. 36:4; Let. Aris. 207; Tg. Ps.-J. Lev 19:18),
and like R. Eliezer — often seen as a successor of conservative Pharisees
— he deems the love commandment as summarizing the Torah (Mark
12:28-31 parr.; cf. Sifra gedoshim parashah 2, pereq 2 [89a Weiss]). Mark
imagines a “scribe” — contextually, a Pharisaic scribe, who relished
Jesus’s rebuttal of the Sadducees’ question — to agree on the impor-
tance of the double love commandment (Mark 12:32-34). Unlike the
Pharisees, though, Jesus is more proactive in his relation toward sin-
ners and marginalized: Rather than relying on his own righteousness
and keeping away from sinners and impure persons, as the Gospels
claim the Pharisees did (e.g. Mark 2:15-17 parr.; Luke 18:9-14), Jesus is
said to have approached sinners and pronounced the forgiveness of sins
to them, and he is said to have expelled demons and healed the sick,
thereby also terminating the status of defilement (e.g. of lepers [Mark
1:40-44 parr.], of a hemorrhaging woman [Mark 5:25-34 parr.]). Also,
Jesus was apparently unwilling to accept the “traditions of the elders”
exhibited by the Pharisees (Mark 7:3, 5; cf. vv. 8-9). In this aspect, he
was similar to the Sadducees, although he did not share their rejection
of the expectation of resurrection (Mark 12:18-27 parr.). What were the
reasons for these differences?

THE KINGDOM OF GOD INAUGURATED

The central element in Jesus’s ministry is the notion that the kingdom
or the kingship of God (basileia tou theou, both the spatial and the
dynamic aspect is referenced) has “come near” (Mark 1:15) and is, in
fact, already inaugurated (see Matt 13:16-17 par. Luke 10:23-24) while
its full realization is still pending (see Matt 6:10 par. Luke 11:2; Mark
9:1; 14:25). The Parable of the Mustard Seed (Mark 4:30-32) contrasts
the small beginnings of the kingdom with its great fulfillment. The tra-
dition of the kingdom or kingship of God has its origins in the pre-exilic
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Jerusalem temple cult (cf. Isa 6:5, Isaiah’s vision of his calling in the
temple, “my eyes have seen the king, the Lord of hosts”), where YHWH
is addressed as “enthroned on the cherubim” (2 Kings 19:15 par. Isa
37:16) and his inauguration and rule as “king” is celebrated (Ps 47; 93;
96-97; 99). It is continued in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice found
at Qumran (4Q400-407; 11Q17) and Masada (Mas 1k), in which God
is praised as king in the midst of the host of angels. After the Romans
under Pompey intervened in Judea in the contest between Hyrcanus II
and Aristobulus II, the delegates of the people “asked not to be ruled by
a king, saying that it was the custom of their country to obey the priests
of the God who was venerated by them” (Josephus, Ant. 14.41; cf. Diod.
Sic. 40.2). Thus, they pointed to the model of a “theocracy” (cf. Josephus,
Ag. Ap. 2.165), in which God’s rule is mediated by the priests, while the
last Hasmoneans were seen as inept representatives of the priesthood.
However, the Romans, in the long term, chose to give the rule to kings
(Herod I, later Agrippa I) or to govern the region directly. This provided
the context for political expectations of the kingship of God (e.g. among
the “fourth philosophy,” the Zealots). For Jesus, however, the basileia
was not to be brought by anti-Roman action. More pertinent was the tra-
dition that God would come to rule in the eschaton when he punishes
the kings of the earth (Isa 24:21-22) and after victory over his enemies
would be king over all the earth (Zech 14:1-9). Moreover, in the apoc-
alyptic tradition the idea developed that at the end of days God would
hold judgment, with punishment of his enemies and reward for the righ-
teous (cf. Dan 7:26; 12:2-3).

Jesus learned from John the Baptist that God’s judgment was near
and that the present times were a final opportunity for repentance; John
proclaimed in the desert “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness
of sins” (Mark 1:4). This does not negate the temple cult with its pro-
vision for atonement but considers it insufficient. In particular, John
attacked the certainty of salvation that was based on belonging to the
descendants of Abraham (Luke 3:7-9 par.): Jews must repent individu-
ally. By asking to be baptized by John, Jesus accepted this approach. But
whereas John focused on the final opportunity for repentance before
the great judgment, Jesus apparently had a defining experience. He wit-
nessed that Satan, the ultimate enemy of God, had been disempowered:
“T saw Satan fall like a flash of lightning” (Luke 10:18), and “the strong
man” had been “tied up” (see Mark 3:27). With the disempowerment
of Satan, the kingship of God was inaugurated and was drawing near.
This is the crucial innovation in Jesus’s ministry, which puts all other
aspects of his activity into perspective.
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Jesus experienced himself as a witness to, and an agent of, the inau-
gurated kingdom of God. Jesus’s exorcisms are testimony that, with
Satan, also the demons have lost their power and can be cast out: “if it
is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of
God has come to you” (Luke 11:20). In Jesus’s healings, too, the advent
of the kingdom of God can be experienced, and through Jesus’s thera-
peutic activity God restores human beings to their original, creational
wholeness (Matt 11:2—4 par. Luke 7:22-23). Jesus lets his disciples also
participate in these healing powers (with some exceptions; see Mark
9:28-29), so that through their therapies also the kingdom of God has
come near (Luke 9:1-2; 10:9). Jesus’s table fellowship allows a fore-
taste of the eschatological banquet that is expected in the fully realized
kingdom; it is precisely the neglected ones who will be granted a place
at the table in the kingdom of God (Luke 13:29 par. Matt 8:11; Luke
14:16-24 par. Matt 22:1-14). The poor, the humble, the hungry, the
weeping, and the persecuted are blessed because theirs is the kingdom
of God (Luke 6:20-22; Matt 5:3-11). Similarly, Jesus presents children
as examples of those who enter the kingdom of God (Mark 10:14-15).
Jesus maintains the announcement of God’s judgment; but he also
offers the opportunity of forgiveness (Mark 2:5-12), and in doing so he
turns toward people deemed morally dubious, such as tax collectors
and prostitutes, who he says are more likely to enter the kingdom of
God than the pious (Matt 21:28-32). In fact, as we shall see, the most
characteristic expression Jesus uses for God is “father”: In the kingdom
of God, the providence of the divine father can be experienced anew
(see Matt 6:26, 32), but God is also like a father who takes back the
prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32).

JESUS’S VIEWS ON ISRAEL

The focus of Jesus’s ministry was clearly centered on members of the
people of Israel. The area of his travel and activity is largely limited
to areas of Jewish settlement (the Galilee, see Mark 1:14; Judea and
Perea, see Mark 10:1; and here, Jerusalem and environs, see Mark
11:1; etc.). Excursions beyond these areas are few and exceptional: the
Decapolis on the other shore of the Sea of Galilee (Mark 5:1-17), the
area of Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:27), and Tyre (Mark 7:24). By calling
twelve disciples (Mark 3:14-19), Jesus appears to hint at a renewal of
Israel from among the group of his followers. Apparently, Jews from
various parts of the Land of Israel followed him (see Mark 3:7-8; Luke
6:17, including Idumea and the coastal region of Syro-Phoenicia).
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Nevertheless, Jesus focuses not on a “national” renewal of Israel but
on gaining “human beings” or “people” for the kingdom of God (Mark
1:17 par. “fishers of people”). His disciples are called to leave their
social contexts and “follow” him, becoming themselves also agents
of the inaugurated kingship of God. The toning down of the national
aspect may have facilitated Jesus’s occasional turning toward non-
Jews, which, however, remains the exception and thus confirms the
rule: the “Greek” Syro-Phoenician woman (Mark 7:24-29) who had to
persuade Jesus to intervene on her daughter’s behalf, or the centurion
at Capernaum (Matt 8:5-13 par.) who deemed himself unworthy that
Jesus come under his roof. It was this occasional — though not princi-
pled - openness that allowed later Christian tradition to extend the
message of Christ also to non-Jews.

JESUS’S VIEWS ON TORAH AND HALAKHAH

Jesus seems to have held a particular interpretation of the Torah and
legal norms (halakhah) that was similarly shaped by his message of the
inaugurated kingdom of God. Unlike what much of scholarship until the
end of the twentieth century claimed, he did not attempt to “abolish”
or “critique” the Torah. Rather, within the diversity of Second Temple
Judaism outlined in this chapter, he criticized certain approaches to the
Torah and proposed an interpretation of it that put prime focus on the
spirit and the intention of the divine law, and on commandments con-
cerning the relation with fellow human beings and with God, at the
expense of ritual minutiae. For some areas of Jewish law, he appears to
have propagated the recourse to the primordial institution of the law that
can now be recovered in the eschaton (Urzeit-Endzeit correlation). Thus,
according to Mark 2:27, “the Sabbath was made (egeneto, literally, ‘has
become’) for humankind, not humankind for the Sabbath,” which points
to the primordial institution of the Sabbath for the benefit of human
beings. Hence, actions alleviating human need on the Sabbath, such as
plucking corn by the hungry, appear to be seen as permissible. Attending
to people in need on the Sabbath, Jesus typically healed human beings
with severe — albeit not life-threatening — impairments on this day (Mark
3:1-5 parr.; Luke 13:11-13; 14:1-5), apparently justifying this as an exten-
sion of “life-saving” (see Mark 3:4 “is it lawful ... to save life or to kill?”),
which as such was a widely accepted reason for “overriding” the Sabbath
commandment (see the section “Jesus’s Religious Formation”).
Similarly, in Mark 10:3-6, Jesus contrasts the concession of Moses
according to Deuteronomy 24:1 to write a certificate of divorce because
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of “your hardness of heart” with the primordial joining of one man with
one woman (see Gen 1:27; 2:24 quoted in Mark 10:6-8). Thus, in the
horizon of the kingdom of God, in which it may be expected that hearts
are no longer hardened (cf. Mark 8:17), divorce shall not be pursued
(Mark 10:9; cf. Doering 2009). In fact, divorce does not sever the mar-
riage bond of those uniquely joined with one another, like the primor-
dial couple, and those remarrying after divorce commit adultery (Mark
10:11-12; cf. Luke 16:18). Matt 5:32; 19:9 make an exception for divorce
in the case of “sexual indecency” (porneia), thus representing a view
similar to that held the by the School of Shammai (see m. Git. 9.10).
While marriage should not be dissolved in the kingdom, it is neverthe-
less not of ultimate value: Those resurrected from the dead will not
marry because they are “like the angels” (Mark 12:25 parr.), and some —
including, apparently, Jesus himself — anticipated this in their lives (see
Matt 19:12).

With respect to purity, Jesus prioritizes moral over ritual purity:
Foods going into a person from outside do not defile the person but evil
intentions coming out of the heart do (Mark 7:15, 19a; note again the
crucial locus of the “heart”). Moreover, Jesus arguably represents the
“older” approach that does not accept the — probably Pharisaic — inno-
vation of handwashing before meals, an obligation meant to prevent the
spread of impurity from the hands via liquids onto foods, which would
thereby become impure in second degree and render the person con-
suming them impure (Furstenberg 2008). That Jesus, according to Mark
7:19b, “declared all foods clean” could be (and was later) understood as
an abolition of dietary laws. However, in its immediate context, the
statement might originally have affirmed the good “biblical” view that
contaminated foods do not defile a person from the inside. The Gospels
assume that Jesus in other respects paid attention to purification pro-
cedures, as in the case of a healed leper (Mark 1:44; Matt 8:4).

The gospel writers perceived Jesus’s approach to the Torah as
being aptly summarized by the double love commandment, loving
“the Lord your God from your whole heart and from your whole
soul and from your whole mind and from your whole strength” (thus
Mark 12:30; cf. Deut 6:5) and loving “your neighbor as yourself”
(Mark 12:371; cf. Lev 19:19; parallels in Matt 22:37-39; Luke 10:27).
Although there is no exact earlier example of coupling these two love
commandments as the sum of the Torah, we should note that Philo of
Alexandria speaks of “two heads high above the innumerable individ-
ual laws and doctrines: the regulating of one’s conduct towards God
by the rules of piety and holiness, and of one’s conduct towards men
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by the rules of humanity and justice” (Spec. 2.63; cf. T. Dan 5:3;
T. Iss. 5:1-2). As mentioned, Hillel is credited with the use of the
Golden Rule in rabbinic texts, and the Golden Rule is also used for
phrasing the commandment of loving one’s neighbor in Targum
Ps.-Jon. Lev 19:19 (cf. also Matt 7:12). In sum, Jesus appears to have
centered his Torah interpretation on the love of God and of one’s
neighbor. The latter is presented in the Gospels as extending beyond
the confines of one’s worshipping community — hence, including
Samaritans (Luke 10:30-37) — and ethnic boundaries — hence, encom-
passing one’s “enemies” (Matt 5:44).

In line with the central role of the double love commandment, Jesus
seems to have prioritized the intention of laws and their social dimen-
sion, as compared to a formalistic, “outward” observance of laws. At
least this is how Matthew presents Jesus’s teaching: Not only murder
but even being angry with one’s brother or sister is what is prohibited
by the Sixth (Fifth) Commandment in Jesus’s interpretation; not only
adultery but even the lustful gaze is targeted by the Seventh (Sixth)
Commandment (Matt 5:21-30). It is best not to swear any oaths, which
are not mandatory in the Torah, in order to avoid the grave transgres-
sion of perjury (Matt 5:33-37). Moreover, it seems that Jesus, as pres-
ented by Matthew, opposed the extension of “talionic,” retributive
thinking to everyday situations and suggested reactions that unsettle
the potent opponent: extending the other cheek, stripping full naked by
surrendering the coat also when someone demands your undergarment,
or overfulfilling the compulsory labor by the “extra mile” (Matt §5:38—
42). Again, this is not a “critique” of the Torah but rather its specific
interpretation in light of the inaugurated kingdom of God. The strong
eschatological urgency of the kingdom also explains the provocative
nature of some of Jesus’s statements, although these need not be taken
as infringing the Torah. Thus, Jesus’s radical reply to the one mourn-
ing his father, “follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead” (Matt
8:22), does not suggest that the father’s corpse should be left unburied
but rather that others — provocatively called (spiritually) “dead” — should
take care of the burial, a procedure for which there is precedent in the
Torah with respect to the high priest and the Nazirite (Lev 21:11-12;
Num 6:6), with no evidence that this precedent was abandoned during
the Second Temple period.

To be sure, Jesus teaches “as one having authority, and not as
their scribes” (Matt 7:29). However, a similar teaching authority is
attested in the Dead Sea Scrolls for the one “who teaches righteousness
in the last days” (CD-A 6.11) and perhaps already for the Teacher of
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Righteousness, on which this expected figure was modeled. Some of the
Dead Sea Scrolls clearly expected “the Prophet” as an eschatological fig-
ure alongside the royal and the priestly Messiah (4Q175; 1QS 9.11), and
it is possible that Jesus was seen, and was to be seen, as “the Prophet
like Moses” (Deut 18:15), who would decide Torah in the eschaton.

]ESUS’S ATTITUDE AND EXPECTATION TOWARD
THE TEMPLE

Jesus acknowledged the Jerusalem temple in principle (see earlier in
the chapter on the advice to the healed leper) but he criticized the way
it was run at his time. In this, he was not alone. The Qumran commu-
nity considered the Jerusalem temple as run by the high priest defiled
(see 1QpHab 12.7-9) and viewed itself as an interim “temple of man/
men/Adam” (migdash adam; 4Q174 1+2+21 i 6-7), “a foundation of
the holy spirit for eternal truth, to atone for the guilt of transgression
and the treachery of sin” (1QS 9.3-6; cf. 5.4-7; 8.4-11; 11.7-9). Yet
Josephus reports about the Essenes that, while they do not sacrifice,
they send gifts to the temple (Ant. 18.19). The Jesus tradition features
both a temple action and words about the temple. In his temple action
(Mark 11:15-17 parr.; John 2:13-16), Jesus symbolically and verbally
criticizes the trading with money and sacrificial animals in the temple.
This does not necessarily constitute a challenge to the sacrificial sys-
tem: Money changers and animal traders could well set up their stalls
outside the temple. The remark (only in Mark 11:16) that “he would
not allow anyone to carry any vessel/implement (skeuos) through the
temple” might mean that Jesus criticized the profanation of the sacred
precinct by carrying ordinary vessels or implements through it (for the
prohibition of a short-cut through the temple area see also m. Ber. 9:5;
Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.106, 108—9). This seems a rather credible statement
in view of Mark’s general disinterest in ritual issues: It is unlikely that
the disallowance should be limited to holy vessels, effectively bringing
the sacrificial cult to a halt, which would be too circumstantial a way
of expressing such a far-reaching intervention. If this is correct, Jesus’s
critique can be seen to be in line with the expectation of Zechariah
14:21 (“and there shall no longer be a trader [this is one meaning of
kena‘ani] in the house of the Lord of hosts on that day”), alluded to in
John 2:16 (“stop making my father’s house a marketplace”). However,
this does not mean that Jesus was simply content with a reform of
the temple. This is suggested by the sayings about the temple that
may have originated in Jesus’s preaching: the prediction of the temple
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destruction (Mark 13:2) and the testimony, albeit explicitly labeled
“false” in Mark (perhaps because of the agency ascribed to Jesus him-
self), “We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with
hands, and in three days I will build another, not made with hands’”
(Mark 14:58; cf. John 2:19). It is likely that underlying these statements
is Jesus’s expectation that the Herodian temple will soon be replaced by
an eschatological temple. Such an expectation is found in a number of
Jewish sources: The Qumran yahad expected its own interim “temple
of man/men/Adam” to be followed by an eschatological “temple of
YHWH” (4Q174 1+2+21 i 2—7). Earlier in the second century BCE, the
book of Jubilees looked forward “until the time of the new creation
when the heavens, the earth, and all their creatures will be renewed ...,
until the time when the temple of the Lord will be created in Jerusalem
on Mt Zion” (Jub. 1:29). Similarly, the Temple Scroll, in divine speech,
expected an eschatological temple in the new creation (11QT? 29.8-10).
The Animal Apocalypse, similarly from the second century BCE, antic-
ipated a new, eschatological Jerusalem (1 En. 90.28-29; although it
does not specifically mention a temple building). Therefore, Jesus joins
other Jews in the expectation of an eschatological temple, although it
is unclear how and for when he reckoned with its coming. It is debated
whether Jesus indeed used his farewell meal with his disciples (Mark
14:17-25 parr.) in order to institute a new cult in the Lord’s Supper,
or whether the motifs of “covenant blood” (Mark 14:24 par.; cf. Matt
26:28 “for the forgiveness of sins”) or “new covenant in my blood”
(Luke 22:20) were not rather the outcome of early Christian reflection
on the death of Jesus interpreted as sacrificial death.

JESUS’S VIEW OF GOD

When Jesus speaks of God, he refers to the God of Israel. He does not pro-
claim a radically “new” perception of God, although the central notion of
the inaugurated basileia, with Jesus’s experience that his ministry serves
a specific role in the latter, has also repercussions for the emphases in
Jesus’s proclamation of the God of Israel. God is certainly the one God
professed in the Shema“ Israel (Mark 12:29; cf. Deut 6:4). He is the crea-
tor of heaven(s) and earth, and of the human beings in creation (see Mark
10:6; cf. Gen 1-2). Moreover, he is also the God who steadily provides for
his creation: He “makes his sun rise on the evil and the good” (Matt 5:45),
and he continues to care for flowers and sparrows, so that “worry” about
the needs of daily life is unnecessary (Matt 6:25-31). Instead, those striv-
ing first for the kingdom of God will receive all things they need in their
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lives (Matt 6:33). In addition, Jesus presents God as the judge who will
pronounce judgment on the wicked according to their deeds (see Luke
10:13-I§ par.; also Mark 12:28-40). However, compared with John the
Baptist, the focus is now on the “good news” of the approaching kingdom
of God that is palpable in Jesus’s ministry. Jesus thus emphasizes the
relationship between the individual and God, as well as the more “uni-
versalist” aspects deriving from divine providence, and does not high-
light the “national” aspect of God’s covenantal relationship with Israel.
Nevertheless, as the law interpreted by Jesus is Israel’s Torah, he clearly
presupposes the covenant also.

Especially notable in Jesus’s proclamation of God is his address of
God as “father” (which has left a strong footprint in the Jesus tradition,
with more than 150 occurrences, always in the mouth of Jesus). It is
a way in which Jesus himself addresses God (see Mark 14:36 “abba,
father”; Luke 10:22 par. “my father”) but which he also uses with regard
to the disciples (see Matt 6:26, 32 “your heavenly father”) and teaches
them to use in their prayer (see Luke 11:2 “father” par. Matt 6:9 “our
father”). Research in the last decades has shown that abba is not a par-
ticularly “intimate” or childlike way of addressing the father, and that
“my father,” despite earlier claims to the contrary, is indeed attested as
an address of God in Second Temple Judaism, namely in two — appar-
ently nonsectarian — texts from Qumran, 4Q372 1 16 (“my father and
my God”) and 4Q460 9 i 6 (“my father and my Lord”), thereby continu-
ing statements like “you are my father,” used of God for example at Ps
89:27 (cf. Sir 51:10 Hebrew Ms B, also Syriac). While therefore clearly a
potential address of God in Second Temple Judaism (cf. “our father” in
rabbinic traditions), the high frequency of the “father” address in the
Jesus tradition is conspicuous and suggests a special focus in Jesus’s
proclamation of God. Subsequently, it facilitated seeing an exclusive
proximity between Jesus the Son and God the Father.

JESUS’S VIEWS OF HIMSELF

Jesus viewed himself as a messenger in words and deed in the service
of the inaugurated kingdom of God. As shown in this chapter, he was
aware that he participated in God’s victory over the (disempowered)
forces of evil, that his table fellowship constituted a foretaste of the
eschatological banquet, and that his message was part of the restoration
of humankind. It is, however, debated what precise role he viewed for
himself. In the section “The Kingdom of God Inaugurated,” it was sug-
gested that he might have seen himself as an end-time prophet, perhaps
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along the model of the Prophet like Moses (Deut 18:15). Did he also
think about himself in categories of other eschatological figures that
were considered in Second Temple Judaism? It is unclear whether the
kingdom or kingship of God necessarily required a human messiah
king, and Jesus’s actions certainly overlap only in a limited way with
what could be expected from a coming king of Davidic lineage (cf. Pss.
Sol. 17). The most indicative similarities would be, first, the exorcis-
tic and therapeutic activities ascribed to Solomon (cf. Wis 7:20; Ant.
8.45-49; 11Q11 ii 2; T. Sol.) and to some extent to David (cf. 11QPs?
xxvii 9-10; 11Q11 v 4 — Vi 3), and second - if historical - Jesus’s entry
into Jerusalem on a donkey (Mark 11:1-7; cf. Zech 9:9; Gen 49:11). It is
therefore unclear to what extent Jesus himself raised (Davidic) messi-
anic claims, although he apparently evoked such a view of himself in
others (see Mark 11:9-10 parr.; the titulus crucis, Mark 15:26 parr.; John
19:19). In addition, Jesus’s references to the Son of Man, while often
sounding as if he referred to another figure, might have been understood
to relate to himself (see Mark 14:61-62, although this might show later
Christian reflection). His saying about the disciples sitting, alongside
the Son of Man, on “twelve thrones” judging the tribes of Israel (Matt
19:28; cf. Luke 22:30) suggests a role for himself in these events, too.
Moreover, it is likely that, on his way to Jerusalem, if not earlier, Jesus
came to the conclusion that his own death served a certain function in
the eschatological events. That he held a farewell meal with his disci-
ples (Mark 14:17-25 parr.; John 13:1-30), during which, according to
the Synoptic Gospels and Paul (1 Cor 11:23-25), he reflected on sur-
rendering his life for the community commemorating him, would sup-
port this, whereas the account about his prayer in Gethsemane (Mark
14:32—42 parr.) portrays him as coming to accept this role somewhat
reluctantly. While violent death in Jerusalem is certainly a fate a Jewish
prophet might anticipate (see Luke 13:33-34), and Jesus apparently
came to anticipate it, this is, however, not what most of his preaching
and actions in Galilee and environs focused on.
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3 Jesus in the Fourfold Gospel

J. TYLER BROWN AND NATHAN EUBANK

However unremarkable it may seem to readers familiar with the
Christian Bible, the fact that the New Testament (NT) begins with four
consecutive, different narratives of the life of Jesus presents a challenge
to interpreters who wish to perceive the one Jesus within the canoni-
cal Four. While not utterly without scriptural precedent,” such a repeti-
tion of narrative is nevertheless a canonical novelty. To symbolize this
fourfold gospel’s unified witness to Jesus, the ancient church famously
looked to the four angelic creatures of Ezekiel 1:10 and Revelation 4:7.
For Irenaeus, who first proposed this symbolic connection, the number
of the Gospels could not in fact be any other: Just as surely as there are
four zones of the earth and four winds, so the church which is present
throughout the world should itself stand upon these four evangelical pil-
lars (Against Heresies 3.11.8). This appeal to theological fittingness or
proportionality does not, of course, describe in historical terms how these
four portraits came to be regarded, amidst the proliferation of Jesus books
particularly in the second century, as the canonical depictions of Jesus of
Nazareth. It does, however, gesture powerfully toward the consequences
of their canonization: No single portrait among the Four definitively cap-
tures the life of Jesus without reference to the others, but this irreducible
plurality exists within a unity bounded by the eventual recognition of the
fourfold gospel as a textual object in its own right (see Watson 2013, 13).
In this lies the invitation and challenge of the fourfold gospel.

THE LIFE OF JESUS IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY
BEFORE MARK

The earliest canonical portrait, Mark’s Gospel, was perhaps not writ-
ten until the late 6os or early 70s CE, given its preoccupation with

' Cf. 1—2 Sam and 1-2 Kings with 1—2 Chron; Ex-Num with Deut; the “rewritten Bible”
in, e.g., Jubilees; Barton 2001, 177.
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the destruction of the Temple (Mark 13). Well before Mark, however,
Paul’s epistles show early Christian interest in the life of Jesus, for
example in his messiahship and descent from David (Rom 1:3); his
family (Gal 1:19; 1 Cor 9:5); his character (Phil 2:6-11; 2 Cor 8.9;
Rom 15.3); his teaching (1 Cor 7:10-11; Rom 14.14); the tradition of
his final meal on the night he was betrayed (1 Cor 11:23-26); and
the story of his crucifixion and resurrection (1 Cor 15:3-11). Luke’s
preface also indicates a widespread interest in Jesus’s life preceding
the composition of his gospel (“many have undertaken to arrange a
narrative (diegesis)”; 1:1-4). This is sometimes taken to suggest the
existence of gospel-like texts that preceded Mark, although this is by
no means certain.

THE JESUS OF MARK

Mark’s Gospel is traditionally an interpretation of Peter’s preaching
about Jesus (Eusebius His. eccl. 3.39.15), a claim arguably reaching back
to the last decades of the first century and one which is sometimes
dismissed too quickly (see, e.g., Bauckham 2017, 202-39). If reliable,
it would ground Mark’s Gospel within apostolic memory of Jesus. Not
only, however, is Mark potentially connected with Petrine memory of
Jesus, perhaps in Rome (see 1 Pet 5:13); it may also reflect the influence
of Pauline thought (e.g., in its presentation of the paradox of Jesus’s cru-
cifixion as Israel’s king, or in its approach to matters of Torah in, e.g.,
7:19; see, e.g., Marcus 2000). This would be natural if Mark were indeed
composed in Rome, given the importance of both apostles’ memory
in that city, although it is perhaps not entirely incompatible with an
Alexandrian or other provenance (see Eusebius Hist. eccl. 2.16.1-2).
This potential combined influence of two foundational apostles ren-
ders particularly significant the fact that Mark is the generative literary
form followed by the other canonical gospels, including, as may be an
emerging consensus, the Fourth Gospel (see, e.g., Becker et al. 2021).
In this way, despite Mark’s striking unpopularity in comparison with
Matthew and John from the second century until the period of modern
biblical scholarship (evident in Mark’s relatively slim manuscript trans-
mission, fewer citations, and reduced attention in biblical commentar-
ies), Mark nevertheless makes a definitive impact on all subsequent
interpretation of the life of Jesus.

Mark’s opening words, “The beginning of the gospel (euangelion)
of Jesus Christ” (1:1), arguably introduce the whole work, although
probably with reference to its content rather than to a literary genre
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as such.” Readers would have known the term “gospel” from early
Christian proclamation about Jesus (sixty of seventy-six NT uses are
in Paul, but it also appears importantly in, e.g., Peter’s preaching in
Acts 15:4). The term’s ultimate source is the Isaianic “proclamation”
(euangelizomai) of glad tidings to Israel (e.g. Isa 61:1; 52:7) mediated
through Jesus’s own proclamation of the inbreaking reign of Israel’s
God (Mark 1:14-15). That inbreaking reign stands as a central reason
for and is arguably the ultimate theological horizon of Mark’s writing
of the good news about Jesus.

Strikingly, Mark gives no account of Jesus’s birth but instead briefly
narrates his baptism by John (1:9-11) and temptation in the wilderness
(1:12-13) before having him burst onto the scene in Galilee conducting,
like his namesake Joshua, holy war on death’s forces (see, e.g., Thiessen
2020). Jesus proves to be a healer and an exorcist (1:21-34, 40—45). He
teaches “with authority and not as the scribes” (1:21, 27) but engages
as one obedient to Torah in the back and forth of halakhic debates with
Pharisees over fasting, the Sabbath, and purity law (2:18-3:6; 7:1—23). He
is also a prophet who can read the thoughts of those around him (2:8).
By calling precisely twelve disciples, the rabbi Jesus (9:5; 11:21; 14:45)
evokes the promised restoration of Israel’s twelve tribes, placing himself
at the heart of that renewal (3:13-19). He claims the authority to forgive
sins as the “Son of Man” (ho huios tou anthropou), a crucial but ambig-
uous appellation deriving in part from the vision of Daniel 7:13-14 in
which a human figure is given dominion over the earth, but one which
also can simply mean “human being” (2:10; see, e.g., Bauckham 2023).

Still, Mark’s Jesus is a mystery. He teaches in parables designed to
conceal (4:12) and commands silence from those whom he heals (e.g.
1:25, 44; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26; but cf. 5:19). This distinctive Markan theme is
typically referred to as the “messianic secret” (das Messiasgeheimnis), a
phrase coined by Wrede in 1901 (English trans. Wrede 1971) to describe
his (later discarded) theory that Mark invented this motif to hide the
fact that Jesus never referred to himself as the Messiah. However,
Jesus’s secretiveness in fact plays an integral role within Mark’s narra-
tive in that his identity can only become truly clear to human beings
after his crucifixion and resurrection from the dead (Goodacre 2021,
86-88; see Mark 14:62; 15:39; 16:7; but cf. 1:24).

This fact is the key to the Gospel’s central section, which is book-
ended by healings of men whose blindness evokes the disciples’ lack

2

See also Mark 13:10; 14:9; Matt 24:14; 26:13; but cf. biblos (“book”) in Matt 1:1 and
diegesis (“narrative”) in Luke 1:1.
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of spiritual vision (8:22-26; 10:46-52). Although Peter finally confesses
the truth about Jesus: “You are the Messiah” (8:29), even he cannot
accept its consequences — that Jesus must be rejected by the Jerusalem
religious officials, suffer, be killed, and “after three days rise again”
(8:31). Even after Jesus’s transfiguration, James and John fail to perceive
the nature of Jesus’s kingship — their request to sit on Jesus’s right and
left when he enters his kingdom (10:35-45) ironically anticipates their
absence when Jesus is crucified with criminals on his right and left, his
cross having been carried by a different Simon (15:21, 26-27).

The final days leading up to his death enclose the paradox of the
Markan Jesus’s identity more clearly than any others. In his celebra-
tion of the Passover, Jesus is simply a Galilean Jewish pilgrim, but this
pilgrim makes a royal entrance into Jerusalem (11:1-11); prophetically
interrupts Temple commerce (11:15-19); arguably suggests his status
both as David’s Son and his Lord (12:35-37); and places his own body
and blood at the center of the Passover meal with his disciples (14:22—
25). Finally, standing on trial before the Sanhedrin, he answers publicly
the question hanging over the entirety of Mark’s Gospel: “Are you the
Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” “I am,” he says, “and ‘you will
see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power’ and ‘com-
ing with the clouds of heaven’” (14:62—63; Ps 110:1; Dan 7:13-14). This
messianic self-identification definitively breaks the silence of Mark’s
Jesus. His trial and crucifixion are then shot through with mock-royal
imagery deployed by Mark in the proclamation of his paradoxical king-
ship (e.g. 15:17-20). Mark has Jesus ironically referred to six times as
“king,” an enthronement-by-crucifixion (15:2, 9, 12, 18, 26, 32). Ironic
but by no means sarcastic, the centurion’s confession, “Truly this man
was the Son of God” (15:39), reflects the epistemological effect of Jesus’s
kingdom-bringing death.3

Furthermore, despite the abrupt closure of Mark’s Gospel, in which
the female first witnesses of the empty tomb tell no one what they had
seen, “because they were afraid” (16:8, ending on an awkward “for”
[gar]), the end is not pure irony or impenetrable paradox. Mark’s early
Christian readership knew that Mary Magdalene, Mary, and Salome did
not remain silent. Moreover, the “young man in a white robe” at the
tomb also comes off as a reliable witness, and he points to Jesus’s own
by-definition trustworthy predictions of his resurrection and promise
to meet Peter and the other disciples in Galilee (“just as he told you”;
16:5-7). Nevertheless, the deficiency of the Markan ending (remedied

3 Pace, e.g., Juel 1994, 74.



48 PART I ORIGINS

by the second-century scribal authors of the Longer Ending, featuring a
greatest hits collection of resurrection appearances: to Mary Magdalene,
to two walking in the country, and to the Eleven, as well as recounting
Jesus’s ascension and the apostles’ successful evangelism; 16:9-20)
must surely have been part of the impetus animating the pen of Mark’s
greatest admirer: the evangelist Matthew.

THE JESUS OF MATTHEW

Between the Synoptic Gospels, the amount of common material is
usually thought to be too extensive — including passages where there
is lengthy, verbatim agreement in Greek - to be explained merely by
shared oral traditions. It is also easier to explain Matthew and Luke
as developments of Mark rather than the other way around. Some
9o percent of Mark is taken up into Matthew, which might conceivably
indicate that the Matthean evangelist intended to replace Mark entirely
(as in any case almost occurred, as noted briefly in the previous section).
Alternatively, Matthew may represent a revision and localization of
Mark’s Roman-oriented gospel for Matthew’s Syrian Jewish-Christian
audience, written perhaps not long after Mark.

Unlike Mark, Matthew recounts the genealogical descent of Jesus
from David and Abraham (through Joseph) (1:1-17), grounding him
emphatically within Jewish messianic expectations. Matthew narrates
the birth of Jesus (who is so named because he will “save his people
from their sins”; 1:21) in Bethlehem from the virgin Mary and places
upon him the further name “Emmanuel,” or “God with us” (1:23; cf.
Isa 7:14). This theme of Jesus as the embodiment of God’s presence
forms an inclusio together with the assurance of Jesus’s abiding pres-
ence with his disciples “to the end of the age” in the Gospel’s last verse
(28:20; cf. 18:20; Bockmuehl 2022, 3-7). That royal presence comes
immediately to the attention of King Herod, whose massacre of infant
boys around Bethlehem in the attempt to destroy the child Jesus aligns
him with the Pharaoh of the exodus (2:16-18; Exod 1:22). This scenario
sets up the characterization of Jesus in terms of a Moses/exodus typol-
ogy that trades in contrasts as well as comparison. For example, Joseph
is warned in a dream to take the child to Egypt, where he is raised until
the death of the king seeking his life, fulfilling Hosea 11:1: “out of
Egypt I have called my Son” (2:13-15, 19-23; cf. Exod 2—4; see further,
Allison 1993, 140-69).

The Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5—7) may expand on this typol-
ogy: Moses received the Law for Israel atop Sinai — Jesus issues the
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eschatological interpretation of the Law from a mountain. “Do not
think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have come
not to abolish but to fulfill” (5:17). To “fulfill” (pleroo) in Matthew,
despite regular protests to the contrary, does not mean to “replace”
but instead to bring to a fullness, including in the so-called antitheses
(5:21—48; see also e.g., 1:22-23; 2:14-15). There can be no abrogation of
Torah, down to the letter, for Matthew’s Jesus (5:18-19).

This is evident particularly in the dispute between Jesus and some
Pharisees and scribes about handwashing, in which Matthew redacts
Mark to limit the discussion only to the halakhic question of whether
unwashed hands transmit uncleanness to food (Matt 15:1-20; cf. Mark
7:19). Furthermore, Matthew’s Jesus affirms the present and, in prin-
ciple, abiding validity of the Temple sacrifices (5:23) and the priest-
hood (12:5), and he engages in fierce halakhic debate with Pharisees and
scribes over what counts as the “weightier matters of the Law” (e.g.
23:23) without any suggestion of its obsolescence. Moreover, Jesus’s
prophetic interruption of Temple commerce is not a rejection of that
house of prayer itself, any more than the judgment of corrupt tenants
is a rejection of the beloved vineyard, Israel (21:12-17, 33-44; see also
Isa 5:1-7; Jer 7:1—-15). For this reason, the Jesus of Matthew may per-
haps be better described as the Prophet-like-Moses (see the echo of
Deut 18:15, “Hear him!” (akouete autou) in Matt 17:5, with Moses and
Elijah present) rather than simply as the “New Moses,” lest the latter be
misunderstood to suggest a replacement theology repugnant to central
Matthean concerns.

Through this Moses typology, Matthew presents Jesus the Jewish
teacher. This is also a Markan theme, but Matthew reports a far greater
and more structured amount of Jesus’s teaching. Moreover, Jesus’s par-
ables in Matthew are not explicitly designed to conceal but instead to
train scribes for the kingdom of heaven (13:51-52). Teaching is itself
central to the apostolic mission to the nations (28:20), which presum-
ably includes teaching the Messiah’s commandments to gentile con-
verts who are themselves understood to have become part of Israel or
perhaps indeed to become Jewish (note the limitation of the apostolic
mission to “the towns of Israel until the Son of Man comes”; 10:23).

Matthew’s Jesus is also equally characterized as the messianic Son
of David who heals, significantly expanding the Markan presentation of
this motif (e.g. Matt 9:27; 12:23; 20:30-31 \\ Mark 10:47-48; cf. Matt 1:1-
17). This shepherding role is also more clearly passed on to the ekklesia
(“assembly”), a crucial term for Matthew rooted in Israel’s assembling
at Sinai (e.g. Deut 9:10; from Heb gahal) and one with overtones of
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Israel’s eschatological restoration (cf., e.g., 1QSa 2.4). Peter is given “the
keys of the kingdom of heaven” to “bind” and “loose,” most likely
indicating his supreme teaching authority within this assembly (Matt
16:16-19; Davies and Allison 2004, 629, 638—40). However, that author-
ity clearly resides also in the ekklésia itself and not merely with the
chief apostle (18:15-20).

Despite containing elements with a history of pernicious anti-
Jewish interpretation (e.g. 27:24—25; but see Sider-Hamilton 2017,
181-228), the death of Jesus in Matthew is presented as a renewal of the
one covenant of Israel with God (see “my blood of the covenant”; 26:28;
Exod 24:8). Furthermore, although the Matthean Jesus’s fierce interne-
cine polemic with the Pharisees (itself likely a function of Matthew’s
more explicitly Jewish social location) is reflected in this gospel’s pas-
sion narrative (21:25; 27:62—-66), Jesus’s arrest comes in fact at the order
of the ruling class of Sadducees and chief priests (26:47). The strikingly
apocalyptic, even cosmic note Matthew adds after Jesus’s death regard-
ing the earthquake and the resurrection of Jerusalem’s buried saints fur-
ther emphasizes the significance of Jesus’s death as Israel’s king and for
Israel as a covenant renewal (27:51-53).

In light of these events, and by contrast with Mark, the confession
of Matthew’s centurion and those with him is indisputably a genuine
acclamation of praise (27:54). Matthew’s risen Jesus also does not fail
to satisfy with resurrection appearances both to the two Marys at the
empty tomb (28:9-10) and again on a mountain to the Eleven in Galilee.
The Matthean Jesus who there commissions his disciples to teach and
to baptize includes his own name in the Triune baptismal formula,
claims to have been given “all authority in heaven and on earth” (cf.
Dan 7:13-14), and promises his enduring presence even in his physical
absence (28:16-20; cf. 1:23). In this, Matthew’s Christology is, if not
explicitly higher than Mark’s, at least more explicitly articulated.

THE JESUS OF LUKE

Luke’s changes to Mark are conspicuously similar to Matthew’s, a fact
that lies at the heart of the Synoptic problem. The two-source hypothe-
sis holds that, in addition to Mark, Matthew and Luke used a common
source containing sayings of Jesus, Q (from German Quelle, meaning
“source”), that explains their extensive overlap (see, e.g., Robinson
et al. 2000). Others believe that Luke used both Mark and Matthew
(see, e.g., Goodacre 2002). Luke also presents a further consideration for
analysis of the fourfold gospel in his composition of a sequel, the Acts
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of the Apostles, which many regard as the second volume of a single
work, “Luke-Acts.” The ancient church, however, tended to receive
Luke (written ca. 70-100 CE) as part of the fourfold gospel and Acts
(written perhaps shortly after Luke) as a distinct work. In any case, we
are concerned here with Jesus in the fourfold gospel, so Luke will be the
primary focus.

Luke’s Gospel opens in the Jerusalem Temple with the priestly
service of Zechariah, father of John the Baptizer, as it will close with
the apostles’ worship in that same Jerusalem Temple (24:52-53). The
births of John and Jesus are narrated with a rich allusiveness to Israel’s
Scriptures, not least in the appearance of Gabriel in the annunciation
to Mary (1:26-38; cf. Dan 8-9) and in Mary’s Magnificat (1:46-55; cf.
Hannah’s song in 1 Sam 2:1-10). The focus is on God’s redemption of
Israel signaled by the birth of Jesus, born to the “house of his child
David” (1:70) and circumcised on the eighth day (2:21). At his dedica-
tion to the Lord, the righteous elder Simeon memorably encapsulates
the significance of Jesus’s birth: “For my eyes have seen your salvation,
which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for reve-
lation to the gentiles and for glory to your people Israel” (2:30-32). This
dialectic, the salvation of gentiles for the glory of Israel, plays a crucial
role in the Acts of the Apostles, but already in Luke’s Gospel it is a
prominent motif (e.g. 4:25-27; 7:1-10; 11:29-32).

Programmatically, Luke’s Jesus announces in the synagogue that he
is anointed with the Spirit of the Lord “to bring good news to the poor ...
to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,
to set free those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favor” (4:18-19; reading from the Isaiah scroll at 61:1-2). Themes here of
liberation and jubilee (see Lev 25:10) provide a scriptural interpretative
frame for Jesus’s prophetic championing of the poor, a motif already evi-
dent in the Magnificat but also famously in the difference between the
Matthean versus Lukan first beatitude. In Matthew, Jesus says, “Blessed
are the poor in spirit” (5:3), but in Luke he says simply, “Blessed are
the poor” (6:20). In Matthew, Jesus will preside over a final judgment
with a generous but fair evaluation of one’s deeds, specifically in relation
to “the least of these brothers and sisters of mine,” probably the poor
and needy within the ekklésia (25:40). Slightly in contrast, Luke’s Jesus
articulates a sweeping eschatological reversal of fortunes in which “all
who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble them-
selves will be exalted” (14:11; 18:14; see also, e.g., 16:19-31; 18:15-17).

The generous response of Zacchaeus (19:1-10), implicitly con-
trasted with that of the rich ruler (18:18-30), is a paradigmatic example
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of a righteous response to this imminent eschatological justice. This
contrast may also be reflected in the ruler’s confused addressing of
Jesus as “Good Teacher,” simultaneously playing fast and loose with
the divine Goodness and inadequately addressing the Lord of Luke
(18:18-19), compared with Zacchaeus’s fitting address of Jesus as “Lord”
(kyrie; 19:8).4 Luke in fact consistently identifies Jesus as “the Lord” (ho
kyrios), as in the angelic announcement to the shepherds that “to you
is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord”
(2:10). The mother of Jesus plays a particularly exalted theological role
for Luke in this regard: Mary is the mother of Elizabeth’s “Lord” (1:43),
but Mary’s “Lord” is clearly the God of Israel (1:47; see Rowe 2006,
34-55). Further to this point, women in Luke are not only among the
lowly whom the Lord raises up (1:52) or to whom he extends welcome
and forgiveness (7:36-50) — they are also among those who care for Jesus
in his own poverty (8:2—3; 23:55-24:1) and who first announce his res-
urrection (24:10).

The teaching material in Luke is more widely dispersed than in
Matthew and, thus, perhaps receives less obvious emphasis. However,
parables such as the Good Samaritan (10:25-37) and the Prodigal Son
(15:11-32) are in fact uniquely Lukan material contained within his dis-
tinctive travel narrative (9:51-19:44), which places Jesus’s teaching and
actions in the context of his journey to Jerusalem. The intense focus
on Jerusalem in this section (9:51; 13:31-35; 19:41-44), along with the
Gospel’s opening and closing in the holy city (noted earlier in this sec-
tion), stresses its importance to Jesus. Jerusalem will, significantly, con-
tinue as the base of operations in Acts even as the gospel travels to the
ends of the earth (e.g. Acts 1-7, 15, 21).

Luke’s Jesus is thus a prophet and a teacher, but Jesus’s words
also define his profile in another Lukan context: Whereas in Mark and
Matthew Jesus expresses only a scriptural cry of Godforsakenness from
the cross (Mark 15:34 \\ Matt 27:47; Ps 22:1), in Luke Jesus remains in
control throughout. He pities the mourning women of Jerusalem over
himself (23:28-31); forgives his crucifiers (23:34);° promises a place in
Paradise with himself to one of his repentant co-crucified (23:43); and
entrusts his spirit serenely to God (23:46; cf. Ps 31:5). Finally, the risen

4 Note the narrator’s naming of Jesus as “the Lord” (ho kyrios) immediately prior; 19:7;
see Rowe 2006, 147.

5 This verse is textually uncertain, but if original may be a significant witness against
the claim that Jesus’s death in Luke is not atoning. Cf. “forgiveness” here with 24:47.
See further Wilson 2016, 114-18.
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Jesus of Luke features in the most artistically sensitive of the synoptic
resurrection appearances, walking with Cleopas and another disciple
toward Emmaus as a familiar stranger whose self-referential scriptural
interpretation rekindles the embers of hope (24:25-27, 32) and whose
breaking of the (eucharistic) bread opens the disciples’ eyes to his true
identity (24:30-31). This emphasis on scriptural fulfillment is repeated
in Jesus’s final instructions to the Eleven (24:44-49). In an important
chain link with Acts, Luke’s Jesus then ascends to heaven before their
eyes (24:50-53).

THE JESUS OF JOHN

Written most likely after the Synoptics in the late first century
(although its priority has occasionally been suggested), John’s Gospel
launches instantly into the stratosphere, reaching into the eternity of
the divine Word that was “in the beginning” (en arche), and was “with
God” (pros ton theon), and “was God” (theos én) (1:1).° This lofty begin-
ning, which like Mark entirely omits any narrative of Jesus’s birth,
forms a pair of bookends with Thomas’s exclamation of praise: “My
Lord and my God!” (ho kyrios mou kai ho theos mou; 20:28). Thus the
stated purpose of the Fourth Gospel, “that you may believe that Jesus
is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may
have life in his name” (20:21), is heard in an elevated context, one in
which “Son of God” resonates in both a messianic and a uniquely fil-
ial register, as expressed in the Prologue (1:14; 18) and throughout the
body of the Gospel (e.g. 5:17-28; 10:38; 14:8-14; 17:1—5, 11). In John, the
Sonship of Jesus is defining of the Fatherhood of God, and vice versa,
even if the Son remains subordinate to the Father within their union
(e.g. T10:25-30).

“[TThe Word became flesh and dwelt (skénog; cf. Sir 24:8) among us,
and we have seen his glory (doxa), the glory as of a father’s only son”
(1:14). In addition to the importance of this verse for all subsequent
Christian theology, it might well summarize the whole of the Fourth
Gospel. John emphasizes this revelation of the glory of God in the flesh
by audaciously moving forward Jesus’s Temple action from its synoptic
location during the week of Jesus’s passion to 2:13-22, very early in the
Gospel. (This is the first of several Jewish festivals during which John
has Jesus in Jerusalem; e.g., Tabernacles in 7:1—52; Hanukkah in 10:22~
39. John’s narration of Jesus’s participation in these festivals arguably

¢ Cf,e.g, Wis 18:15-16; Sir 24:8; T Enoch 41:1-2; see, e.g., Loader 2018.
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displays the most extensive religious and geographical knowledge of
Jerusalem among the Gospels.) Jesus’s prediction of his raising up the
destroyed Temple, presented ambiguously in Mark and Matthew as false
testimony against Jesus (Mark 14:58 \\ Matt 26:60-61), is here unambig-
uously spoken with reference to his own body as temple (2:19-21).

Those in the Temple had demanded a sign of Jesus’s authority, and
unlike in the Synoptics the Jesus of John obligingly performs no less
than seven “signs” (sémeia) that reveal his “glory” (2:11). Each sign
functions as an iconographic presentation of Jesus, and the seventh, the
raising of Lazarus, is the precipitating incident of Jesus’s arrest and cru-
cifixion (11:45-53). Along the way, John'’s elevation of the synoptic pre-
sentation of Jesus is particularly evident in the celebrated drumbeat of
“Tam” (eg0 eimi) sayings, expressed both in the absolute (e.g., 4:26; 6:20;
8:24; 18:5, 6, 8) and in the predicate nominative (e.g., “I am the bread of
life”; 6:35; “I am the light of the world”; 8:12). However, almost every-
thing in the “I am” sayings is anticipated in the Synoptics (e.g., Mark
6:50; 14:62; Anderson 2011, 168-69). Nevertheless, the comparative
forthrightness of John'’s Jesus corresponds to the already-present escha-
tology of this gospel: “The hour is coming and now is” for true, spiritual
worship (4:23) and even the resurrection of the dead (5:25).

However, this foregrounding of Jesus’s divine as well as messianic
(e.g. 6:15) identity should not be allowed to obscure the deep structural
similarity between John and Mark (which John probably knew), not
only in their shared baptism-to-cross/resurrection narrative but also in
the Johannine equivalent of Mark’s “messianic secret”: as in the Jesus
of John’s propensity for hiding (7:10-11); the unbelief of the crowds
despite the signs (12:36-37); and the disciples’ failure to understand
Jesus’s (divine) identity until after his resurrection (2:22) or “glorifica-
tion” (12:16; Goodacre 2021, 86-88). That glorification occurs, in John's
profound extension of Mark, in the “lifting up” (hypsod) of the Son of
Man on the cross (3:14; 12:32) during his “hour” (12:27). John achieves
an astonishing scriptural articulation of this paradox by fusing Isaiah’s
Temple vision, in which the Lord God is “on high” (hypsélos) and fills
the Temple with his “glory” (doxa) (6:1 LXX), with the fourth Servant
Song, in which the suffering Servant is “lifted up” (hypsoo) and “glori-
fied” (doxazo) (Isa 52:13 LXX). “Isaiah said this because he saw his glory
and spoke about him” (John 12:38-41; Frey 2018, 245-47).

On the one hand, Jesus is “the Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world” (1:29), crucified, probably, on the day before Passover
as the lambs were being slaughtered (see 13:1; 18:28). (Jesus’s glo-
rification in his death may slightly overshadow this sin-removing



JESUS IN THE FOURFOLD GOSPEL 5SS

element — “eternal life” is available in John simply through knowing
Jesus; e.g. 3:16; 17:3; but cf. 1 John 2:2). On the other hand, Jesus dom-
inates in his passion: unhesitatingly embracing his “hour” (12:27; cf.
Mark 14:35-36); bowling over the arresting guards with a word (18:5-6);
and carrying his own cross (19:17; cf. Mark 15:21). “No one takes [my
life] from me ... I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take
it up again” (10:18). Only in self-imposed weakness does Jesus from the
cross arrange for the Beloved Disciple to care for his mother (19:26-27),
declare his thirst to fulfill Scripture (19:28-29; Ps 69:21), and finish his
task with his head bowed (19:30). In this Johannine paradox there is
potential for a recognition of the divine glory as coextensive with the
divine love (3:16; 13:34-35; 15:13).

Nevertheless, the resurrection of Jesus is not an afterthought, and
the disciples do not expect it as a matter of course, including Mary
Magdalene, for whom even an angel will not do in place of her Lord
(20:13; cf. the fearful state of the Eleven in 20:19 and Thomas’s initial
disbelief in 20:25). Mary’s mistaken identification of Jesus as the gar-
dener famously may say more than she knows, in that Jesus appears to
be anew Adam in a new creation (see 18:1; 19:5, 34, 41; 20:15). As prom-
ised (e.g. in 14:16 regarding “another Paraclete”), Jesus breathes the
Spirit into the disciples (20:22) to prepare for his departure (a worrying
concern for Jesus’s disciples in John 14-16). Finally, and cathartically
for readers of the fourfold gospel, the appendix in John'’s final chapter
reconciles Peter thoroughly with Jesus before our eyes (21:15-19).

THE RECEPTION OF THE FOURFOLD GOSPEL

How then did this fourfold gospel canon come to be? There are two
caricatures, appearing in both popular and scholarly guises, which vie
for our attention: The first, which appeals to the conspiracy-minded
and makes for sensational fiction, holds that fourth-century (or indeed
late second-century) bishops simply chose their preferred gospels. The
second, unthinkingly traditionalist view holds that the canonical Four
were always the unquestioned, authoritative witnesses to Jesus and
that the noncanonical gospels were from the start patently heretical
deviations from a canonical norm. Both of these extremes contain, of
course, elements of the truth. Christian bishops did sometimes sup-
press other gospels, as in Serapion’s famous opposition to the use of the
Gospel of Peter at Rhossus in the late second century (Eusebius Hist.
eccl. 6.12.1-6), and from around that time the proto-canonical Four
were indeed increasingly secure and backed by ecclesiastical authority.
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On the other hand, however, the canonical Four are the oldest surviving
gospels, and none of the extant other gospels ever seriously threatened
to become canonical.

Furthermore, “[kjnown portions of one or more of the subsequently
canonical gospels were ... cited as ‘the gospel’ before any of the extant
noncanonical gospels were composed” (e.g. Didache 8.2 [Matt 6:9-13]; 2
Clement 8:5 [Luke 16:10-11]; Bockmuehl 2017, 6). Justin (by ca. 150-65
ct) knows the individual writings themselves as “Gospels” (euangelia;
1 Apol. 66.3), and he refers to “memoirs collected by the apostles and
those who followed them” (Dial 103.8). This might suggest at least two
by apostles (Matthew and John) and two by apostolic followers (Mark
and Luke). Furthermore, while the attribution of Matthew to the apos-
tle is particularly difficult to accept, the case for the proto-canonical
gospels’ anonymity has been shown to be weaker than previously sup-
posed and the traditional authorial attributions to be both early and
stable (Gathercole 2018, 470-76; see also Hengel 1985). Nevertheless, it
is not until Irenaeus (or possibly the Muratorian Fragment, depending
on its dating) that a leading Christian figure explicitly limits the canon-
ical scope to the familiar Four (Against Heresies 3.11.8; ca. 180-90
ct). Moreover, as Jacob A. Rodriguez’s chapter in this volume dem-
onstrates, quite a few noncanonical gospels continued to flourish long
after the consensus of a canonical fourfold gospel definitively emerged
(e.g. Protevangelium of James, Gospel of Thomas, Marcion’s Gospel,
Tatian’s Diatessaron). Nevertheless, the noncanonical gospels are, in
the end, epiphenomenal upon the proto-canonical Four.

CONCLUSION

What does it, therefore, mean to receive this fourfold witness to the one
Jesus? Approaches to this challenge range between two polarities at the
ends of a spectrum: At one end, historical and theological differences
between the Gospels are viewed as an embarrassment to be downplayed
or harmonized. Such a model, however, arguably violates the integrity
of each evangelist’s witness. At the other end, these historical and theo-
logical differences are seized upon as generative in themselves of spiri-
tual truth while any quest for a historical Jesus behind the gospel texts
is repudiated.” However, this approach arguably severs the relationship
between the historical Jesus and his canonical reception.

7 Cf. Watson 2013, 550. Whether, as Watson asserts (542-52), this is an accurate inter-
pretation of Origen’s hermeneutic is a matter of debate; cf. Mulder 2019, 169.
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A more fruitful path may be represented by an “apostolic conference”
model that seeks to respect the catholicity of the NT witness without
pressing for exact agreement in every particular, instead focusing on
what is held in common (Caird 1994, 1-26). Such an approach might
adopt the Markan blueprint shared by all four canonical gospels, from
Jesus’s baptism by John to his crucifixion and resurrection, as a starting
point for identifying their common kerygma (message). Because the dis-
tinctive contributions of each gospel are registered as individual voices
in a shared conversation about the one Jesus, this approach can hold
together tensions and complexities within Jesus’s historical impact on
his followers, such as that reflected in the contrast between the cruci-
fied and Godforsaken Jesus of Matthew and Mark and the crucified and
self-controlled Lord of Luke and John. In this way, there is an embrace of
the historical Jesus as the very same person who is dialogically received
and proclaimed in the fourfold gospel.
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4 Paul’s Jesus as the Christ

MATTHEW V. NOVENSON

As it happens, our earliest extant evidence of any kind for Jesus of
Nazareth is a small corpus of letters written by an almost exact con-
temporary, a diaspora Jewish writer named Paul," who probably never
met Jesus before Jesus’s death but who claimed to have met him after
his death. As a consequence of this unusual meeting, Paul became con-
vinced that Jesus was the messiah, sent by God to liberate Israel, the
gentiles, and the cosmos itself from their sin and misery. The means of
this liberation was the resurrection of the dead, and the proof of it was
the fact that Jesus himself had been raised from the dead by God, trig-
gering the final redemption of all things. Paul took it to be his own God-
given task to hurry around the northern shore of the Mediterranean
Sea, from Judea to Spain, announcing this news to gentiles, so that they
might survive the day of God’s wrath and join with Israel in entering
into the kingdom of God (Fredriksen 2017). The extant letters of Paul
are communications that he sent, during his travels, to small assem-
blies of gentiles-in-Christ dotted across Asia Minor, Macedonia, Achaia,
and Italy. On almost every page of every letter, Paul writes about the
glorified Jesus, whom he calls the christos: Christ, messiah, or anointed
(Novenson 2012).

CHRIST MEANS MESSIAH

Just here lies a very interesting story from the history of modern biblical
criticism. The Greek word christos is a verbal adjective derived from the
verb chrio, meaning to anoint, rub, or smear something (especially oil)
on something or someone. Christos thus literally means “anointed,”
and as a substantive, which is how it often appears, “an anointed per-
son.” In ancient Greek language generally, this is an intelligible but

' Throughout, all translations of the letters of Paul and other ancient sources are my

own unless otherwise noted.
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bizarre idiom, because human beings are not normally anointed or
smeared (except perhaps athletes in the gymnasium, though the word is
not normally used of them). In ancient Hebrew, however, the idiom does
make good sense, because ancient Israelites had a custom of anointing
(Hebrew mashah) certain functionaries — especially kings and priests —
with oil as a means of consecrating them to their respective offices. A
person thus anointed (mashah) could be called a mashiah, or anointed
person. (And from this, via Latin, we get modern words like English
messiah, German Messias, and French messie.)] When, in the third
to second centuries BCE, the Jewish holy books were translated from
Hebrew into Greek, the title mashiah was consistently glossed with its
near equivalency christos. Most ancient Greek speakers would not use
the word christos of a person, but Jewish Greek speakers did, following
the custom of their Hebrew-speaking forebears (Novenson 2017).

Enter Paul, a Greek-speaking Jew of the eastern diaspora. (Where,
exactly, is uncertain; Paul’s later biographer Luke thinks that he was
from southeastern Asia Minor, but Paul himself never says). In his let-
ters, Paul writes some 260-0dd times of a christos, “anointed person,”
which, had he been writing in Hebrew, would have been mashiah, or
messiah. These 260-odd instances of the word christos are, in fact, the
most from any single ancient writer, Jewish, Christian, Greek, Roman,
or otherwise. Statistically speaking, then, one might have thought that
Paul should count as first-order evidence of Jewish messianism in the
Greek-speaking diaspora. And yet, for complicated reasons having to
do with ideological agendas in modern New Testament scholarship,
a more than century-long academic consensus used to say that Paul
did not think of Jesus as the messiah, even if the writers of all the
other books in the canonical New Testament did. According to this
consensus, when Paul calls Jesus the christos, he means it as a proper
name (“Christ”), not a title (“the messiah”). The most popular form of
this hypothesis argued that, because Paul was apostle to the gentiles,
he rejected Jewish categories like messiah in favor of Hellenistic or
other gentile-friendly alternatives (on this history of scholarship, see
Novenson 2012, 12—33).

That popular argument was always quite weak, but in theory it was
trying to explain several notable features of how Paul actually writes
the word christos in his letters, which differ in some ways from how
some other ancient authors write the word (Kramer 1966; Dahl 1991,
15-26). First, Paul always writes christos as if its referent is the person
Jesus, not as an office or role (“the messiah”) the particular incumbent
of which is an open question. Second, and relatedly, Paul never writes
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a sentence of the form “Jesus is the christos”; that is, he never formally
predicates it of Jesus, as, for instance, Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John
all do (Mark 8:29; 14:61-62; Matt 16:16; 26:63—64; Luke 9:20; 22:67;
Acts 2:36, 17:3; John 4:25-26, 20:31). (I say never, but 1 Cor 2:2 is a pos-
sible exception, depending how we construe the syntax, which could be:
“T resolved to know nothing among you except that Jesus is the Christ,
and that he was crucified.” And Phil 2:11 could be another.) Third,
when Paul writes christos, he never follows it with a qualifying noun
in the genitive, as in well-known phrases like “the Lord’s anointed” or
“the messiah of Israel.” Fourth, Paul very often writes christos without
the Greek article ho, equivalent to the English definite article “the.”

Many twentieth-century interpreters took these four grammatical
features to suggest that, for Paul, christos was effectively a second name
for Jesus, not the title “messiah” that it was in other Jewish Greek texts.
But as recent research has tended to bear out, this inference was a non
sequitur, and in fact false (Wright 1991; Jipp 2015). All the features of
the way Paul writes the word christos match the way ancient authors
wrote (what classicists who study Greek names call) honorifics: words
like Augustus, Epiphanes, Bar Kokhba, and so on, which were used of
certain high-status persons in lieu of their proper names and their titles
of office. Thus, for instance, Caesar’s name was Caesar, his title emperor
(Latin imperator), and his honorific Augustus (“venerable”); Antiochus
IV’s name was Antiochus, his title king (Greek basileus), and his hon-
orific Epiphanes (“illustrious”); and so on. In the same way, Paul writes
Jesus’s name as Jesus, his title as lord (Greek kurios), and his honorific
as messiah (Greek christos) (see further Novenson 2012, 64-97). The
upshot of all this is that Paul does not, contrary to the old scholarly
consensus, deny or forget the messiahship of Jesus. He assumes it (thus
rightly Hewitt 2020; Bithner 2021).

GOD SENT HIS SON

But messiahs come in many different forms and do many different
things, so the interesting question about any particular text is how
exactly it understands its messiah to function. In the case of the letters
of Paul, we can trace several key moments in the career of the messiah
Jesus, the first of which is his being sent by his father, namely God. One
succinct statement of this Pauline idea comes in Galatians 4: “When
we were infants, we were enslaved under the elements of the cosmos.
But when the fulness of time came, God sent his son, born of a woman,
born under the law, so that he might redeem those under the law, so
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that we might receive adoption” (Gal 4:3—5). Paul here assumes a kind
of cosmic timeline, an age of enslavement under the elements followed
by a new order in which humans become free sons of God. The mech-
anism for transition from the one to the other is the sending of the
messiah. In order for mortal humans (“born of a woman, born under the
law”) to enter their glorified state, God must first send the messiah to
share their condition (“born of a woman, born under the law”) and to
ransom them out of it. Why exactly this is necessary goes unstated; for
Paul, it has the status of a first principle (Sanders 1977).

But if the appearing of the messiah Jesus can be characterized as
a divine sending, we might well wonder where, if anywhere, he was
before he was sent. Paul says very little by way of answer to this ques-
tion, but in one passage, at least, he seems to assume that the messiah
enjoyed a kind of divine life before his human life: “Christ Jesus existed
in the shape of God, but did not consider it plunder to be equal to God;
rather, he emptied himself, assuming the shape of a slave, coming in
the likeness of humans; and being found in form as a human he humil-
iated himself” (Phil 2:5-8). This passage is less clear than we might like
about a number of details. It does not even attempt to answer the ques-
tion — so important to late ancient Christian theology — of the precise
ontological relation between God the father and Christ the son. Nor
does it share the Gospel of John’s more famous idiom of “incarnation,”
en-flesh-ment, speaking instead of Christ’s god-form and human-form,
respectively. Crucially, however, Paul in Philippians 2 does assume
that the messiah, before he appeared on the human stage, was hidden
away with God, an idea that a number of other ancient Jewish texts also
share (Bithner 2021, 23-64).

When he does appear on the human stage, “born of a woman,” it
is important for Paul that the messiah is born to a family descended
from the ancient Judahite king David. He needs to be, and is, not just
an Israelite in general but a Davidide in particular, a rightful heir to
the office of messiah (McCaulley 2019). (Ancient Jewish texts dis-
agree among themselves over what counts as a “rightful” genealogy of
a messiah; see Novenson 2017, 65-113. But Paul, with many others,
expects a Davidic pedigree.) Thus Paul writes that Jesus “came from
the seed of David according to the flesh, and was appointed son of God
in power according to the spirit of holiness from the resurrection of
the dead” (Rom 1:3—4). Later in the same letter, Paul quotes an oracle
of the ancient prophet Isaiah as referring to Jesus: “The root of Jesse
shall come, even he who rises to rule the gentiles; in him the gentiles
shall hope” (Rom 15:12 citing Isa 11:10). In the scriptural story of the
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kings, Jesse was the father of king David (1 Sam 16-17); thus the “root
of Jesse” is the latter-day descendant of David whom God will one day
raise up. (Paul probably associates God raising Jesus from the dead with
the biblical idea of God raising up the messiah in the fulness of time.)
What is more, in the Greek version of Isaiah 11 that Paul cites, this root
of Jesse “rises to rule the gentiles.” Paul reckons that this prophecy is
coming to pass in his, Paul’s, own apostolic work in Asia, Macedonia,
Achaia, and beyond: Paul is announcing the Jewish messiah to gentiles,
and they (the gentiles) are obeying him (the messiah) by swearing their
trust or allegiance (Greek pistis, “faith”) to him in baptism. Thus Paul’s
own day-to-day experience confirms him in his conviction that Jesus is
indeed the messiah.

One final Pauline text about “God sending his son” begins to help
us see why Paul locates so much of Jesus’s messianic vocation in his
death and resurrection, about which we will have more to say. Again in
his Letter to the Romans, Paul writes,

As for the inability of the law, namely, that it was weakened
through the flesh — God, by sending his son in the likeness of the
flesh of sin, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the
upright act of the law might be fulfilled in us who walk not accord-
ing to the flesh but according to the pneuma. (Rom 8:3—4)

Here, as in Phil 2, God sends his son in the form or likeness of the people
whom he comes to ransom; the messiah assimilates to their miserable
condition, described here in terms of “flesh” and “sin” and elsewhere
in terms of “death.” God “condemns sin in the flesh” in order to bring
about a new kind of life, one that lies beyond sin, flesh, and death but is
only accessible by going through death, not around it. Which brings us
to the next moment in the Jesus’s messianic career.

DYING FOR OTHERS

It is a truism that many, even most of the texts collected in the New
Testament focus more on Jesus’s death than on his life. But if Martin
Kihler could call the Gospels “passion narratives with extended intro-
ductions” (Kihler 1964, 80), then the letters of Paul are, if anything,
even more singularly focused on the death of Jesus (and his resurrec-
tion and postmortem life). It is clear that Paul knew more than a little
about the life and teachings of Jesus (e.g. his instruction on divorce in
1 Cor 7:10-11 and on the ritual thanksgiving meal in 1 Cor 11:23-26;
and other possible allusions in Rom 14:14; 2 Cor 8:9; 1 Thess 2:15; 4:2),
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but in his letters Paul is mostly uninterested in relating any of this. He
claims to be, and in fact he is, preoccupied with “the crucified messiah”
(1 Cor 1:23; 2:2; Gal 3:1; 6:14). But how, exactly, the crucifixion of the
messiah functions as a divine gift (charis, often translated “grace”) to
Israel and to the world is a famous puzzle, one often discussed under the
Christian theological rubric of “the atonement,” which rubric unfortu-
nately hinders as well as helps our effort to understand Paul’s view on
this question (Stowers 1994, 1-41, 194-226).

One of the most influential accounts, in Western Christian theol-
ogy, at least, says that the death of Jesus somehow effects forgiveness
of sins. On this account, sins are the problem, forgiveness the solu-
tion, and the death of Jesus the mechanism that achieves that solution.
There are several problems with this account, but in regard to the let-
ters of Paul, the chief problem is that Paul almost never mentions for-
giveness of sins and never connects it to the death of Jesus. Paul’s one
mention of forgiveness comes in Romans 4, where he quotes the psalm
that says, “Blessed are they whose lawless acts are forgiven, whose sins
are covered; blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not reckon sin”
(Ps 32:1-2). Paul takes this verse to describe an experience that he calls
“having righteousness reckoned without works of the law,” which is a
wonderful thing that God can do for people, did for Abraham the patri-
arch long ago, and now does for people-in-Christ, but not — judging from
Paul’s letters — through any mechanism where Christ dying is the con-
dition for God forgiving (otherwise God could not have done it in the
case of Abraham). Once Paul says that “the messiah died for our sins”
(1 Cor 15:3), once that “he gave himself for our sins” (Gal 1:4), and once
that “he was handed over for our [moral] lapses” (Rom 4:25). Interpreters
have happily filled in the blanks and taken these texts to mean that, by
Paul’s lights, Jesus died to forgive sins, but there is no positive warrant
for filling in the blanks in this way.

Paul does say that Christ died for sins, but far more frequently he
says that Christ died for people. (Hence we should probably understand
the former claim in light of the latter: Christ dies for sins in the sense
that he dies for people beset by sins.) “Christ died for us” (1 Thess 5:10;
Rom 5:8). Any other person in the Christ-assembly is “your brother
for whom Christ died” (Rom 14:15). Paul sometimes emphasizes the
unworthiness of the beneficiaries of this death-for-others: “Christ died
for the impious” (Rom 5:6). He attributes the gift sometimes to Jesus’s
own volition, sometimes to the will of God. “He [Christ] gave himself
for our sins” (Gal 1:4), but also “God handed over his son for us all” (Rom
8:32). As this latter quote illustrates, the “us” for whom Christ died are
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sometimes said to be, simply, everyone. “One died for all people; there-
fore all people died” (2 Cor 5:14). And again, “He [Christ] died for all
people” (2 Cor 5:15). Indeed, in one telling passage, Paul explains Jesus'’s
voluntary death as a strategy for gathering up all people — the dead as
well as the living — under his, Jesus’s, messianic rule: “Christ died and
then lived so that he might be lord of both the dead and the living” (Rom
14:9). And in another passage, as a strategy for getting people out of the
age of sin and death and into another, far better state: “He gave himself
for our sins so as to take us out of the present evil age” (Gal 1:4).

If we press the question how, exactly, Christ’s death can be for people,
the clearest answer Paul gives — which is admittedly still a rather myste-
rious one, though it does make good sense of all the texts quoted in this
chapter — is that Christ dies for people by dying with people (Schweitzer
1931, 101-40; Hewitt 2020). Thus Paul speaks frequently about how
people-in-Christ have actually died with Christ: “We died with Christ”
(Rom 6:8); “I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal 2:20); and so on. The
reason Paul regards this as a happy outcome, which it may not appear
at first glance, is that to die with Christ is also to come out the other
side with him: to share his kind of sinless, undying life. But according to
Paul’s logic, there is no way of attaining that blessed state otherwise than
by dying. And this, arguably, suggests an interpretation of “Christ dying
for sins.” As Paul puts it in another telling passage, “The person who has
died has been rightwised away from sin” (Rom 6:7). In other words, all
those who die with Christ in baptism are translated into a mode of exis-
tence beyond sin. Christ died for their sins in the sense that his death put
an end to their sins. (Thus Paul can figure the death of Christ in 1 Cor 5:7
as the death of the Passover lamb — as a number of early Christian texts
also do - because the Passover sacrifice marks liberation from enslave-
ment.) It often used to be said in Jewish-Christian polemics that the
Jewish messiah is a mortal human, while the Christian messiah is a god
(on these polemics see Novenson 2017, 187-216). But for Paul (who is
arguably both Jewish and Christian, depending on how exactly we define
those terms), the messiah emphatically is a mortal human - he has to be,
otherwise he could not die for others — even if, after his resurrection, he
becomes something very much like a god.

THE RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD

Writing a generation after Paul, at the end of the first century cg, the
anonymous author of the Jewish apocalypse 4 Ezra paints his own scene
of the messiah dying for his people:
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My son the messiah shall be revealed with those who are with
him, and those who remain shall rejoice 400 years. And after
these years my son the messiah shall die, and all who draw human
breath. And the world shall be turned back to primeval silence for
seven days, as it was at the first beginnings, so that no one shall
be left. And after seven days the world, which is not yet awake,
shall be roused, and that which is corruptible shall perish. And
the earth shall give up those who are asleep in it. (4 Ezra 7:28-32;
Latin version trans. Metzger in Charlesworth, OIld Testament
Pseudepigrapha)

The messiah of 4 Ezra does not rise from the dead, but his death does
trigger the general resurrection (“the earth shall give up those who are
asleep in it”) and the re-creation of the cosmos (“the world, which is
not yet awake, shall be roused”). Which is very close, indeed, to what
Paul says about the messiah Jesus. There are two key differences: For
Paul, the messiah himself must rise from the dead in order to bring
all the dead with him. And for Paul, this is not a vision of what will
one day come to pass but an event of very recent memory. Paul knows
that Jesus has risen from the dead because, he says, he has seen him
with his own eyes on at least one occasion, perhaps more than one
(Gal 1:12, 16; 2:2; 2 Cor 12:1). And Paul reasons similarly to 4 Ezra:
If the messiah has come, died, and risen, then the resurrection of the
dead and the re-creation of the cosmos are at hand. Already by the late
first century, Christian theology would make peace with deferring the
eschaton to a more distant future, but Paul, being an almost exact
contemporary of Jesus, does not do so; for him, the resurrection is now
(Schweitzer 1931, 52—-100).

This issue comes to the fore in one of the texts we noted earlier
in the chapter. Recall that Jesus, according to Paul, “came from the
seed of David according to the flesh, and was appointed son of God in
power according to the spirit of holiness from the resurrection of the
dead” (Rom 1:3—4). Jesus’s coming from the seed of David makes him
eligible for the office of messiah. But the achievement that actually
establishes him as messiah (“son of God in power”) is the resurrec-
tion of the dead. Not “his resurrection from the dead” — a common
mistranslation of this verse — but “the resurrection of the dead,” as
Augustine rightly insists in his commentary on Romans (Fredriksen
2017). That is, Jesus’s rising from the dead is not a one-off event hap-
pening out of due time but the beginning of the general resurrection.
All the righteous are about to — and Jesus himself currently does - live
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an undying, glorified, postmortem kind of life. Not in spite of but
because of Jesus’s death, he, Jesus, now relates to Paul as an immedi-
ate, personal, divine presence: “He is at the right hand of God inter-
ceding for us” (Rom 8:34); “I live by trust in the son of God who loves
me” (Gal 2:20); and so on.

What is more, this helps to explain why Paul thinks that he can
address gentiles-in-Christ in his letters as if they were somehow already
participating in the moral life of the resurrection, because, by Paul’s
lights, they are. Admittedly, Paul does not say, as one deutero-Pauline
writer does, that people-in-Christ have already been raised from the
dead and ascended to heaven (Eph 2:6: “[God] raised us together and
seated us together in the heavens in Christ Jesus”). But Paul does say
that people-in-Christ are semi-resurrected, as it were — “revivified,”
in the helpful idiom of Boakye (2017) — already imbued with the same
divine pneuma (commonly translated “spirit”) that the risen Christ
himself has or is but also still temporarily possessed of mortal bod-
ies of flesh (as the risen Christ is no longer). They are still, therefore,
“weighed down” by this body of flesh (2 Cor 5:4) but also genuinely
capable of transcending it, of living into the undying life of the resur-
rection that they will very soon enjoy fully. It is in this sense that “our
commonwealth is in the heavens” (Phil 3:20) and “the Jerusalem above
is our mother [city]” (Gal 4:26). Which is why, for instance, Paul holds
out celibacy as a virtue (1 Cor 7): not simply for a principled asceticism
or pragmatism but because he thinks that the sexless life of the res-
urrection is accessible now for those who have the divine pneuma in
sufficient measure.

By the same token, the messiah’s role in effecting the resurrec-
tion of the dead goes a long way toward explaining Paul’s famously
complicated discourse about the law of Moses, that is, the Torah or
Pentateuch (Schweitzer 1931, 177-204). This discourse is often said
to be impenetrable or even incoherent, but in fact, in light of the
premises noted, it makes a certain clear sense. Paul takes for granted
(what is in fact the case) that the law of Moses legislates for mortals,
people who sin and die, and therefore have use of a system that regu-
lates sin and impurity and ensures ritual access to God. Paul concedes
that, for such people, the law of Moses is actually a model system (Gal
3:19, 24). But he also thinks that people-in-Christ, because they are
already full of the life-making pneuma of the risen Jesus, are actually
no longer mere mortals. They are pneumatikoi, pneumatic humans,
people who have begun to live the same undying life that the risen
Jesus lives, and are, to just that extent, beyond the jurisdiction of the
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law. In short, all of Paul’s difficult sayings about the law of Moses
follow from his conviction that the messiah has in fact come and
effected the resurrection of the dead.

PUTTING ENEMIES UNDER HIS FEET

Paul’s messiah is not only like the messiah in 4 Ezra 7 who dies in order
to bring about new creation. He is also like the messiah in Psalms of
Solomon 17 who fights battles and subdues enemies on God’s behalf.
The messiah Jesus is, in short, a warrior (Fredriksen 2017). “He puts
enemies under his feet” (1 Cor 15:25). We have already seen one impor-
tant example of this: He compels “the obedience of trust among all the
gentiles” (Rom 1:5; 16:26). Pistis, often translated “faith,” but per-
haps better “trust,” “loyalty,” or “allegiance,” is Paul’s technical term
for the ideal response to the announcement of the messiah. As in the
Psalms of Solomon - or, for that matter, the much older biblical royal
psalms — the nations, or gentiles, pledge their trust or allegiance to the
Israelite king messiah. They “bow the knee” (Paul’s idiom, Phil 2:10),
a gesture of surrender and obeisance, and they acknowledge him as
their kurios, lord or master. It is no accident, then, that Paul character-
izes his own vocation as “the embassy to the gentiles” (Gal 2:8; Rom
1:5), a mission of divine diplomacy meant to bring about their volun-
tary surrender and thus avert a more violent day of wrath (Novenson
2012, 156-60).

Gentiles, as Paul sees it, live in a natural state of hostility toward
God (Rom 1:18-32). But not so Israel, who have the ancestors, the prom-
ises, the covenants, the temple worship, and indeed the messiah him-
self (Rom 9:4-5). At the moment when Paul writes his Letter to the
Romans, however, he concedes that Israel is, temporarily, “hostile in
regard to the announcement” (Rom 11:28), that is, to Paul’s announce-
ment that the crucified and risen Jesus is the messiah. Paul knows that
most of his co-ethnics do not believe that announcement to be true,
but he cannot bring himself to countenance either (1) that he himself
might be wrong about Jesus or (2) that God will fail to deliver Israel
safely into the kingdom of God. Romans 9-11, therefore, is a virtuoso
explanation of how God must, mysteriously, have willed Israel’s cur-
rent hostility to Paul’s announcement precisely in order to make more
time and space for gentiles to come in, lest they be lost. Most Jewish
messiahs down the centuries have tended to have majority Jewish fol-
lowings, but already in Paul’s lifetime the messianic movement around
Jesus was proving an exception. The Jewish messiah had appeared, but
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his constituency was turning out to be more gentile than Jewish. Later
Christian writers would rationalize this in supersessionist terms, but it
does not occur to Paul to do so. For him, God has temporarily hardened
Jewish hearts so that the messiah has time to put still more gentiles
under his feet (Stowers 1994, 213-26).

But it is not only human beings who must be put under the
messiah’s feet; it is also superhuman beings (Schweitzer 1931). Paul
speaks repeatedly in his letters about certain beings — gods, lords,
angels, daemons, rulers, powers, elements — that might threaten to
foil the final victory of people-in-Christ but will surely not succeed
in doing so. “I am confident that neither death nor life nor angels nor
rulers nor present things nor future things nor powers nor height nor
depth nor any other creature will be able to part us from the love of
God which is in Christ Jesus our lord” (Rom 8:38-39). The reason that
these superhuman powers cannot succeed in thwarting the righteous
is, first, because Christ is putting all of these unruly powers under his
feet (1 Cor 15:25) — making them obedient even as he makes gentile
humans obedient — and, second, because Christ’s life-making pneuma
actually elevates people-in-Christ up the cosmic scale of glory so
that they themselves are superior to the powers (e.g. 1 Cor 6:3, where
people-in-Christ sit in judgment over angels).

Paul says little about the identity of these superhuman powers,
but there is a plausible argument that they, too, are gentile. That
is, that the anonymous gods, lords, angels, rulers, powers, and so
on, are, within Paul’s Jewish cosmology, actually the gods or angels
of the nations (Fredriksen 2017, 77-93). There is a long tradition in
ancient Jewish cosmology, going back at least as far as Deuteronomy,
of interpreting the gods of other nations (Marduk, Isis, Zeus, et al.)
as angels deputized by God to oversee the affairs of their respective
nations: divine regional managers, so to speak. In the Greek version
of Deuteronomy that Paul would have read, it says, “When the Most
High divided the nations, when he scattered the sons of Adam, he set
the boundaries of the nations according to the number of the angels
of God” (Deut 32:8 LXX). In keeping with this tradition, the book of
Daniel knows of national angels overseeing at least Persia, Greece,
and Judea (Dan 10). Meanwhile Paul, for his part, traverses gentile
nations recruiting their people to pledge allegiance to the Jewish God
and his messiah. Paul worries about angels, rulers, and powers trying
to stand in his way, trying to prevent gentile humans from pledging
allegiance to Christ. Quite plausibly, then, the angels, rulers, and pow-
ers that he has in mind are these divine regional managers. Feeling
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threatened by the defection of “their” people, they lash out at Paul.
Not to worry, however, because the messiah is busy putting all these
powers under his feet.

THE KINGSHIP OF GOD

As we have seen, Paul’s messiah enjoyed a form of divine life (“existing
in the shape of God,” Phil 2:6) even before he was sent by his father, but
as a prize for his voluntary death God rewards him even more highly:
“God exalted him higher still, and gave him the name that is above
every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee might bow, whether
of heavenly or earthly or chthonic beings, and every tongue confess that
Jesus Christ is lord, to the glory of God the father” (Phil 2:9-11). This
passage contains in a nutshell the puzzle of Jesus’s uniquely exalted
status, which has been both a premise and a problem for Christian the-
ology (Bithner 2021). Jesus is exalted above every other being in the
cosmos save one: God the father. God goes so far as to grant him to
bear “the name” — which almost certainly means the ineffable divine
name — but even here Jesus remains the name-bearing messiah, and God
remains the father. All knees bow to Jesus, but all glory goes to God the
father. Paul vaunts Jesus above every created thing in the cosmos (Rom
8:38-39), but he never calls Jesus God (contrast John 1:1). (Romans 9:5
is a possible exception to this claim but not an actual exception, in my
view.) For Paul, the father is rightly called God, and the son/messiah is
rightly called lord (1 Cor 8:6).

This, then, makes sense of the scene Paul sketches in 1 Corinthians
15 of the final resolution of all things.

Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingship to the God
and father, when he nullifies ever rule and every authority and
power. For he must reign [or: be king] until such time as he puts
all the enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be nullified is
death. For he subjected everything under his feet [Ps 8:6]. When it
says that everything was subjected, that obviously excludes the one
who subjected everything to him. But when everything is subjected
to him, then the son himself will be subjected to the one who sub-
jected everything to him, that God may be all in everything. (1 Cor
15:24-28)

Here, remarkably, the messiah’s mission ends with his own “being
subjected” to his father after he has done the work of putting every-
thing else in the cosmos under his feet. He must reign (basileud, serve
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as king) until he has brought all powers in the cosmos to heel, at
which point he hands over the kingship (basileia) to God the father.
The final clause — “that God may be all in everything” — might mean
to point to a state of affairs in which all that exists is taken back
up into God, from whom it came in the first place (cf. Rom 11:36:
“All things proceed out of ... and resolve into God”). If that is what
it means, then the very notion of kingship or reign might seem to
us not to be apt, since the distinction between God and all things
would have been mended (an idea familiar to some strands of Eastern
Christian theology, less so Western).

However that may be, elsewhere, too, Paul refers to this final,
blessed state of affairs as the basileia tou theou, the kingship or king-
dom of God. And the hope of human beings is to inherit it. “God calls
you into his own kingdom and splendour” (1 Thess 2:12). Certain char-
acteristics, however, can disqualify humans from inheriting the king-
dom of God. Moral deficiency, for one: “The unrighteous will not
inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9-10); “People who practice such
[wicked] things will not inherit the kingdom of God” (Gal 5:21). But
also physical deficiency: “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom
of God, nor does perishability inherit the imperishable” (1 Cor 15:50).
That is to say, in order to inherit the kingdom of God, humans have to
undergo a physical metamorphosis, from a body of flesh to a body of
pneuma, which is precisely the point of resurrection. What exactly this
kingdom is like Paul does not say in any detail, but he does hint in a
few places: “The kingdom of God is not in speech but in power” (1 Cor
4:20); “The kingdom of God is not food and drink, but righteousness,
peace, and joy in the holy pneuma” (Rom 14:17). It is, in short, the mode
of life enjoyed by God and by the risen Christ but now made accessible
to human beings, the newborn children of God.

CONCLUSION

Ironically in light of the history of research mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter, the one thing we do know about Jesus in the letters of
Paul is that he is the messiah (as was rightly recognized by Schweitzer
1931; Davies 1948; Wright 1991). Paul everywhere refers to him as such,
and his particular functions coincide at many points with other figures
from the history of Jewish messianism. In particular, he is the son of
God, sent by his father, dies for others, effects the resurrection of the
dead, puts enemies under his feet, and hands over the kingship to God.
Indeed, there are points at which the letters of Paul stand in tension
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with the later Christian tradition that canonized them precisely because
Jesus is for Paul, as he was not for some later Christians, the messiah.
Whether modern Christianity can or should reclaim that oldest apos-
tolic confession of Jesus as messiah is an interesting and a complicated
question. Be that as it may, without it we cannot hope to understand
the history of Jesus, Paul, the other apostles, and the ancient Judaism of
which they were all part.
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5 The Risen Jesus

MARKUS BOCKMUEHL

‘God raised Jesus from the dead.” Our knowledge of Jesus of Nazareth
and his impact on history depends almost uniquely on his followers’
conviction about an event after his execution: inexplicably and yet
unmistakably, Jesus was experienced as visibly present and alive in
personal encounters with his disciples soon after his death and burial.
Without that conviction, affirmed explicitly by virtually all extant early
Christian sources and contested by none, we would almost certainly
know nothing about Jesus at all.

Within at most fifteen years of the crucifixion, the resurrection of
Jesus was deeply embedded not just in the original Palestinian Jewish
communities of his followers but in Paul’s new missionary outreach to
the gentile world of Asia Minor and Greece (1 Thess 1:10; 4:14; Gal 1:1),
based on a shared tradition inherited from Judean believers in the very
first years of the Christian movement: Jesus died and was buried, but
was ‘raised on the third day’ and then seen by Peter (Cephas), his inner
circle of twelve disciples, a larger group of soo followers, then by his
brother James and by all the apostles together — and ultimately by Paul
himself (1 Cor 15:3-8). Paul insists, in fact, that this reality is indispens-
able to the very possibility of Christian faith: ‘if Christ has not been
raised, your faith is futile’ (r Cor 15:17, 19, 32).

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), the last century’s most famous New
Testament critic, fully recognized the logical force of that argument
as much as he found it distastefully ‘dangerous’ — ‘fatal’, indeed. In his
view, Paul’s ‘attempt to make the resurrection of Jesus credible as an
objective historical fact’ shows he failed to understand what Bultmann
understood: no historical fact could possibly bear in any way on a res-
urrection from the dead (Bultmann 1948, 48; trans. Bultmann 1953, 39).

By the turn of the present century, scholarly literature on the
‘historical Jesus’ had comfortably embraced a studied neglect of his
resurrection. Some easily dismissed its relevance on the strength of
their (historically implausible) conviction that Jesus’s Jewish cadaver

72
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must have been tossed into a public lime-pit or devoured by birds
and stray dogs (so, e.g., Crossan 1994, 127, 154). But even the more
methodologically prudent and circumspect ‘historical Jesus’ questers
tended to sideline or avoid the resurrection — typically on the pre-
text that it is reducible to a question of ‘faith’ or of ‘theology’, about
which no self-respecting ‘historian’ could possibly have anything to
say (e.g. Meier 19912016, 1:13).

To be sure, quite what ‘resurrection’ might mean is never clearly
defined in our early sources, with interpretations varying apprecia-
bly. And unlike some later, noncanonical accounts like the Gospel
of Peter, the New Testament writings do not attempt to narrate or
describe this event itself.

‘History’ and ‘myth’, truth and rhetoric, experience and interpre-
tation all converge in any serious attempt to make sense of the early
Christians’ extraordinary, unprecedented, and complex claim about
Jesus. It does not lend itself to one-dimensional explanations, whether
in terms of ‘miracle’, ‘myth’, ‘metaphor’, or for that matter of ‘history’.
Such category mistakes are also not helped by slam-dunk rationalism of
either the apologetic or the sceptical variety: nuanced historical inquiry
simply cannot deliver straightforward ‘evidence’, either ‘that God raised
Jesus from the dead’ or ‘that God did no such thing’ (Allison 2021, 3).

Resurrections are not meaningfully subject to scholarly judgements
about causes and effects, let alone about historical probabilities. It may
(Allison 2021) or may not be useful to contextualize the gospel accounts
in relation to historic or contemporary experiences of the paranormal.
For all the mystery and complexity of that alleged third day after the
crucifixion, however, it is a matter of historical record that something
happened — something decisive and far-reaching in the experience of the
first Christians which shaped the course of world history to an extent
unlike any event before or since. This footprint of Jesus is thus open
to historical inquiry and of the utmost importance for any historical
understanding (cf. Wright 2003, 1-31).

Only outcomes ultimately allow the mass of brute facts to become
interpretable as history: only they make it possible to distinguish the
salient from the trivial. As a mere humanitarian sage and cultural dis-
sident, Jesus would have remained insignificant, scarcely mentioned
or more likely ignored by contemporary historians (cf. Josephus, Ant.
18.63—64; 20.200) — and unlikely ever to be available as a meaning-
ful subject of historical interest. Absent the unexpected resurrection
of Jesus, even his disciples could only lament failed messianic hopes
(Luke 24:21); faced with the event, they went on to attest nothing less
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than ‘a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead’ (1 Pet 1:3). However one proceeds in the end
to interpret the historical or theological significance of this claim and
its underlying experiences, it stands at the very heart of any properly
‘historical’ assessment of Jesus of Nazareth.

COMPLEX SOURCES

Given their evident importance to authors and audiences alike, the
Easter stories are marked by a striking degree of diversity and tension.
The four gospels embed their cognate affirmation in brief narrative
accounts that do agree on a few key features: after his public execution
on a Roman cross, Jesus is buried in the tomb of the Sanhedrin mem-
ber Joseph of Arimathea. Two days later (counting inclusively: ‘on the
third day’ or ‘after three days’), this evidently identifiable tomb is found
empty by women disciples including Mary Magdalene. Quite what hap-
pens then, however, appears a jumble of excited claims and counter-
claims in each of the four gospels, which seems impossible to reduce to
an orderly narrative.

Mark
Mark’s is the briefest and most primitive form of the narrative, par-
ticularly in its earliest extant form (16:1-8). Mary Magdalene and two
others find the tomb open and come across only ‘a young man in a
white robe’, who asks them to tell the disciples that Jesus has been
raised and will meet them in Galilee. The earliest text ends abruptly
with the women saying ‘nothing to anyone’ and fleeing in fear (16:8);
Mark’s Greek syntax famously reinforces that abruptness by the strik-
ing staccato of concluding on the particle gar (‘for’). Although Mark
consistently anticipates both the resurrection of Jesus and the (angelic)
instruction to meet him in Galilee (8:31; 9:9, 31; 10:34; 14:28), no such
encounter is narrated in the earliest form of his text (unlike in the early
second-century appendix at 16:9-20).

Twentieth-century commentators liked to speculate about this
problem by invoking either a supposedly lost original ending of the
Gospel or, conversely, Mark’s generation of existential drama by proj-
ecting the unfulfilled angelic promise of encounter into the reader’s
present. And yet, the very insistence of those predictions presupposes
their fulfilment: the narrative would instantly collapse if, as some
scholars have argued, readers either knew or suspected that the prom-
ised encounter of 16:8 had never transpired.
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Even a Markan text ending at 16:8 (which as such is not attested
prior to the fourth century) implies a reader who already knows a narra-
tive resembling that of Matthew 28 — or for that matter of Mark 16:9-20,
composed a generation later, which became the most successful and
ultimately canonical ending of this gospel. Drawing loosely on accounts
in the other canonical gospels, it supplies resurrection appearances first
to Mary Magdalene (who does inform the disciples), then to two dis-
ciples ‘walking into the country’, and finally before his ascension to
‘the Eleven’ (i.e. minus Judas Iscariot) ‘as they were having dinner’.

Matthew

Matthew’s own, still rather economic account is the New Testament
text that comes closest to narrating the resurrection itself (28:2—3): an
angel descends from heaven in the midst of an earthquake to roll back
the stone and sit on it. On seeing the empty tomb and being instructed
to inform the disciples as in Mark, the two Marys encounter Jesus in
person before going on to tell the disciples ‘with fear and great joy’
(28:8) — thus becoming ‘apostles of the apostles’, as later Christian writ-
ers put it (e.g. Jerome Comm. Soph. preface). Following a brief apolo-
getic interlude on the Jewish chief priests bribing the Roman guard at
the tomb to remain silent (28:11-15), the risen Jesus does in fact appear
to the eleven remaining disciples on a mountain in Galilee to commis-
sion them and promise his continuing presence.

Luke

The Third Evangelist provides the fullest and most concrete narrative
of encounters with the risen Jesus exclusively in and around Jerusalem,
mapped explicitly onto Jesus’s messianic fulfilment of Scripture. Once
again it is his female Galilean followers who become the ‘apostles of
the apostles’, even though their Easter witness is at first dismissed by
men (24:11). Subsequent experiences involve Peter (24:12, 24), Cleopas
and another disciple on the way to Emmaus (24:13-33), and finally ‘the
Eleven’ and their friends, with whom Jesus eats and with whom he goes
to the Mount of Olives before ‘he withdrew from them and was carried
up into heaven’ (24:571).

Acts
Luke’s second volume interprets and complements his earlier account.
Here, the period of Jesus’s pre-ascension appearances presents ‘many
convincing proofs’ of his resurrection during a period of not one but
forty days (1:3), again explicitly confined to Jerusalem. Developing
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what is elsewhere described as Jesus’s exaltation to heaven, the ascen-
sion becomes for Luke an event envisaged in strikingly spatial terms:
Jesus is ‘lifted up’ bodily in front of his disciples, then taken out of
their sight by a cloud (1:9). The inner circle of twelve apostles and wit-
nesses of the resurrection is restored with the selection of Matthias
(1:21-26). While for Luke the ascension pauses all further earthly
encounters with the risen Christ until his return (1:11), Paul’s encoun-
ter with Jesus on the Damascus Road is described three times in terms
of an individually granted ‘heavenly vision’ (26:19; cf. 9:3-7; 22:6-10;
26:12-18). One subsequent ecstatic vision in the Temple grants Paul
to hear and ‘see Jesus’ (22:18).

John

The Fourth Gospel has Peter and the Beloved Disciple racing to the
tomb at Mary Magdalene’s news and finding in it only the folded grave-
cloths — enough for the Beloved Disciple to ‘see and believe’ (20:8).
Mary meanwhile, lingering by the tomb, meets the risen Jesus whom
she initially mistakes for a gardener and who forbids her to touch him
(20:17). Appearing later through closed doors to ten of the disciples to
commission and empower them with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returns a
week later to overcome the doubts of the previously absent Thomas,
who unlike Mary is invited to touch his wounded side. An additional
resurrection appearance at the Sea of Galilee involves a miraculous
catch of fish and a meal, during which Jesus rehabilitates Simon Peter
and appoints him as pastor of his flock (21:1-23).

Paul
Part of Paul’s own formative instruction which he then transmitted to
new believers at Corinth, our earliest attested sequence (1 Cor 15:3-7)
makes no explicit mention of the tomb or of women as the first to dis-
cover it. It features appearances to Cephas (i.e. Peter) and ‘the Twelve’
(i.e. presumably including Matthias) but uniquely also to James, to ‘five
hundred’ believers at once, to ‘all the apostles’ — and ultimately to Paul
himself: Paul ‘saw’ Jesus as no one after him did (1 Cor 9:1; ‘last of all’,
15:8) and received a distinctive apostolic ‘revelation’ of Jesus (Gal. 1:16).

MAKING SENSE OF CONFLICTING TRADITIONS

These and similar considerations have seemed to many critics to
subvert the credibility of the sources in a jumble of contradictions
about such matters as the times and locations of the appearances, the
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named individuals involved, and the accessibility of Jesus in the body
or form in which he appears. Attempts to integrate and harmonize a
single narrative have certainly not been lacking, but none has gained
widespread acceptance. Sceptical interpreters through the ages have
assured each other that the phenomena are reducible to individual
and group hallucinations or visions, suggesting either that the earliest
tradition had no knowledge of an empty (if indeed any) tomb or else
that empty tombs were of course hardly out of the ordinary in antiq-
uity. On this account, once tomb and appearance stories had begun
to accumulate, each new feature was developed in response to the
immediate apologetic and pastoral needs of the evangelist’s respec-
tive community.

Such reductionist ‘nothing but’ accounts may flatter scholarly prej-
udice but rarely do justice to historical realities. For Paul, for example,
the argument of 1 Corinthians 15:3-7 explicitly reproduces as author-
itative a catechesis received from apostolic communities in Judaea,
long before his arrival in Corinth in the year so/s1. This, however,
is to endorse his dependence on a normative tradition that evidently
trumps his preferred declaration of an apostolic pedigree directly autho-
rized and at least equivalent to that of the Jerusalem apostles (e.g. Gal
1:11-19, 2:1-10; T Cor 3:22—4:1; 2 Cor 11:5, 22-23). Unlike all four of
the evangelists, Paul does not explicitly mention an empty tomb. And
yet, to affirm it alongside a resurrection would for a Jew be tautologous:
the fact that the body of Jesus was ‘buried’ leaves no room for any form
of it to remain in the tomb (cf. Wright 2003, 321). Throughout the chap-
ter, it is a non-negotiable pillar of Paul’s interpretation that resurrection
life is fundamentally ‘bodily’ (15:35-58).

The New Testament documents do assert a consensus on the
truth and significance of the resurrection witness (note 1 Cor 15:11).
The continuing narrative mayhem of the various accounts, even four
or five decades after the event, may itself bear eloquent testimony to
the force of this consensus. ‘Calculated deception should have pro-
duced greater unanimity. Instead, there seem to have been competi-
tors: “I saw him first!” “No! I did”’ (Sanders 1993, 280). The surprising
but undeniable convergence of these competing convictions in the
Easter affirmations suggests a generative event of irreducibly colossal
magnitude (cf. Hoskyns and Davey 1981, 282-84). A similar dynamic
may be at work in the question of whether it was Peter (1 Cor 15:5)
or rather, as in all four gospels, Mary Magdalene and the women dis-
ciples who first witnessed the resurrection and thus became ‘apostles
of the apostles’.
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EVIDENCE AND TESTIMONY

The Easter narratives point to an event in historical time and space
and yet which is not straightforwardly ordered and sequenced within
historical time and space. This intrinsic polyvalence requires further
comment. Luke, John, and Paul are particularly committed to the factual
nature of the resurrection, established by ‘convincing proofs’ (so Acts
1:4). At no point, however, do these early Christian sources treat the
resurrection witness as ‘evidence that demands a verdict’ - or even in
the positive conviction that ‘no other explanation could or would do’ to
explain an empty tomb and appearances (Wright 2003, 717).

Even on a comprehensively sympathetic reading, the ‘facts’ are far
from self-interpreting. We know of many empty first-century tombs,
other messiahs who died a violent death, and many crucified men (some
of whose skeletons, like Yohanan at Jerusalem’s Giv’at ha-Mivtar, have
turned up with a nail still stuck through their ankles). Ancient tomb
robbery was a thriving industry; and as both Matthew (28:13) and John
(20:13) already knew, an empty tomb can be interpreted in a variety of
other ways — not all of them self-evidently absurd.

None of the New Testament authors claim to be eyewitnesses. The
risen Jesus repeatedly proves difficult or ambiguous to identify, even for
close followers (Matt 28:17; Luke 24:16; John 20:14-15, 21:4); Mark’s
longer ending even speaks of him appearing ‘in another form’ (16:12). As
a result, any synoptic reading of the different sources may leave us with
considerable bewilderment about who saw what, where, when, and
how. The Easter encounters repeatedly occasion both faith and doubt
even in the very people who saw the risen Jesus and worshipped him
(e.g. Matt 28:17, ‘but they hesitated’ (my translation)).

Documentary archives and public records might well certify a cru-
cifixion but could not do so for a resurrection. Although the firm con-
viction of the early Christians certainly claims to be factual, it depends
not on forensic ‘evidence’ but on a reliable tradition authenticated by
apostolic eyewitness. As the Peter of Acts puts it, God granted Jesus
to appear ‘not to all the people, but to us who were chosen by God as
witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead’
(ro:41). It is the apostles, and only they, who are able and indeed ‘com-
manded’ to serve as guarantors of the resurrection tradition (10:42; cf.
Acts 1:22, 25; 1 Cor 9:1; John 19:35; 21:24; T John 1:1-3).

What is ‘doubting’ (apistos) about the Fourth Gospel’s Thomas is not
his desire for facts but his emphatic refusal to trust the apostolic testi-
mony: ‘unless [I see and touch him], I will not believe’ (John 20:25, 27, 29).
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(Even then, of course, he does not abandon the community of faith — and
s0 is present to encounter Jesus the second time round.)

The apostolic writers, then, did not attempt to mount some sort of
watertight ‘proof’ of the resurrection. But they evidently did find them-
selves confronted with a series of diversely experienced encounters that
required interpretation and appropriation in profoundly theological
terms. Their conclusions were reached not on the basis of a rationally
unassailable or psychologically comfortable case (to James and Paul, at
least, it manifestly was not) but because the Jesus they encountered
was emphatically alive and present calling and committing them to his
mission. As commentators have noted since antiquity, the resurrection
encounters almost invariably have a converting and energizing effect on
those who were until that point doubtful, demoralized, or opposed, and
would have remained so without them (e.g. Chrysostom Hom. 1 Cor.
4.4 on 1:25, PG 61:36; cf. further Atkins 2019).

This reality of a transformative encounter with the present Jesus
best accounts for the talk of ‘resurrection’. The New Testament res-
urrection accounts are not literary constructs but rather ‘derive ulti-
mately from people’s real experiences, however curious’ (Allison 2021,
345). Getting to grips with such inexplicable and yet undeniable events
would inevitably distend the available language and categories of expla-
nation to breaking point.

THE LANGUAGE OF ‘RESURRECTION’

But why would the early witnesses resort to the rather distinctive Jewish
language of ‘resurrection’ in describing the Easter experiences? The
walking dead getting up from their coffins were, after all, an uncommon
but repeatedly attested phenomenon until the advent of modern medi-
cine. Jesus, too, was credited with returning newly dead people to life at
Capernaum, Nain, and Bethany (Mark §:35—41 parr.; Luke 7:11-16; John
11:38—44). Even the gospels report some of his Jewish contemporaries
believing that prophets recent or ancient might be ‘raised from the dead’
and walk among the living (Mark 6:14-16; 8:28; 9:12 parr.; cf., e.g., 2 Macc
15:13-16; b. B. Mes. 59b). Moses and Elijah were believed to have been
assumed bodily to heaven rather than buried; both attended later Jewish
teachers from Rabbi Akiva in the second century to Shabbetai Tzvi in
the seventeenth. Greco-Roman stories, too, are familiar with the motifs
of finding unexpectedly empty tombs whose occupants subsequently
reappear alive and well (e.g. Chariton’s probably second-century novel
Chaireas and Callirhoé, bk. 3). Various historical heroes posthumously
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appeared to their followers, underwent apotheosis, and even became the
subjects of new and thriving cults (examples range from Roman emper-
ors to philosophical figures like Apollonius of Tyana).

Beginning no later than the second century, Celsus and other crit-
ics of Christianity began to make the most of such apparent analogies
(e.g. Origen, C. Cels. 2.55-58). Regardless of their polemical intent or
critical merit, several of these parallels clearly document the extent
to which popular Jewish and Greco-Roman cultural typologies would
render intelligible the reception as well as the propagation of a resur-
rected and ascended Jesus.

That said, none of these cases concerns someone publicly crucified
as a common criminal. More importantly, none parallels the specifi-
cally Jewish apocalyptic connotation of the claim that the Easter events
mark the ‘resurrection’ as God’s victory at the beginning of a new crea-
tion — an idea consonant with Jewish interpretation of prophetic books
like Isaiah, Hosea, Ezekiel, and Daniel (cf. further Levenson 2006). In
both Judaism and Hellenism, the mere apparition or exaltation of a
dead hero was perfectly conceivable without entailing either a bodily
resurrection or the idea that God had thereby inaugurated the life of
the world to come.

Precisely the assurance of resurrection, however, is in the New
Testament taken to authenticate Jesus as the messianic Son of David
(Acts 2:31-36; 13:34-37; Rom 1:3—4; 2 Tim 2:8; Rev 22:16): God has
raised, exalted, and established him as the Son of God empowered by
the Spirit (e.g. Rom 1:4; Phil 2:19-10; Matt 28:18). The raising of Jesus
functions as the onset, the analogous ‘firstfruits’, of the comprehensive,
general resurrection (1 Cor 15:20, 23; cf., e.g., Matt 27:52—53; Rev 1:5).
And thus the perishable, ‘natural’ (psychikon) body of this world is here
contrasted with the immortal, ‘spiritual’ (pneumatikon) one (15:42, 44)
of the world to come. To belong to this risen Lord is to share in ‘inde-
scribable and glorious joy’ (1 Pet 1:8; cf. Luke 24:52; John 20:20), expec-
tantly looking to participate in ‘the power of his resurrection’ (Phil
3:10-11). It was this decisiveness of the Easter events that understand-
ably made their interpretation so highly charged: “‘We know that Christ,
being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has
dominion over him’ (Rom 6:9).

If nothing else, such hyperbolic theological language shows that the
assertion of Jesus’s resurrection does in fact depart in important respects
from all known contemporary typologies for empty tombs, apparitions,
and apotheoses. The ancients knew full well that a ghost ‘does not
have flesh and bones’ (Luke 24:39) and does not eat or drink but that a
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resuscitated body might easily have and do all those things. And yet,
neither of these perfectly familiar and acceptable tropes is invoked by
any of the diverse New Testament witnesses.

This intense cultural idiosyncrasy of the resurrection claim is
well worth underlining: insofar as this is history, it is history with a
heavy Palestinian Jewish accent. Matthew’s Roman guards (27:62-66;
28:4), if they were indeed at the tomb and if they saw anything, would
not and could not have described this in the apocalyptic language of
‘resurrection’ — be they adherents of the cult of the emperor, of Mithras,
or even of Isis. Paul is later plausibly described as struggling to make
himself understood by philosophers in Athens (Acts 17:18, 32), and
Christianity’s ancient intellectual critics returned to the supposed
absurdity of this theme again and again (e.g. Celsus in Origen C. Cels.
5.14; 6.29). Neither, of course, would ‘resurrection’ be a natural point
of reference for their supposed Sadducean paymasters, who are plausi-
bly described as plotting to nip any populist hocus-pocus well and truly
in the bud (Matt 27:62-66; 28:4, 11-15; cf. Acts 23:6-8).

In the context of first-century Pharisaic and apocalyptic Judaism,
however, ‘resurrection’ was the only available terminology to name
this otherwise unprecedented experience. Unparalleled events occa-
sioned a unique language — in principle no less striking in the first
century than in the twenty-first (cf. already Mark 9:10). For all its
inalienable cultural idiosyncrasy, the angelic announcement that ‘He
is not here, for he has been raised’ (Matt 28:6) encapsulates the only
possible way in which Jewish followers of Jesus could explain the con-
fusingly diverse and yet convergent experiences of both absence and
presence that followed his crucifixion.

Had those experiences been either purely visionary or straightfor-
wardly material in nature, Palestinian Judaism had plenty of narrative
and conceptual devices to signal that fact, as other texts did. Certain
Jewish visionary features do surface in the narratives and may indeed
gain in poignancy from their Passover setting. But the plain sense of
all the appearance accounts is nevertheless that the risen Jesus was
encountered and seen, not ‘visualized’, as personally present.

Conventional categories, indeed, rapidly appear to founder on the
reality that is being described, ‘immanent’ and ‘transcendent’ fea-
tures often starkly clashing or juxtaposed. It is precisely Thomas'’s
anatomically tactile Jesus who can be described as having entered, just
a moment earlier, through locked doors (John 20:26)! Although evi-
dently unanticipated by those who went on to embrace it, the only
available category big enough to fit the reality turned out to be the
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eschatological affirmation of resurrection at the hands of the living
God of Israel: ‘“This Jesus God raised up’ (Acts 2:32).

The Christian language of ‘resurrection’ finds its origin in the
circumstances of a specific time, place, and culture: those of first-
century Jerusalem. It was Jerusalem’s religious conflicts, political
machinations, and colonial occupation which made Jesus a victim of
juridical persecution as well as Roman torture and crucifixion. And
it was in this city that he was first seen as risen from the dead - at
once Jerusalem’s victim and the vanquisher of Jerusalem’s oppression
(cf. Williams 1982, 7-2.8).

HISTORY AND A RESURRECTED JESUS

We return, then, to the problem with which we began. There are good
reasons to interpret the resurrection as a theological affirmation rooted
in historical fact — at a minimum, in the discovery of an empty tomb fol-
lowed by variously described encounters with its occupant. Regardless
of the precise view one may take on the phenomenology of this foun-
dational event, its historicity was quite evidently the logical and psy-
chological precondition for any sort of continued ‘Christian’ existence.
Without it, our sources would be silent: there could have been no abid-
ing interest in either Jesus of Nazareth or the exalted Christ of faith. On
this point the history of Christianity firmly holds together the bodily
identity of Jesus of Nazareth with that of the risen and ascended Christ.

This point casts serious doubt on the romanticism of attempts,
from Ernest Renan’s in 1863 to the present day, to salvage something
noble and admirable out of the plundered remains of an unresurrected
Jesus. In that regard, the Pauline reasoning of 1 Corinthians entails a
remarkably contemporary and sober realism: no resurrection, no Jesus.

If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile, and you are still in
your sins. Then those also who have died in Christ have perished. If
for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most
to be pitied.... If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for
tomorrow we die’. (1 Cor 15:17-19, 32)

Far from being able to set aside a matter outside his or her purview,
then, the conscientious historian of Jesus — precisely qua historian — is
necessarily entangled in a matter of historical and more than historical
consequence.

This entanglement is further reinforced by the extent to which a
doctrine of resurrection appears to have been an important component
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of Jesus of Nazareth’s own eschatology, rooted in his interpretation of
Scripture, a connection that is not lost on the evangelists themselves.
All four of them explicitly relate the meaning of the resurrection to the
teachings of Jesus. This is perhaps most powerfully evident in Jesus’s
so-called passion predictions, which in virtually every case include an
explicit reference to resurrection (Mark 8:31, 9:31, 10:34 parr.; cf. also
Mark 9:9; 12:10-11; 13:26; 14:25, 28; Matt 12:40, 27:63; Luke 24:6-7, 46;
John 2:20-22; 11:25).

Although at one time fashionably dismissed as late fabrications for
the reassurance of doubting Christian minds, their pattern of righteous
suffering and vindication is in contemporary scholarship more com-
monly linked to an ancient and well-documented tradition of Second
Temple Judaism grounded in texts like Genesis 22, Job, Jonah, the
righteous servant in Isaiah 53, the vindicated Son of Man in Daniel 7,
the murdered firstborn of the house of David in Zechariah 12:10-13:1,
and Psalms like 22, 69, and 118. Echoed widely throughout the gospels
and in Jewish sources (e.g. Wisd 2; 2 Macc 6-7; 4 Macc 6, 17; 4Q225;
cf. b. Ber. 56b; b. Sukk. 52a; Pirqe R. El. 31; cf. Yal. 575, 581 on Zech),
this Jewish tradition evokes a pattern of the innocent sufferer’s trust in
God’s faithfulness finding approval and assurance of ultimate vindica-
tion — not just for himself but for all his people. Even the well-attested
but much-queried trope that such vindication was to take place ‘on
the third day according to the Scriptures’ (1 Cor 15:3; Mark 8:31; 10:34
etc.) may well find its basis in reflection on texts like Hosea 6:2, which
the Targum explicitly applies to the general resurrection (cf. also Matt
12:40 with Jonah 1:17 [=2:1 MT/LXX]).

Another example of Jesus of Nazareth’s concern for the resurrec-
tion is his refutation of the sceptical Sadducees, in good Pharisaic fash-
ion demonstrating the resurrection on the basis of the Torah (cf. m.
Sanh. 10.1). Here, interestingly, the state of the resurrected is said to be
‘like angels in heaven’ (Mark 12:25). Although we should not perhaps
overinterpret the implied phenomenology of his dig at apparently angel-
denying opponents (Acts 23:8), Jesus’s statement may bear out the New
Testament’s repeated placement of his resurrection, ascension, and
return in the company of angels.

We may add, finally, that the Last Supper tradition offers further
confirmation of this link in Jesus’s mind. He connects his present suf-
fering ‘for many’ with his future resurrection most strikingly in the
Nazirite vow he takes on the eve of his arrest: ‘“Truly I tell you, I will
never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it
new in the kingdom of God’ (Mark 14:25 parr.).
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In other words, the apostolic Easter experiences actually converge
with a recurrent theme in the ministry of Jesus himself, which makes
the resurrection an important key to understanding the aspirations as
well as the demise of the historical Jesus, in his own view and in that
of his followers. Even before Easter, Jesus seems to have implied that
his own violent death would need to be interpreted back to front, as it
were. He cast his fate deliberately within the scriptural framework of
suffering and vindication. In that context, his death at the hands of his
enemies could only be understood in the light of what would happen -
or fail to happen — afterwards.

Significantly, his followers continued to give dramatic expression
to that correlation in their continued meal fellowship, meeting spe-
cifically ‘on the first day of the week’, the day of the resurrection, to
commemorate Jesus’s Last Supper and death and to participate in his
presence in bread and wine (see, e.g., Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; Did. 14.1; 1
Cor 10:16; 11:23-27; Justin 1 Apol. 65-67).

RESURRECTION AND ASCENSION, PRESENCE
AND PAROUSIA

Whatever happened to the risen Jesus? Only Luke narrates a visible,
space-time ascension of Jesus to heaven, as we saw. But in fact all the
early witnesses imply only a limited period of appearances - even if
some, perhaps to accommodate Paul, later extended this from Luke’s
forty days to eighteen months (Irenaeus Haer. 1.3.2, 30.14; Apocryphon
of James). And they consistently connect his resurrection with his exal-
tation to God’s heavenly glory and power.

The resurrection thus entails a Jesus who is alive as well as exalted,
both here and not-here, present both to the world and to the majesty of
God, in heaven yet near and coming. His presence is bodily, personal,
and continuous with Jesus of Nazareth, though not now visible and
tangible until his Parousia, his coming in glory: his resurrected bodily
ascension to heaven underwrites his coming from heaven in that same
resurrected body (Acts 1:11). Although raised from the dead, he still
bears the scars of his sacrifice in the crucifixion — a point deployed
apologetically in the gospels (Luke 24:39; John 20:25-28) but perhaps
also christologically of the heavenly Lamb ‘standing as if it had been
slaughtered’ (Rev 5:6) — his woundedness, it seems, is not eliminated
but glorified (a perspective that has found an evocative but theolog-
ically challenging application to disability studies: e.g. Brock 2019;
more critically, Moss 2019).
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Although expressed quite diversely, a comparable striking bodily
and spatial dialectic recurs across the range of early Christian writings.
The end of the appearances and the present hiddenness of Jesus matter
no less than his nearness and real presence in time and space.

That real presence in turn is multiply mediated through the Spirit
of God. This mediation occurs ‘sacramentally’, above all in eucharistic
remembrance of his death and in baptism ‘into’ his death and resur-
rection (a reality of new creation whose conception ranges from the
believer’s identifying with Christ’s crucifixion for the intended pur-
pose of participating in resurrection life, to a present incorporation into
death, resurrection, and even exaltation with him: Rom 6:4, 8, 11; Phil
3:10-12; Col 3:1—-4; Eph 2:5-6). Mediation of the risen Jesus’s presence
also occurs in his body that is the church (its mission and teaching, its
service of the poor, its worship and fellowship and judgement) as well
as in the body of his apostle, in Jesus’s word and authority, and even in
apostolic writings about him. Some believers are granted one or more
direct encounters with a post-ascension vision or voice of Jesus — begin-
ning with the apostle Paul himself. Far from an attempt to compensate
for a Christology of absence, as is sometimes claimed, the ascension of
the risen Jesus instead inaugurates ‘the new, definitive, and insuppress-
ible form of his presence ... working through the power of his Spirit’
(Benedict XVI 2009).

MYTH OR METAPHOR?

This strikingly integrative function of the resurrection of Jesus is
consistently echoed and appropriated in the New Testament and
patristic writings. Paul knew the crucifixion to be ‘a stumbling block
to Jews and foolishness to the Greeks’ (1 Cor 1:23) — and without the
resurrection, faith is therefore futile. Precisely because of it, how-
ever, the cross can and does assume the redemptive significance that
apparently already begins to be envisaged for it in Jesus’s own teach-
ing (e.g. Mark 10:45; 14:22-24 and parallels). Even the earliest tradi-
tions already stress the resurrection’s integral role in vindicating the
purpose of his life and death, confirming him as Son of God ‘with
power’ and validating the crucifixion ‘for our sins’ by being raised
for our justification’ (Rom 1:3—4; 4:25). Christians, like their critics,
were well aware that Jesus’s crucifixion and resurrection stand and
fall together: without the latter, the former would remain a point-
less moral void, a failure; there would be nothing of consequence for
believers to believe (1 Cor 15:17-19, 32).
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Whether or not one deems that early Christian reasoning
persuasive, it is important to recognize it for what it is: an attempt to
do interpretative justice to Jesus of Nazareth within the first-century
world that he himself inhabited, and to identify the implications for
his followers’ life and faith. ‘God raised Jesus from the dead’ has conse-
quences: ‘what we can know historically about Christ’s resurrection
must not be abstracted from the question of what we can hope from it,
and what we have to do in its name’ (Moltmann 1996, 80).

The resurrection is indeed a kind of religious metaphor, as is
sometimes rather too blithely asserted — but its function is quite the
opposite of conventional religious metaphors. From Plato’s Cave to
C. S. Lewis’s Narnia, such metaphors employ the literal and familiar
to speak (one hopes truthfully) of an otherworldly reality. The New
Testament witness to the resurrection of Jesus, by contrast, finds only
an eschatological reality adequate to describe a historical one, and only
transcendent language sufficient to capture a bodily event. Heaven is
no longer a metaphor of earthly bliss, or the world to come a pleasant
postscript to mortality. Instead, Easter claims a newly redeemed earthly
reality as a metaphor of heaven and transforms mortal life into the ves-
tibule of paradise. Along similar lines, the resurrection resembles a
myth turned inside out: for the pagan apologist Sallustius, the genius
of the ancient myths is that ‘these things never happened, but always
are’ (On the Gods and the World, 1). By contrast, Christian writers like
Justin, Clement, and Eusebius saw the myths and philosophies of antiq-
uity as vaguely adumbrated hopes and truths that in the incarnation
and resurrection of Jesus came to real embodied fruition.

The resurrection inaugurates the defining historical, moral, and
ecological reality that is the ‘new creation’ (O’Donovan 1994). The risen
and ascended body of Jesus sanctifies and will transform the bodies of
all who belong to him: he will turn their humiliation and ‘bondage to
decay’ into the freedom of divine glory, in the process destroying death
itself (Rom 8:21-3; Phil 3:21; 1 Cor 15:26). This cosmic reach of the
New Testament’s Easter message is dramatically captured in the classic
Orthodox Easter icons: the risen Jesus, ascending to heaven, extends his
hand to raise up the awaking dead.

‘God raised Jesus from the dead’ marks the liminal point at which
the identity of Jesus is confirmed (‘with power’, as Romans 1: 4 puts it).
It affirms not an earthly ‘coming back to life’ (resuscitation) but his
bodily inauguration of the life of God’s sovereign new creation of the
world, being exalted in his human body as the pioneer of its heavenly
and permanent redemption. For any narrowly self-styled ‘historical
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criticism’ intent on bracketing it out, the resurrection must inevitably
remain a historical reality that is both awkward and unsatisfactory. Had
we no knowledge of it, study of Jesus would be neither interesting nor,
given the concomitant absence of sources, remotely possible. Yet the
resurrection is historical in the sense of being located at a moment in
the past that has a before and after, which was experienced and attested
by other historical human beings, and whose proximate and more dis-
tant effects are utterly instrumental to the course of history. And yet,
it also constitutes a transcendent reality which ‘inexorably changes the
register’ of the available experiential and linguistic range of analogy
(Williams 1996, 91).
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6 Jesus and the Triune God
LEWIS AYRES

Most Christian traditions owe their fundamental visions of creation and
salvation to the creedal and conciliar traditions of the early church, not
only the Catholic, Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox traditions but also
those traditions stemming from the sixteenth-century reformations.
For all of these traditions, we can only understand who Jesus Christ
was by thinking of him and his work in the context of Trinitarian belief.
Although these communions would put the matter in a variety of dif-
ferent ways, the matrix of Trinitarian and christological belief which
evolved in the patristic period is not understood by them primarily as
a supplement to the Scriptures but as a drawing out and formulating of
Scripture’s meaning and depths.

For many Protestant traditions the Scriptures, as the authoritative
witness to the Word spoken in the world, will still be understood as
the norm within which creedal formulations should be interpreted. For
some less creedal groups, such as the Baptist or Wesleyan/Methodist
traditions, principles that owe a great deal to the early creeds have
always been taken as particularly suitable guides to the meaning of
Scripture. Within the Catholic and Orthodox traditions, the apostolic
preaching ordered by the work of Christ and the Spirit is seen to have
resulted both in a written Scripture and in the life of the church where
that Scripture is proclaimed and understood. The creedal teaching of
the church is thus not to be envisaged over against Scripture so much as
an integral part of a unified tradition that is Scripture’s natural home.
Just as the ‘New’ Testament is a divinely inspired reading of the Old, so
the church’s teaching tradition is an inspired drawing out of Scripture’s
depths — even given the coincident insistence that Scripture holds a
unique place as revealed.

Given all of this, if we are to understand how Christ is perceived in
the context of classical Trinitarian theology, we can do little better than
consider how the doctrinal conflicts of the early church shaped a vision
of Christ (for a short and elegant introduction, see Wilken 2003). Those
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conflicts are often divided into two, the Trinitarian controversies of the
fourth century (those which often used to be called the ‘Arian’ con-
troversy) and the christological controversies that beset the Christian
world from the fifth to the seventh century. From one perspective this
division is helpful, if for no other reason than that the christologi-
cal controversies of later centuries occurred among those who shared
Nicene Trinitarian beliefs. But from another perspective this division
is unhelpful because both phases of this controversy concerned over-
lapping questions that deeply shape how one envisages the character of
salvation and the identity of Christ.

NICENE TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY

The story of the fourth-century controversies has been told many
times and scholars are constantly struggling to find new and more
adequate ways to draw together the evidence we have. For our pur-
poses only the most cursory narratives will suffice (for more, see Ayres
2004; for a selection of texts, see Radde-Gallwitz 2017). A conflict
arose in Alexandria involving a priest called Arius. This controversy
spread across the eastern Mediterranean and eventually the emperor
Constantine called a council of bishops to Nicaea in 325. Those bish-
ops produced a short creed which described the Son as born ‘from the
essence of the Father’ and as ‘consubstantial with’ (homoousios) the
Father. Exactly what they meant by those terms is not clear (although
we do know that the terms were intended to exclude Arius!), but it
is clear that Nicaea was the beginning and not the end of a contro-
versy. The controversy that had erupted around Arius brought to the
surface debates that had rumbled on since the second century about
how Christians should speak of the Word, Wisdom or Son of God that
was in Christ. It was only in the last decades of the fourth century that
anything like a resolution to this conflict was found as new formula-
tions of Trinitarian faith emerged.

The controversy that broke out in the early fourth century con-
cerned the status of the Word or Son or Wisdom. The earliest Christians
adapted a wide range of existing Jewish terminologies and passages
from the Hebrew Bible to speak of a reality that existed alongside
or in the divine: the divine name, glory, wisdom, word, the angel of
the Lord, alongside the visions of Daniel and Ezekiel. These termi-
nologies offered multiple resources for thought and multiple ways of
understanding the relationship between God and what was in Christ.
Already in the first century, in some of the documents that would
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be incorporated into the canonical New Testament, the tendency of
Christians to attribute divine titles to Christ is clear.

In the first couple of centuries of the Christian era we see a number of
styles of talking about who was in Christ, and questions of monotheism
and divine generation are already central. In the first place, Christians
understood themselves to believe in the one God who was the source of
all: in a common second-century phrase, in a God who enclosed every-
thing but was enclosed by nothing. However the Word or Son was to be
envisaged, monotheism was non-negotiable. Some figures approached
this problem by finding ways to speak of the Son’s generation from the
Father as a Word once thought and now expressed, or light from light.
Others explored ways of speaking that more directly presented the Son
as a distinct lesser being, identifying the Son as unique and yet within
the context of monotheism. Different traditions of thought were able to
appeal to different scriptural resources to articulate their positions.

In the early fourth century, Arius taught that the Son was a unique
but distinct reality appearing before time as we know it and for the
purpose of creation. The true God does not act directly in the world
but sends the Son or Word. Arius’s bishop, Alexander of Alexandria,
on the other hand, while still in some sense treating the Son as an
intermediary between the Father and the World, saw the Father-Son
relationship as eternal. If God is eternally Father, then he eternally
has a Son. Various terminologies and analogies were marshalled to
present the Son as born from the Father, and yet without a division
of divinity, as distinct but in a unique relationship of origin. Arguing
along these lines offered a vision of God’s immediate presence in the
world that pointed forward to the basic assumptions of what would
become classical Trinitarian orthodoxy. But these two positions were
not simply those of individuals; both could find supporters through-
out the Christian world, and although there are not simply two groups
involved here, we are able (with caution) to talk about different family
groupings among the many ways of approaching this problem. Over the
sixty years following Nicaea this controversy raged, the various tradi-
tions involved also gradually evolving.

From the early 360s, we see emerging a set of basic principles that
would constitute the basis for the theological vision that has since been
known as Nicene, although a number of its key principles were not
stated by those present at Nicaea many years before. The Council of
Constantinople in 381 reiterated the faith of Nicaea along with a creed
that is probably a revision of the original, but it is these broader prin-
ciples that were the context within which the participants at the 381
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council thought their creed should be understood — and which provided
the context for understanding who Christ was.

What then are the marks of this later Nicene theology? Four basic
principles stand out. First, God is one simple power, glory, majesty,
essence, rule, Godhead and nature. It is important to note that this list
contains a variety of terms, each of which had its own resonances. Of
particular importance is that which comes first, power. This was a term
with a rich metaphysical history, and it emphasised that God must be
one reality or nature, because every nature showed its own power (just
as it is intrinsic to fire to give off heat). The same term also helped to
reinforce the belief that Christians believed in one God — Trinitarian
theology does not work against Christians being monotheists — it is
rather the form that Christian monotheism takes.

Second, there are three persons. And again, while in Greek the term
hypostasis becomes central (and in Latin persona), originally all sorts
of terms were acceptable; what mattered was that the three persons
were irreducible. The clearly Trinitarian statement that there are three
is a consequence of the later stages of the fourth-century controversies
when the status of the Spirit also came under question. Nicene theolo-
gians such as Athanasius of Alexandria, Basil of Caesarea and Didymus
the Blind were key figures in articulating why and how Christians
should speak of the Spirit as coequal with Father and Son. As we shall
see, doing so was of considerable significance for how Nicene theology
speaks about the identity and work of Christ.

Third, each of the three is the fullness of what it is to be God — Son
and Spirit were not only fully God in conjunction with the other two.
To say this would have meant that each lacked something of the full-
ness of divinity. Instead, each divine person is fully God and is fully
God with the other two. This is a seeming paradox for us because there
are no realities in the created order with these characteristics. As each
of the three is fully God, what is it that distinguishes them? It is their
relations of origin. In other words, the Son is in all things the same as
the Father except insofar as he is begotten and is eternally from the
Father; the Spirit is eternally in a particular relationship to Father and
Son and it is only this that distinguishes the Spirit. In different forms
this principle emerges in Latin- and Greek-speaking theology, and it
further serves to emphasise the coequality of the three.

Fourth, the three persons operate inseparably; in every action of
one person, the other two are acting. Thus although we say, correctly,
that the Son alone became incarnate, we must also confess that in the
Son becoming incarnate the Father and the Spirit are also at work.
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This perspective on every action is of great importance when we con-
sider the sending of the Son and his death and resurrection. It forces us
to fight against simple accounts of, say, the Father acting on the Son
(or giving up the Son), and which present the Son as a passive agent.

While we may seem to have strayed some way from talking directly
about Christ, Nicene Trinitarian theology provides the fundamental
context for understanding and interpreting Christ’s life, ministry and
death, as well as the events of the resurrection, ascension and con-
tinuing action of Christ in the creation. Perhaps the most important
consequence is that Son and Spirit are not seen as mediatorial beings
operating between a distant God and the created order; and thus Christ,
as the Incarnate Word, simply is God active in the world.

There is much more to be said here, and to start that discussion
I will take an illustration. Let us look briefly at Augustine’s understand-
ing of the Eucharist and hence the church in a famous passage of his
The City of God. He begins here by commenting on the nature of true
sacrifice:

[Since] true sacrifices are works of mercy shown to ourselves or to
our neighbours and done with reference to God, and since works of
mercy have no other object than to set us free from misery and to
make us blessed, and since this cannot be done other than through
that good of which it is said, ‘it is good for me to draw near to the
city of God’: it surely follows that the whole of the redeemed city —
that is the congregation and fellowship of the saints - is offered to
God as a universal sacrifice for us through the great high priest who,
in his passion, offered even himself for us in the form of a servant,
so that we might be the body of so great a head ... This is the sacri-
fice of Christians: ‘we being many, are one body in Christ’. And this
also, as the faithful know, is the sacrifice which the Church contin-
ually celebrates in the sacrament of the altar, by which she demon-
strates that she herself is offered in the offering that she makes to
God. (City of God 10.6; Dyson 1998, 399—400)

True sacrifices are works of mercy performed with reference to God,
and they are performed by drawing near to the city of God — by which
Augustine refers to growth in love and contemplation of God. But
how do we draw near to God? We do so, for Augustine, because we are
drawn into Christ and thus offered to the Father. Elsewhere in his cor-
pus Augustine explains that, as he ascends to the Father, Christ draws
us into himself and ‘animates’ his body through the gift of the Spirit.
Christ is a complex reality, both one person with us and yet also the
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head who goes on before the body. But note that Christ can draw us
into himself such that we are mysteriously one person with him only
because he possesses as his own the full power of divinity. The Spirit is
also the fullness of God immediately and intimately present with those
drawn into Christ. Thus, in the background to the theology laid out in
this passage is an account of the inseparable operation of Son and Spirit
as fully God present to us and transforming us.

When Augustine speaks in this passage about Christ offering both
himself to God and offering the church that is because Christians
are in Christ. In the Eucharist, then, we both truly receive Christ,
for Augustine, and we receive (as he says elsewhere) ‘what we are’
(because we are in Christ). It is because Augustine sees Christ and the
Spirit as fully God that he is able to present this eucharistic account
of our being drawn into the exchange of love in the Trinity. Indeed, we
should note how this picture, while it focuses on the Eucharist, cov-
ers an understanding of Christ’s sacrifice in the widest sense. Because
Augustine reads the New Testament’s accounts of Christ dying for
humanity in the light of his Nicene Trinitarian theology, he empha-
sises the mystery of the event as an inner-Trinitarian exchange. Christ
is not purely sent by the Father at a distance; the Son also sends him-
self and is never somehow separate from the Father or the Spirit. For
Augustine, the Spirit is God and is Love — he takes literally 1 John
4.16’s statement that God is Love — and so Christians love through the
presence of the Spirit, God, within them. One need not follow all of
Augustine’s particular vision to see that classical Trinitarian theology
has significant consequences for how one understands the events of
Christ’s death and resurrection, as well as the life of the church. At
the very least, but a vital ‘least’, placing those events in the context of
Trinitarian theology forces the theologian to examine carefully where
mystery must attend simply because we speak of divine power and of
the inseparability of the divine persons. Here, for example, Christ’s
unity with us is a mystery and results in expressions that can seem
paradoxical, because Word and Spirit operate with divine power to
draw us into Christ’s person.

As I noted, not all theologians of the period paralleled Augustine’s
striking vision; he shows us just one version of the ways in which
understanding Christ as the (fully divine) Word made flesh enabled an
account of Christians’ participation in Christ. Another is found in the
way that a number of theologians made use of the principle that God
became human, that humans might become God - a theology often
summed up by the terms theosis or deification. Such theologies are



94 PART I ORIGINS

able to present Christ as the means by which humanity is transformed
because he is God present with us. The same theologies are able to pres-
ent the work of the Spirit as incorporating us into Christ, or as ‘deifying’
because the Spirit is now understood as the immediate presence of God
with us. At the same time, reflection on the existence of all things in
Christ — as the one through whom all things were created — meshes with
reflection on Christ as the one who restores creation. In both cases, new
firmly Nicene visions of creation are possible in which the created order
exists in the immediate presence of God. It is because Son (or Word or
Wisdom) and Spirit share the divine nature and divine power that they
transcend all the conditions of temporality and materiality that are so
inescapable for us, and this can be immediately present to us. All of this
flows from the clarities of Nicene Trinitarian theology.

ONE AND THE SAME LORD

It is time now to look to the controversies of the period after the fifth
century that focus directly on the constitution of Christ’s person. In
the early fifth century a controversy arose between Cyril, bishop of
Alexandria, and Nestorius, originally from Antioch and now bishop
of Constantinople (see Daley 2018; Williams 2018). The controversy
began over whether it was appropriate to accord Mary the title of
Theotokos — ‘God-Bearer’ or ‘Mother of God’ — but both parties knew
that this concerned fundamental questions about the person of Christ.
This controversy shows us two figures both assuming the principles of
a late fourth-century Trinitarian theology and trying to work out some
of its implications for how we understand Christ. Nestorius insists
very strongly on the transcendence of the Word, coequal with Father
and Spirit, and because of this he tends to separate Christ’s human-
ity from his divinity. For Nestorius, what is born is the humanity of
Christ, not his divinity, and hence Mary could appropriately be termed
Christotokos — bearer of Christ — but not Theotokos. When Nestorius
tries to explain what happens on the cross, he uses language that sepa-
rates the humanity and the divinity starkly:

[T]he incarnate God did not die; he raised up the one in whom he
was incarnate. He stooped down to raise up what had collapsed,
but he did not fall ... if you want to lift up someone who is lying
down, do you not touch body with body and, by joining yourself to
the other person, lift up the hurt one...? (Nestorius, First Sermon
against the Theotokos; Norris 1980, 125)
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The language that Nestorius uses here speaks as if we are discussing
two realities — to his opponents it easily sounds as if he means two per-
sons — and the analogy he offers does not help, speaking as it does of one
person picking up another. That Nestorius’s commitment to Nicene
Trinitarian theology is an important part of the background can be seen
when, just a few lines later, he quotes Hebrews 1.3’s ‘the Son is the
radiance of his glory’ to describe Christ as coequal with the Father and
hence sharing the Father’s eternity. This text had been much debated
in the fourth century and used to promote Nicene theology. Because of
it — and John 1.1-3 — Nestorius tells us that we are preserved from mis-
interpreting Philippians 2.5-7 and thinking that the Word truly changed
from being to not being in the form of God. Nicene Trinitarian theology
thus drives Nestorius to distinguish quite sharply the human from the
divine in Christ. In fairness we must note that after he had been deposed
and was in exile, Nestorius wrote at length trying to show that he had
not intended the strong separation of which he had been accused; but
his emphasis, at least, is clear.

Cyril of Alexandria, on the other hand, holds to a Trinitarian the-
ology equally Nicene, but he sees the character of divine action rather
differently. It is because the Son works with the full power of divinity
that he can take to himself a human reality in true unity. He writes, for
example, as follows:

[Speaking of the Nicene creed] ... these doctrines we too must fol-
low, taking note of the Word of God’s ‘being incarnate’ and ‘being
made man.” We do not mean that the nature of the Word was
changed and made flesh, or, on the other hand, that he was trans-
formed into a complete man consisting of body and soul, but instead
we affirm this: that the Word substantially united to himself flesh
endowed with life and reason, in a manner mysterious and incom-
prehensible ... and that though the natures joined together to form
a real unity are different, one and the same Christ and Son comes
from them. (Second Letter to Nestorius, 3; Wickham 1983, 5-7)

We confess that the very Son begotten of God the Father, Only-
Begotten God, impassible though he is in his own nature, has
(as the Bible says) suffered in flesh for our sake and that he was in
the crucified body claiming the sufferings of his flesh as his own
impassibly. By nature Life and personally the Resurrection though
he exists and is, ‘by God’s grace,’ he tasted ‘death for every per-
son’ in surrendering his body to it ... we confess his return to life
from the dead and his ascension into heaven when we perform in



96 PART I ORIGINS

Church the unbloody service, when we approach the sacramen-
tal gifts and are hallowed participants in the holy flesh and pre-
cious body of Christ ... [receiving] the personal, truly vitalizing
flesh of God the Word himself. (Third Letter to Nestorius, 6-7;
Wickham 1983, 21-23)

These two quotations take us to the heart of Cyril’s vision, a vision
which in its essentials became the teaching of the Christian church in
both East and West until the Reformation and in many cases beyond. In
the first passage Cyril emphasises that, no, the Word does not and can-
not change; yet the Word of God takes to himself ‘flesh endowed with
life’ — the phrasing of the Word taking to himself is vital here because
it emphasises that the incarnate Christ is the result of an action of the
Word and that the subject in the incarnate Christ — the centre of his per-
sonality if you will — is not a product of the union, but the Word. Were
we to have met Christ in first-century Galilee we would have met the
Word with his flesh. Now this mysterious union that does not involve
the Word changing is ‘mysterious and incomprehensible’; we can say
what it is not and a few things about it, yes, but it is a unique union and
escapes our comprehension. Cyril’s account so far is one dependent on
Trinitarian theology, on a conception of the Word as coeternal with
Father and Spirit, and as operating with the power of God.

In the second passage we see a little of how this shapes his account
of Christ’s work. While the Word does not in a fundamental sense suffer,
he does in a mysterious way suffer ‘in his flesh.” Notice how different
Cyril’s patterns of speech are from those of Nestorius: Cyril does not
allow us a hint of two ‘persons’; rather, through the mysterious union
between Word and his flesh (notice the possessive pronoun), the Word
does suffer, but in his flesh. It is that transformed flesh, moreover, that
becomes central to our salvation. When Cyril goes on to mention the
Eucharist he speaks of us participating in the flesh of Christ which
has become ‘life-giving’. And thus, through the union that the Word
brings about, the flesh becomes the means of our salvation. Every bit as
much as Nestorius, Cyril is shaping an account of Christ and Christ’s
work that is founded in Nicene Trinitarian theology.

It is because of his divine status that the Word acts in and trans-
forms his humanity into the vehicle of our redemption - that to
which we are united in the church and that which we consume in
the Eucharist. In the incarnation we encounter the Word, as he often
states, with his ‘life-giving flesh’. Thus Cyril sees Nicene Trinitarian
theology as enabling and indeed demanding a vision of Christ as the
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immediate presence of the creating and redeeming Word in his flesh.
In many ways the controversies that follow on for the next two cen-
turies result in a reassertion of Cyril’s central insight, amplified by a
denser meditation on how we envisage the union between humanity
and the Word.

Ultimately a council met at Chalcedon near Constantinople in
451 and drew up a statement of faith:

Therefore, following the saintly fathers, we all with one voice teach
the confession of one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ; the
same perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity, the same truly
God and truly man, of a rational soul and a body; consubstantial
(homoousios) with the Father as regards his divinity, and the same
consubstantial (homoousios) with us as regards his humanity; like
us in all things except for sin; begotten before the ages from the
Father as regards his divinity, and in the last days the same for us
and for our salvation from Mary, the virgin God bearer (Theotokos),
as regards his humanity; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only-
begotten, acknowledged in two natures (physeis) which undergo
no confusion, no change, no division, no separation; at no point
was the difference between the natures taken away through the
union, but rather the property of both natures is preserved and
comes together into a single person (prosopon) and a single subsis-
tent being (hypostasis); he is not parted or divided into two persons
(prosopa), but is one and the same only-begotten Son, God, Word,
Lord Jesus Christ. (Tanner 1990, 86)

The first thing to note is the rather obvious parallelism: Christ is both
one with us as human and one with the Father. The seeming paradox
of Christ’s being is, once again, heightened by Nicene theology because
Jesus is not like God; he simply is one with the Father even as he is one
with humanity. The fourfold expression — no confusion, no change, no
division, no separation — carefully parallels two terms that emphasise
the truth of the union and two that emphasise the irreducibility of the
two natures. The goal is to highlight the mysterious paradox of this
unique union.

But alongside this parallelism we also see a strong insistence on the
fact that we speak of one character in the story of the Word’s double
birth. ‘One and the same’ Lord is born both in eternity and from Mary.
And here we come again to a vital question for all classical Christology:
who is the subject in Christ? Were we to meet and speak with Jesus
would we be meeting with one who is the result of a union between the
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divine Word and a human being? In other words is the subject to whom
we are speaking the result of the union and thus technically neither the
human nature nor the Word of God? If one focuses on the use of ‘one
and the same’ in Chalcedon’s definition then the answer is a resounding
no; the one with whom we would meet and speak is the Word with his
flesh. Such an answer once again presses us to see the Incarnate Christ
in a Trinitarian perspective and to recognise the immediacy with which
God creates and saves. But if we concentrate on Chalcedon’s paralleling
of divine and human it can seem as if the unity of character is being
undermined. It can seem as if the unity that results in Christ’s flesh
being transformed is not yet taken sufficiently seriously. And it was
precisely such a perception that led many to reject Chalcedon and led to
much significant controversy in the centuries that followed.

In a chapter of this size, once again, I will not try to tell the story
in any detail. Rather, I will briefly consider two moments in that story
that were decisive in shaping classical Christology’s account of Christ
in a Trinitarian context. The first moment is the first half of the sixth
century. This period saw a number of attempts by Chalcedonians to
find formulae of faith that would entice the opponents of Chalcedon
into union. These ultimately failed, leading to the establishment of the
non-Chalcedonian Christian communions (the ‘Oriental Orthodox’ of
whom the largest remaining group are the Copts of Egypt), but they also
led to an important clarification of the Chalcedonian tradition. One easy
way of accessing this tradition is through attending to a work written
by (or least one whose writing was supervised by) the emperor Justinian
and published as the Edict on the Right Faith in 5§1. Justinian supports
Chalcedon, but his emphasis is on Christ as the Incarnate Word in a
form that directly echoes Cyril’s language:

[W]e do not accept that God the Word who worked miracles is
someone other than the Christ who suffered, but we profess one
and the same Jesus Christ our Lord, the Word of God incarnate and
made man, and that his are both the miracles and the sufferings
that he underwent voluntarily in the flesh. For neither did some
man give himself for us, but the Word himself gave his own body
for us, so that our faith and hope should not be in the human-
ity, but that we should place our faith in God the Word himself.
(Edict, Price 2012, 130-31)

Christ is the Word with his flesh, and because the flesh is his we attrib-
ute to him the miracles and the suffering. For Justinian, imagining
Christ in this way is fundamental if we are to be directed appropriately
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towards the God who has saved. That aspect of Chalcedon’s definition
which insists primarily on a balance between natures and on each hav-
ing its own ‘activity’ is here encompassed by the prior insistence on
the Word as the constant subject of all Christ’s actions. It is this focus
that becomes a foundation for the later tradition’s interpretation of
Chalcedon at least up until the Reformation.

The second moment I will consider here is the final phase of the
christological controversies, which took place over the half-century
between ca. 630 and 680. The great division among Christians in the
eastern half of the Christian world was still that between Chalcedonians
and anti-Chalcedonians (termed by their enemies ‘monophysites’), and
some still sought paths towards reunification. One path explored was to
argue that, as a result of the union, we might speak of Christ as having
one activity or energy, and later one will.

The principle that a distinct reality operates with its own activ-
ity or energy was rooted in a number of ancient philosophical tra-
ditions, and it had a comprehensibility that appealed even to those
without deep philosophical learning. And thus, if we confess that
Christ is truly one thing, then surely we can say that he has one activ-
ity or energy? But to the opponents of this position there was a fun-
damental mistake here, and once again while this may seem a rather
obscure point, it gets to the heart of what it is to think about Jesus in
a Trinitarian perspective.

Chalcedon certainly insisted on the unity of Christ’s person, but
it did so via a series of paradoxical statements, because that unity
is of a form that we cannot comprehend. Divinity and humanity do
not mix in the manner in which two created realities might, and the
unity brought about by divine action can be both a true unity and yet
one that lies beyond our comprehension. In the attempt to emphasise
Christ’s unity the assertion of a unitary activity in Christ pushed too
far towards making the mystery of his unity comprehensible. But, of
course, to deny that there is one activity leads us quite naturally to ask
how we might comprehend there being more than one activity in a sin-
gle person! This question bites particularly hard when we come to the
question of Christ’s wills.

The teaching that Christ had only one will followed directly on the
arguments about his activity and it seemed to many a way of empha-
sising the unity of Christ in a way that might provide a formula for
the unification of Christians. ‘Will’ seemed an important category
and perhaps easier to discuss. And yet, here, the problems were in fact
compounded rather than eased because they affect not only how we
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consider the union — how far can we imagine that union — but also how
we think about Christ’s human nature: if Christ had only one will, was
it a human will or a divine? Now ‘will’ is a short word but one that
encompasses many meanings. From one point of view when we speak
of ‘my will’ we speak of a faculty most evident in my choices: I demon-
strate that I am an individual with a will by choosing this rather than
that. But from another point of view we may speak of will as something
more like a fundamental desire. Thus, we may say that human beings
have a natural will or desire for self-preservation. In this sense we are
not talking about conscious choice but about a constitutive feature of
each individual human being. All of these different senses of the term
were available to Greek authors and come to play in this controversy.
Quite naturally, when theologians began to focus on the question of
Christ’s will they were drawn to explore the interpretation of scriptural
texts that seem directly pertinent, and one of the most hotly contested
was Matthew 26:39, where Jesus, praying in the garden of Gethsemane,
says, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; neverthe-
less, not as I will, but as you will.’

One of the architects of the position established as christologi-
cal orthodoxy at the Third Council of Constantinople in 680-81 was
Maximus the Confessor (who was, by that point, dead). Leaping straight
into his reading of Jesus’s prayer in Gethsemane will take us to the heart
of this final plank in classical theology’s Trinitarian vision of Christ.
Maximus argues, first, that Christ does not have the ‘gnomic’ will that
we have as fallen human beings, a will that chooses between possibili-
ties. Rather Christ’s human nature has a ‘natural’ human will for such
things as self-preservation. In the Gethsemane scene we see Christ give
expression to his human will when he says ‘Let this cup pass from me’,
but we can see that this human will, unencumbered by the problems
that stem from fallenness, constantly gives itself up to the divine will,
and thus Christ also prays ‘but not my will ...”. Christ’s person in no way
sees a competitive relationship between two wills, but a perfect human
natural will, sustained by Word and Spirit, gives itself constantly up
to the Word with whom it is united. The Constantinopolitan Council
of 680 offers a short statement which lacks some of Maximus’s sub-
tlety but which follows the same basic argument. What we might term
the Chalcedonian principle is followed; as with Christ’s two natures,
Christ’s two wills ‘undergo no division, no change, no partition, no con-
fusion’. And, even as this is true, the basic Cyrilline principle is also
stated (and Cyril himself is specifically invoked), that the Word is the
subject of all that occurs in Christ: ‘believing our Lord Jesus Christ,
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even after his incarnation, to be one of the Holy Trinity and our true
God ... the two natural wills and principles of action meet in corre-
spondence [in his one hypostasis| for the salvation of the human race’
(Tanner 1990: 129-30).

CONCLUSION

Like the Trinitarian debates that preceded them, the christological
debates can be daunting when they are encountered for the first time.
And yet, once we grasp their overall story and arc it is possible to see
that they are fundamentally about articulating how we should under-
stand Jesus in the context of Nicene Trinitarian theology. That the-
ology demands of us that we recognise Christ as the Incarnate Word,
as the Word with his flesh, that in Christ God is directly present to
us. At the same time, we are called to recognise that the mysterious
union that constitutes Christ is that; because it is brought about by
divine power it is a priori incomprehensible to us. As theologians,
our job is to say what can be said, especially in aid of identifying
where the mystery rests and why, and to police our imaginations
from saying too much. In undertaking this sometimes astringent task
we are always drawing ourselves back to the fundamental principles
of Trinitarian theology.

There are a number of ways in which the christological debates
I have described left questions open and where a longer essay might
trace centuries of subsequent discussion (for an excellent introduction
to medieval Western debates and their continued utility, see White
2015). Exactly how to conceive of Christ’s humanity as a real individ-
ual example of humanity and yet as being without its own personality
except in the Word was a topic much discussed in the latter phase of
the christological controversies and throughout subsequent centuries.
Of more immediate relevance to Trinitarian theology, the role of the
Spirit in the incarnate Christ is a topic much discussed but about which
creeds and conciliar definitions say little. The bare principle that the
Spirit is at work in the Word assuming flesh and in Christ’s ministry,
death and resurrection is clear, but the tradition offers a wide variety
of paths for exploring how this is so. But finally, note that we have
already discussed the importance of the Spirit’s role in the context of
the relationship of Christians to the risen Christ. I briefly explored the
example of Augustine’s ecclesiology to show one way in which clas-
sical Trinitarian theology sees Christ’s salvific mission as only com-
prehensible by seeing Christians as drawn into Christ by the work of
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the Spirit. There are, then, questions left open by the early doctrinal
definitions, and there are paths for thought shaped by them, but the
fundamental framework is one which insists that Jesus Christ is only
truly comprehended in Trinitarian perspective.
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7 Jesus in the Scriptures of Israel

JENNIE GRILLO

The idea that Jesus could be in Israel’s Scriptures will strike different
audiences as either impossible or necessary, and perhaps both. On the
one hand, to speak of Jesus within the Scriptures of Israel seems to vio-
late historical possibility and a natural sense of justice that sees these
writings as belonging properly to pre-Christian Judaism. On the other
hand, the universal Christian practice from the earliest times has been
to do exactly that, so that speaking of Jesus in the Scriptures of Israel
is an utterly naturalized habit of Christian orthodoxy and piety. This
chapter examines possible theological rationales for that habit which
seek to address the legitimate historical and inter-religious questions.
I consider and reject one widespread justification, but I propose a dif-
ferent traditional explanation which, I suggest, does justice both to the
logic of Christian belief and to the real and ongoing character of these
writings as Jewish Scripture.

Many readers have found Jesus within Israel’s Scriptures in a strong
ontological sense, in the anthropomorphic theophanies or angeloph-
anies of the Old Testament. In the angel of the burning bush or the
fourth figure in the fiery furnace of Daniel, Jesus was identified by schol-
ars of another generation like Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg (1836-9,
esp. 107-23) or Wilhelm Vischer (1949)." For example, Vischer writes of
Jacob’s nighttime fight with a mysterious figure in Genesis 32:

And now we are able with Luther to say, ‘without the slightest con-
tradiction this man was not an angel, but our Lord Jesus Christ ...
He was well known to the holy patriarchs, for He often appeared to
them and spoke with them. Therefore He showed Himself to the

For more recent examples, see Venard 2015 and especially scholars influenced by the
Theophaneia School such as Pentiuc 2021, 76-83. Bogdan Bucur has traced the early
roots of this kind of reading behind Justin Martyr and on into the conciliar era and in
Byzantine hymnography, offering a nuanced examination of the interpretive issues,
e.g. Bucur 2018.

103



104 PART I ORIGINS

fathers in such form as would indicate that He would sometime
dwell with us on earth in the flesh and in human form’. Jesus Christ
is therefore the undeclared name of this man. (Vischer 1949, 1:153)

JESUS IN PLAIN SIGHT IN ISRAEL’S SCRIPTURES:
A DISAGREEMENT

Should we follow this pattern of seeing Jesus’s real presence at these
particular points within Israel’s Scriptures? The problem is that ‘Jesus’,
and arguably also ‘Christ’, is an identity contingent upon historical
existence at a particular time and place which is not the time and place
of the Old Testament text. To use the label ‘Jesus of Nazareth’ identifies
a man from Roman Palestine (even if also infinitely onwards), who has
a point of origin in time and space, in the womb of Mary. He is there-
fore not among the cast of characters available to the Old Testament
writers. This point is made in a classic essay of Kavin Rowe’s, going
back to the strictures of James Barr on Vischer’s project:

to have Jesus parading about during the time of the Old Testament
is to dehistoricize the scandalous claim of the incarnation captured
explicitly in the biblical egeneto (‘became’) of John 1:14 (such a
move could also lead to an anti-Judaism wherein Jesus’ Jewishness
ceases to be important in any substantive way). (Rowe 2002, 298)

So when Paul speaks of ‘Christ Jesus’ who ‘emptied himself ... being
born in human likeness’ (Phil 2:5-7, NRSV), then that historically sit-
uated identity ‘Christ Jesus’ is used retrospectively to speak of a con-
tinuous person at a time before the later-assumed identity applied,
much as I might say, ‘My husband broke his arm three times as a
child’, though when he broke his arm he was not my husband. But
strictly speaking, ‘Jesus Christ’ is an identity not yet applicable in
Old Testament times.

Before leaving this possibility behind, we might ask whether these
theophanies remain relatable to Jesus in any way at all. Minimally,
we could say that they show that in the biblical witness the God of
Israel meets humans in the appearance of a human like them, and that
human shape and speech, even plurality of persons, seem to be natural
to God. The encounter of the disciples with Jesus on the Emmaus road
in Luke 24 feels familiar because it echoes Genesis 18: this is not the
first time God has appeared as a traveller who arrives with no tracks and
joins his followers as they walk and eat, in a body that looks like theirs
but is in fact not like theirs, and then is suddenly gone. This would
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be a history-of-religions approach which, in Christopher Seitz’s words,
undertakes ‘to show that the God of Israel ... is related to the world
and the covenanted Israel in ways that find religious correlation with
the later views of Christian faith, when it comes to the Doctrine of the
Trinity’ (Seitz 2011, 29).>

But more maximally, we could say that the figure in the furnace
or in the burning bush is the pre-incarnate Word: the connection to
the incarnate Jesus would then be not just one of analogy or affinity of
presentation but actually of continuous personhood. ‘Jesus of Nazareth’
may name the first-century Jew of the incarnation, but if that man is
continuous with - is the same person as — the pre-incarnate Word, then
it might become possible to say that we do see him in those theophanic
appearances. But here the arc of the two testaments imposes a little
caution. It is not only that Jesus is not incarnate before the incarnation
but more broadly he is not really around at all. That absence is signalled
in much of the language with which the New Testament refers to the
pre-existent Son: language like descending from heaven (Rom 10:6-7,
1 Cor 15:47), giving up riches (2 Cor 8:9), being sent forth from the
Father (Gal 4:4), visiting from on high (Luke 1:78), the name Immanuel
as a new state of affairs, before which he was not ‘with us’ (Matt 1:23).
Those terms speak of a pre-existent Christ who is not in the world:
not only not incarnate but also somewhere else altogether. It is an apt
summary of all this language when the Nicene Creed has ‘for our sal-
vation he came down from heaven’. Most of the New Testament texts
which do talk about the activity of the pre-incarnate Son, and relate it
to God’s self-presentation in the Old Testament, tend to cluster around
the events of creation (1 Cor 8:6, Col 1:16-17, Heb 1:2, 10, John 1:1-3).
But after that engagement in the work of creating, the activity of the
Word in the world is more diffuse, less visible.

Following Jesus’s own identification of himself with Wisdom (Matt
11:29; cf. Sir 1:56; Deutsch 1990), the most natural place to see the pre-
incarnate Logos in the Old Testament is in the figure of Wisdom — that
is, as a presence which is immanent but always just behind the scenes.?
Wisdom, too, has her home in heaven (Wis 9:9-10, 17; Sir 24:1-2, 4-5),

> Seitz finds this approach overcareful and unpersuasive, though it has much to com-

mend it as exemplified in the work of Benedict Viviano on the Trinity in the Old
Testament (Viviano 1998) or the work of Michael Wyschogrod (1993) and Benjamin
Sommer (2009) comparing God’s modes of presence in the Hebrew Bible with the
idea of incarnation.

3 For a full exposition of this idea see Boyarin 2001, though he sees the Logos also in
front of and not only behind the scenes.
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and when she is sent forth from there into the world, she is everywhere
more than somewhere, filling the world and pervading all things (Wis
1:7; 7:24; 8:1). Images express this quiet omnipresence: Wisdom is a
mist covering the earth (Sir 24:3), a liquid poured out on every living
thing (Sir 1:10), a fragrance emanating out from Jerusalem (Sir 24:15), a
voice permeating the streets of the city (Prov 8:2—3); she is behind and
above the contingencies of history (Wis 8:8; Prov 8:15-16), minister-
ing or simply resting in the inmost recess of tabernacle or temple (Sir
24:10-11). She is always just out of reach, elusive, above all to be sought
(Sir 3:12; 6:27; Job 28). Even where Wisdom’s action in history is max-
imally specified, it is not in particular personal appearances but as an
invisible sustaining hand: preserving Adam, steering Noah, keeping
Abraham blameless, guiding Jacob, staying with Joseph (Wis 10). In pas-
sages like these, the God who dwells among the Israelites (Exod 29:45)
and walks about in the midst of their camp (Deut 23:15) is encountered
as a personal Logos subsisting and acting in ways which extend that
divine presence in the world.

From all this, the pre-incarnate Logos in the Old Testament seems
more like the inner workings of a clock than like the cuckoo that keeps
popping out of it. I will come back to the presence of Jesus in Daniel 3
and all those angelomorphic theophanies by another route, but for now
a preliminary conclusion might be that picking out potential appear-
ances of Jesus in plain sight in the text of the Hebrew Scriptures is a
mistake both because it mutes the subtle witness of the pre-incarnate
Word and because it short-circuits a hermeneutical process which the
New Testament and a great deal of later Christian reflection actually
lay out for us. I turn to that hermeneutical process now.

JESUS INVISIBLE THEN VISIBLE IN ISRAEL’S SCRIPTURES:
A PROPOSAL

When we ask about Jesus in the Scriptures of Israel, we are probably
asking not only about the status of alleged appearances like that in
the fiery furnace; rather, we confront the question of whether Israel’s
Scriptures can be said to speak of Jesus, to refer to him. In this chapter,
the answer I explore to that question is ‘no and yes’: before Jesus’s death
and resurrection, no, they do not, or at least not intelligibly; and after
Jesus’s death and resurrection, yes, they do, comprehensively. This is
not an original proposal but a widely attested traditional position. Here
is its formulation by the Pontifical Biblical Commission in the 1993
document On the Interpretation of the Bible in the Church:
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The paschal event, the death and resurrection of Jesus, has estab-
lished a radically new historical context, which sheds fresh light
upon ancient texts and causes them to undergo a change in mean-
ing. (Béchard 2002, 281)

That phrase ‘causes them to undergo a change in meaning’ is the cen-
tral idea to this way of thinking: put otherwise in that document, the
death and resurrection of Jesus ‘gives a meaning to the Scriptures’
which is called ‘a new determination of meaning’ and contrasted with
what the document calls ‘the proper meaning of the Old Testament’
(Béchard 2002, 262). That is, after the Easter events there is a meaning
within Israel’s Scriptures — and it is really a feature of those texts, not a
reading practice performed upon them but a meaning in there — which
was not perceptible there before but is truly there now. The same idea
is captured in the formulation of the Second Vatican Council’s consti-
tution Dei verbum that ‘the books of the Old Testament ... acquire and
show forth their full meaning in the New Testament’ (DV 16).

In the language used to express this idea there is a spectrum in the
degree to which the post-Jesus meaning is wholly new: there in Dei
verbum ‘acquire’ sounds completely new, whereas ‘show forth’ sounds
like it was already there but not lying on the surface. And that range
between a hidden meaning and a meaning newly introduced is pres-
ent all across different formulations of this view, in church documents
and much wider afield in scholarship and in the New Testament itself.
Henri de Lubac positions himself at one end of the spectrum in saying
that ‘the act of redemption is not a key which by unlocking the Old
Testament reveals a meaning already present in it. This act in some
sort creates the meaning’ (de Lubac 1950, 100). Raymond Brown in his
early work The Sensus Plenior of Sacred Scripture is more or less at
the other end: ‘Further revelation makes clear a sense that was already
there; it does not create a new one’ (Brown 1955, 125); the sensus ple-
nior ‘is seen to exist in the words of a biblical text (or group of texts, or
even a whole book) when they are studied in the light of further reve-
lation’ (Brown 1955, 92).

But it may be possible to see these two ways of thinking as not
quite so opposite as those formulations make them: de Lubac does say
that, in a somewhat ideal sense only, the later meaning is already there,
but ‘It is only for God, from the eternal point of view, that the Old
Testament contains the New already in a mystery ... so that if, to sup-
pose an impossibility, Christ had not come, no man confronted with
the sacred text would have the right to go beyond its literal meaning’
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(de Lubac 1950, 100). He captures this paradox of the presence but
invisibility of Christ in the Old Testament by using the image of the
transfiguration: ‘Moses and Elias are transfigured only in the glory of
Thabor’ (de Lubac 1950: 100). That is, without a supernatural revela-
tory event, Moses and Elijah would not be associated with the glorified
Christ; it takes a transfiguration to show the Old Testament in this
light.* Transfiguration as an image suggests the appearance of a mean-
ing that is at one and the same time inherent and completely new,
just as Jesus’s transfiguration shows something real but not humanly
perceptible. The important thing seems to be that the later uncovering
of the meaning present in the original text has something cataclysmic,
apocalyptic about it — not a simple growth in understanding but a deci-
sive unveiling with an element of surprise great enough that to speak
of the creation of new meaning is a warranted level of rhetoric. So in
contrast to the view that sees Jesus already there wrestling with Jacob
or appearing to Abraham, Jesus is not there in the plain sense of Israel’s
Scriptures; but the upheaval of his death and resurrection reconfigures
reality and discloses a set of connections whereby the lines triangu-
lated between elements of Israel’s Scriptures now newly converge on
Jesus and speak of him.

It is important to add that precisely because those connections do
have a logical coherence we cannot say that it was totally impossible
to identify Jesus as their meeting point before the Easter event. It is a
major claim of the New Testament and early Christianity that Jesus fits
into the outline of the various messianic figures in the Old Testament
—royal, prophetic, priestly, servant, and so on. That legible set of expec-
tations means that John’s disciples are apparently able to answer their
own question ‘Are you the one who is to come?’ on the basis of recol-
lected images from their Scriptures (Matt 11:2-6; Luke 7:18-23); it also
means that Jesus can be presented as rebuking his hearers for failing to
make a connection that was possible (‘If you believed Moses, you would
believe me, because he wrote about me’, John 5:46); and of course this
will become a major strand of early Christian apologetic. But at the
same time, there is throughout the New Testament a stress on the sud-
den thunderbolt of an insight that is new. We might think of language
like the veil over the inherent glory of Moses and the old covenant in
2, Corinthians 3, removed in Christ; or the repeated language in the
Pauline letters of revealed mystery, such as the phrasing at the end of
Romans about the revelation of the mystery kept secret for long ages

4 For a parallel use of transfiguration, see Brown 1955, 49.
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but now manifested ‘through the prophetic writings’ (Rom 16:25; cf.
Eph 3:5) — here we see both the hiddenness of this mystery and Israel’s
Scriptures as its eventual revealed locus. A phrase from an early essay
of John Barton captures the tension of these perspectives: ‘Christianity
both accepts Israel’s theological system as a coherent whole, and com-
pletes it in a way which is unforeseeable, but natural once you have
seen it’ (Barton 1976, 265).

LATENT MEANING AS A SCRIPTURAL PHENOMENON

Is the understanding outlined here an explanatory model imposed upon
the Bible or does it derive from the Bible? My suggestion is that we do
find adumbrated within the Hebrew Scriptures the idea that God’s writ-
ten word works this way; and within the New Testament, too, we find
the view that this is what has in fact happened. An extended example
concerns the book of Isaiah, which is in large measure structured around
the idea of originally closed or incomprehensible revelation which at
a later date becomes open or comprehensible. As is well known, that
unfolds across the book as follows: the prophet Isaiah, at a midpoint in
his prophetic career, receives his famous commission to speak incom-
prehensible words to an audience that is to be rendered blind and deaf,
in the hardening saying of chapter 6:

Go and say to this people:
‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend;
keep looking, but do not understand.’
Make the mind of this people dull,
and stop their ears,
and shut their eyes,
so that they may not look with their eyes
and listen with their ears
and comprehend with their minds
and turn and be healed. (Isa 6:9-10)

Within the collection of narrative materials scattered throughout chap-
ters 6—9, the prophet’s message is not heard and not seen in exactly
this way by people and king, and that means that the presently incom-
prehensible message must instead be written down for a future time.
So in 8:16 we hear what seems to be the prophet’s voice in this little
first-person narrative say, ‘Bind up the testimony, seal up the teach-
ing among my disciples ... See, I and the children whom the LorD has
given me are signs and portents in Israel from the LorD of hosts.” We
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are left with an impenetrable teaching — torah here — persisting as a
written residue. In at least two more places the book of Isaiah uses again
the motif of writing which preserves for the future a message which is
incomprehensible in the present: in 30:8 Isaiah is told, ‘Go now, write
it before them on a tablet, and inscribe it in a book, so that it may be
for the time to come as a witness forever’ (30:9-10). And in the much
later 29:11-12, ‘the vision of all this’ is a sealed book which cannot be
read. There is, then, a repeating motif which pictures the words of the
prophet, incomprehensible to his original audience of contemporaries,
as written down and sealed for a future time of unsealing and under-
standing (Blenkinsopp 2006).

This anticipation of the opening of the sealed teaching gives rise
to a great deal of later interpretation within the corpus of Isaiah, in
the listening and comprehensibly speaking new prophet of chapter
50 (vv. 4—9) and chapter 40 (v. 9) (Williamson 1994: 94-115), and also
outside the book of Isaiah, in Daniel and at Qumran. All this is well
known about the book of Isaiah; my suggestion is that it is a rather
precise parallel to the view I have suggested about the workings of
Scripture. There is the idea of an incomprehensible, hidden content to
the prophetic word, and the particular written character of that liter-
ary deposit means that later rereading can uncover hidden meaning,
can open the sealed book. And of course the book of Isaiah is rele-
vant not only as a parallel but as a datum in the argument made by
the New Testament: several writers take up material from Isaiah to
explain their own standpoint, characterizing the witness to Jesus in
Israel’s Scriptures as once closed and incomprehensible but now made
plain by the paschal events.

Matthew’s Gospel offers us a way of seeing the hiddenness of
Israel’s Scriptures in Isaiah’s terms. In Matthew 13:10, Jesus uses Isaiah
6’s language of hearing but not understanding, looking but not seeing
to frame his own use of parables. But just as in Isaiah, what is not com-
prehensible is nevertheless meant to be made plain by revelation: this
is clearest in the saying at the end of the parables in Matthew 13:34-35:

This was to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet:

‘T will open my mouth to speak in parables;

I will proclaim what has been hidden from the foundation of
the world.’

This citation from Psalm 78 exactly captures that dynamic of ancient,
hidden sayings now performing effective revelation. Some textual wit-
nesses specify ‘the prophet’ here as Isaiah, and attributing this psalm
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to Isaiah perfectly sums up the Isaianic process taking place within
Matthew. The signal example of those who have their eyes opened to
the hidden meanings of the Scriptures are of course the disciples: they
are made able to see and hear, in an explicit reversal of Isaiah’s harden-
ing saying (Matt 13:16). And later, in Matthew’s telling of the scene at
Caesarea Philippi in chapter 16, the piece of christological scriptural
interpretation which Peter has just performed by saying that Jesus is
the Messiah is described again in language of impossible understanding
divinely given. Peter has arrived at this understanding of the Scriptures
by revelation in the present (‘flesh and blood has not revealed this to
you, but my Father in heaven’, 16:17), and when Jesus elucidates Peter’s
insight further, he does so distinctively from Scripture: ‘Jesus began to
show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suf-
fering’ (Matt 16:21), in contrast to just ‘teach’ in Mark 8:31 — ‘teach’
needs no source, but ‘show’ gestures to a scriptural source. So the reve-
lation of the Messiah is a process of scriptural interpretation, but only
as Scripture is divinely opened up. In all of this, scriptural revelation is
seen to have a hidden content whose exposure is a divine act, and this is
not only a parallel process to the unfolding of written Scripture within
the book of Isaiah but understood as an instantiation of the closedness
and opening of the book of Isaiah in the present. As Joseph Blenkinsopp
put it, speaking of Matthew’s use of Isaiah generally: ‘The event or cir-
cumstance in the life of Jesus therefore, in some way, activates for the
first time a meaning or reference latent in a text written centuries ear-
lier’ (Blenkinsopp 2006, 151).

And we could add to this numerous examples from elsewhere in
the New Testament. The Gospel of John includes several statements
that have exactly the same structure whereby the paschal events make
the underlying sense of the Scriptures newly visible, such as John 12:16:
‘His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus
was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been written
of him and had been done to him’ — here the post-resurrection context
is necessary to understand the Scripture (see also John 2:22, 20:8-9). Or
for Luke, the risen Jesus on the Emmaus road needs to open hearts and
minds to understand the Scriptures: whatever he says here about himself
in the Scriptures is only perceptible by supernatural action performed
on the reader. None of this, of course, is to say that Israel’s Scriptures
are wholly or even largely obscure, or to deny that they perform effec-
tive revelation entirely on their own. Rather, there is an unlooked-for
surplus beyond the already clear meaning: it is this one thing, rather
than everything, that had been hidden and is now brought to light.
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JESUS IN ISRAEL’S SCRIPTURES: SCOPE AND
EXPECTATIONS

What might be some advantages of this way of seeing Jesus in Israel’s
Scriptures? This view seems to distinguish adequately between ontol-
ogy — claims about the eternity of the Word - and the particular voice
of the Scriptures, rather than pushing all the ontological claims into
the Scriptures in a way which seems destructive of the Old Testament
in its givenness. Perhaps similarly, this view may avoid obliterating
Israel’s Scriptures by preserving some distance from them. To say that
the Old Testament speaks of Jesus is not quite the same as to say Jesus
is in it: concepts like testifying, speaking about, foreshadowing, prep-
aration, typology, even predictive prophecy, all depend on a gap and
on the preservation of the separate identity of the earlier voice. Rather
than saying that Jesus ‘is’ the manna in the desert, Jesus’s own words
in John 6:49-50 depend upon the disjunction — unlike the ancestors
who ate and still died, whoever eats this bread will live forever.

In turn, on this view it is not correct to say that Jesus’s Jewish
contemporaries ought to have recognized him from the Scriptures: in
fact, if we follow Matthew’s use of Isaiah then recognizing Jesus from
the Scriptures is humanly impossible, rather than to be expected.
The Pontifical Biblical Commission’s document The Jewish People
and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible puts it this way:
‘Like ... the process of photographic development, the person of Jesus
and the events concerning him now appear in the Scriptures with a
fullness of meaning that could not be hitherto perceived’ (para 64).
Origen himself says that ‘Before the coming of Christ, the Law and
the prophets did not contain the proclamation which belongs to the
definition of the gospel since he who explained the mysteries in them
had not yet come. But since the Savior has come ... he has made all
things gospel, as it were’ (Commentary on John 1.33; Heine 1989, 40).
Thus the rebuke of the risen Jesus to the disciples on the Emmaus
road, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all
that the prophets have declared’ (Luke 24:25) is not generalizable but
only a post-resurrection perspective: it is just at that moment that
the disciples have the final piece of the jigsaw which makes it pos-
sible to slot all the others into place. The critique depends upon the
full understanding of the paschal mystery and the backward light it
casts. And that process is actually understood as an ongoing one, not
a completed one: Dei verbum uses the language of constant advanc-
ing towards the fullness of divine truth stored up in the mystery of
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faith, as the words of God are brought to completion as the centuries
go by (8), and ‘The meaning of the sacred writings is more profoundly
understood’ (24); so this is not a totalizing claim to a final delimiting
of meaning.

Also, and perhaps paradoxically, this view is more satisfyingly
comprehensive than the approach of Hengstenberg, Vischer and oth-
ers. The problem with the habit of identifying Christ in those angelic
theophanies is that it claims both too much and too little. It claims
too much because it rides roughshod over the nature of Scripture and
tries to push ontology into the text; but it also claims too little, in
saying that it is unusually or even only here that we see Christ in
the Old Testament, like a few flashes of lightning. But the language of
‘everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets and the
psalms’ (Luke 24:44), or de Lubac’s image of the transfiguration of the
Scriptures, suggests rather than identifying Jesus in a few places in a
primary sense an openness to seeing him everywhere in this secondary
sense: with hindsight, Jesus in Luke 24 ‘interpreted to them the things
about himself in all the scriptures’ (Luke 24:27). And of course that will
include too those angelic theophanies: on this view, it is possible to
join in with the hymns of Romanos or the commentary of Hippolytus
which do see Jesus in the fiery furnace — but as part of a long catena of
examples spanning the Old Testament, suggesting that this is an over-
all strategy of second reading rather than an isolated sighting.

Finally, it may be worth saying that the view I have sketched out
still makes a real claim about the nature of the Scriptures. Part of the
polemical urgency in some claims for Jesus as the plain-sense predi-
cate of the Old Testament derives from the fair criticism that there
can be a certain unreality to a figural or typological way of seeing Jesus
in Israel’s Scriptures.’ Figural interpretation risks being reducible to a
reading practice or a language game, in which these texts do not actu-
ally speak of Christ but we agree to read them as if they did, so that
they simply furnish a symbolic vocabulary for things we want to say
on other grounds. Instead, the view suggested here can undergird the
practice of figural reading with a rationale which is more than conven-
tion: it makes the claim that the newly perceptible meaning is there
latent in the texts themselves. As in the old fourfold paradigm, the
spiritual senses beyond the literal (allegorical, moral and anagogical)
are senses of Scripture.

5 See Venard 2015, 23-24, 29; though this worry is already addressed by Auerbach
1984, 30-35.
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THREE EXAMPLES: DAVID, MOSES, SUSANNA

How might we, in the time after the paschal events, read Israel’s
Scriptures with the expectation that they have acquired a new or previ-
ously hidden sense but without erasing or overwriting what was there
already? One of the signal ways that Christian readers have seen Christ
in all the Scriptures is in the figure of Israel’s king, or individual kings,
pre-eminently David. Does reading Israel’s kings through the filter of
Jesus have to be a reading that displaces or talks over the particular
voice of the Old Testament? Certainly when a popular nineteenth-
century hymn hails Jesus as ‘Great David’s greater son’ that does dis-
place David’s actual greater son in the books of Kings or in Psalm 72,
who of course is Solomon. But displacing Solomon so that we only
remember David and subsume future kingship under the banner of
David is a move that some biblical writers themselves already make:
‘Great David’s greater son’ might actually be a perfect description of
the Chronicler’s Josiah. This is a different identification to Jesus but the
same way of distilling and redirecting Israelite kingship away from its
course in the earlier historical books into a pattern like Ezekiel’s where
all later kings are simply David (Ezek 37:24).

Differently, seeing Christ in Israel’s kings also picks up on the way
that much kingship ideology in the Old Testament is ideal or unreal,
and that shortfall is itself often carried over into Christian uses rather
than solved. When that hymn continues with the line ‘He shall come
down like showers upon the fruitful earth’, we are presented with a
royal image of a very different, almost mystical kind, recalling the idyll
of Psalm 72: ‘May he [Solomon] be like rain that falls on the mown
grass, like showers that water the earth; in his days may righteous-
ness flourish and peace abound until the moon is no more’ (Ps 72:6-7;
cf. Prov 16:15; 2 Sam 23:3—4). So much of what contributes most to see-
ing Christ in the kings of Israel’s Scriptures is like this vision of king-
ship: romantic, idealized, unreal. In fact Israel’s Scriptures sometimes
project kingship onto an eschatological future paradise, as in Isaiah 9 or
Isaiah 11: perhaps the most evocative way of putting this in the book
of Isaiah is the oracle of chapter 33, “Your eyes will see the king in his
beauty; they will behold a land that stretches far away’ (33:17), and
here human kingship is attenuated to the point where it dissolves into
the kingship of God (33:22).

But the point is not that whereas these Old Testament pictures of
kingship are unrealized or ideal ones the New Testament then fills in
the gap and answers this lack. For one thing, this unrealized aspect is a
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point of similarity and not a point of difference between Old Testament
thinking about kingship and its adaptation to the kingship of Jesus.
When Advent lectionaries pick up those oracles from the book of Isaiah
and make them speak about Jesus, the point is not one of fulfilment but
of shared positioning in front of an as yet unfulfilled ideal future — these
oracles when applied to Jesus in Advent work to set the eschatological
horizon of Christian hopes too, so that a deferred, future fulfilment is
a point of commonality with the original context of the oracles, not a
point of difference.

It is also worth considering what the ‘gap’ or ‘lack’ picture of Old
Testament kingship can do within Christology: the gap is not one
which is plugged by Jesus but rather carried over into Christian think-
ing. When David, barefoot, goes weeping up the Mount of Olives in
2 Samuel 15:30, a Christian reader will see Jesus here in this icon of
humiliated and defeated kingship; it is not that fixing David’s abjection
would turn him into Jesus. Seeing Jesus in the deposed and exiled kings
of Israel’s Scriptures does not here mean construing the relationship as
one of inverse and obverse; rather, the relationship is one of likeness
and continuity.

My second example is Moses. If we were to read the Old Testament
narratives of Moses’s life looking for what concerns Jesus in all the
Scriptures, we might follow the lead of Matthew’s infancy narrative
to see in the infant Moses the infant Jesus, likewise hunted by a tyrant
who wants to kill him. But this connection does more than set up a
pattern of prophecy and fulfilment: allowing Moses’s infancy narrative
to refract Christ’s offers us a fuller affective dimension. We encoun-
ter a baby boy crying, around him a swirl of maternal care and loss;
there is nursing the child and giving up the child, and a partial dislo-
cation of natural motherhood; then a long hidden life before the time
comes to step onto the stage of public ministry. Here too likeness
rather than inferiority does a lot of the work in a christological reading
of Moses. Moses is a source of authority, even of glory for Jesus: the
presence of Moses is part of what builds the glorification of Jesus at the
Transfiguration. Jesus’s unearthly brightness on the mountain makes
sense by making him like Moses on Mount Sinai, and if this episode
in the Synoptic Gospels makes a claim about Jesus’s divine identity it
does so via Moses: Moses’s shining face reflected the terrible radiance
expected of an ancient Near Eastern god, including the God of Israel. So
when the New Testament writers present Jesus as a Moses-like figure
they draw Jesus into the circle of the glory and authority of Moses, even
if they ultimately draw him to the centre of that circle.
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One final example might be Susanna, the heroine of that story of
attempted rape and divinely ordained deliverance in the Greek Additions
to Daniel. The New Testament does not take up Susanna as an obvious
way to see Christ in Israel’s Scriptures. And yet at her trial, Susanna
stands in dignified silence in front of two false witnesses, as her accus-
ers lay hands on her and strip off her clothes with a crowd of onlookers
gazing at her as she is condemned to death. That tableau has looked
to many interpreters like Jesus before Pilate, likewise the mute object
of a shaming gaze, so that the Ecce homo reenacts the earlier scene.
Looking at Susanna and listening to her silence is for the reader of the
gospels like a mirror image of the mocking and the display of Christ. We
could perhaps take Susanna as an instance of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s
famous line ‘Christ plays in ten thousand places — lovely in limbs, and
lovely in eyes not his’, and it is also impossible not to wonder whether
with that word ‘playing’ Hopkins is gesturing to a female figure earlier
still, the co-creator in Proverbs 8 who plays alongside God and who
offers another image to later christological readers. Talk of ‘play’ shades
off into what mid-twentieth-century Catholic hermeneutics called
‘accommodation’ — not the usual theological sense of accommodation
but a precise term for the practice of using Scripture as a language for
meanings not contained within it, a thesaurus for Christian speech.
Perhaps talk of Christ playing in the loveliness of Susanna is accommo-
dation, on that definition, rather than a real sense of Israel’s Scriptures
- but indulging that kind of reading, Brown writes: ‘After all, in the
Scriptures we are in our Father’s house where the children are permit-
ted to play’ (Brown 1955, 28).

Seeing Jesus in Israel’s Scriptures, then, is a matter of hindsight
rather than first sight, but the New Testament and the Christian tra-
dition insist that this hindsight is a true perception, grounded not in a
hermeneutical method but in a claim about what has taken place in the
death and resurrection of Jesus. Instead of isolated sightings, this kind
of second reading sees Jesus throughout all the Scriptures, in a pursuit
of understanding that resists closure.
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The Diversity of Reception






8 The Apocryphal Jesus
JACOB A. RODRIGUEZ

Jesus of Nazareth inspired manifold receptions in the centuries follow-
ing his climactic death, the most influential of which are preserved
in the gospels that came to be recognized as canonical. These gospels
came to dominate the religious imagination of the early Jesus move-
ment, arguably coalescing into a fourfold collection by the midpoint of
the second century.

Nevertheless, other significant trajectories of Jesus reception
emerged in the second century — some gathered momentum into late
antiquity and the medieval era, while others all but disappeared as frag-
ments buried in history. The present chapter focuses on the portraits
displayed in these extracanonical traditions. The Jesus of these tradi-
tions is perhaps appropriately termed the “Apocryphal Jesus” — hidden,
that is, either by deliberate esotericism in the traditions (e.g. the Gospel
of Thomas) or by the accidents of history (e.g. numerous Jesus frag-
ments lost in an ancient landfill site in Oxyrhynchus).

THE APOCRYPHAL JESUS AND THE CANONICAL GOSPELS

Our point of departure must be to define the sources, commonly known
as the apocryphal gospels, a collection of about eighty diverse texts from
early Christianity. They offer a unique glimpse into the varied ways
early Christians engaged with the story and teachings of Jesus. These
texts, which emerged in a period when the New Testament canon was
not yet formalized, reveal the multifaceted nature of early Christian
thought and practice. Second-century Christianity was not yet bounded
by clear New Testament canonical limits. Instead, it witnessed a
dynamic proliferation of gospel literature, which we may think of as
“Jesus books.” This creative phase also saw the development of various
gospel harmonies and fragments, many of which survive only in parts.
Gospel writing in the early Christian context can be understood
as the process of transforming oral and written traditions about Jesus
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into textual narratives. This practice likely began with the assembly
of sayings and narratives predating the Gospel of Mark, the earliest
canonical gospel. Extending the definition, gospel writing continued
into late antiquity, expanding into an anthology of Jesus books that
evolved well beyond the bounds of the canonical texts. Amidst this lit-
erary fecundity, a significant development was the early preference for
the four-gospel collection comprising Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.
It is important to note that this preference emerged alongside an ongo-
ing production of new Jesus books, a phenomenon reflecting both lit-
erary continuity and theological exploration within early Christianity.

The first-century gospels appear to have exercised a remarkable
informal influence over the form and content of their successors. Despite
being less widely copied than the others, the Gospel of Mark, in partic-
ular, initiated a new form of literary expression for the Jesus tradition
by blending written biography with elements of oral transmission. This
ground-breaking (and it seems genre-defining) approach led subsequent
gospel writers, including the authors of Matthew, Luke, and John, to
emulate and expand upon Mark’s narrative framework. Second-century
gospels similarly relied upon this Markan framework either overtly or
implicitly, often focusing on specific aspects of Jesus’s life, such as his
infancy or post-resurrection appearances. Even texts focusing on dia-
logue or sayings typically presuppose some such underlying narrative.
True, some ended up diverging significantly from their predecessors or
indeed from the prototype, but none appears to have been written with
the intention of replacing the canonical gospels. These texts, despite
their diversity, were epiphenomenal to the established outline and sub-
stance of the earlier gospels.

The numerous second-century gospels manifested in various
forms, each contributing uniquely to the expanding corpus of Jesus
literature. These included infancy gospels, like the Protevangelium
of James and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. Ministry gospels, albeit
fragmentary, presented narratives from Jesus’s public ministry.’
Passion gospels, such as the Gospel of Peter, focused on the events of
Jesus’s crucifixion and its aftermath. Additionally, dialogue gospels,
such as the Sophia of Jesus Christ, the Epistula Apostolorum, and
the Gospel of Mary, offered imaginative explorations of Jesus’s inter-
actions with his disciples, typically set after his resurrection. Finally,
two influential second-century Jesus books — Marcion’s Euangelion

1

Many of these are extant only in papyrus fragments; e.g. P.Oxy. 210; P.Oxy. 840;
P.Oxy. 1224; P.Oxy. 4009; P.Oxy. 5072; P. Mert. I.5 1; cf. Bernhard 2006.
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and Tatian’s Diatessaron — attempted to reduce this pluriformity of
Jesus books to uniformity, the former by trimming down a version of
Luke’s Gospel and the latter by combining all four canonical gospels
into a harmonious narrative.

JESUS IN APOCRYPHAL MEMORY

The epiphenomenal nature of the apocryphal gospels, and their rel-
ative distance from the world of first-century Palestine, has caused
recent scholarship to question their value in reconstructing the his-
torical Jesus. Nevertheless, scholars also recognize that apocryphal
Jesus traditions are still immensely valuable for understanding how
various early Christian groups shaped their identity through the pro-
cess of remembering Jesus. In this sense, the communal memory of
Jesus was not so much an exercise in historical accuracy as a way
of negotiating the contemporary concerns of a group as it related
to a past that was anchored in the person of Jesus.> In the second
century — a century that has been accurately described as a “labora-
tory” for Christian identity formation — various sectors within the
Jesus movement responded differently to sociocultural currents.?
How should Jesus followers understand their identity vis-a-vis the
tragic, consequential outcomes of the Jewish revolts under the reigns
of Trajan (115-17 ck) and Hadrian (132-35 c&)? To what extent could
Jesus’s teachings compete with the leading philosophies of the sec-
ond century (e.g. Stoicism and Middle Platonism), and could Jesus
even be considered a respectable philosopher? Do the parochial Jesus
traditions of the earliest (canonical) gospels adequately address the
ancient pursuit of transcendence? And what should Christians make
of the many lacunae in Jesus’s biography - his parentage, childhood,
and post-resurrection appearances? These, and many other questions,
spurred Christians on to elaborate, restage, refashion, and at times
even subvert, the Jesus traditions of the canonical gospels. Some
engaged first-century gospels as a foundation to be developed, oth-
ers ventured into speculative recreations of the Jesus tradition that
bore little resemblance to memories anchored in first-century Roman
Palestine. Although these developments vary in their correspondence
to earliest apostolic tradition, they all reflect a vibrant reception of
the man from Nazareth, and they proffer numerous portraits of Jesus

2 For recent advances in the social memory approach to Jesus studies, see Butticaz 2020.

3 Cf. Markschies 1998.
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as the object of diverse religious devotion. We will briefly elaborate
on several of these portraits, based on a representative sample of Jesus
books from a broad spectrum of theological affinities.

APOCRYPHAL PORTRAITS OF JESUS

Jesus the Child
Any observant reader (whether ancient or modern) of the canonical
gospels would notice that they are remarkably taciturn regarding
Jesus’s childhood. This lacuna was ripe for literary innovation in the
second century and following centuries — not least given the Greco-
Roman trope valuing childhood exploits of great figures. Immensely
popular and influential from antiquity to the medieval period, the
Protevangelium of James relates the origins of Jesus’s earthly fam-
ily, with particular focus on Mary and Joseph as righteous Hebrews
waiting expectantly for the salvation of Israel. While Jesus is a nearly
invisible character (the narrative ends shortly after his birth), this
Jesus book introduces aspects of Jesus’s identity that became main-
stream in Christian tradition, for example that Jesus’s “brothers”
were half-brothers, sons of Joseph'’s previous wife, and that his mother
maintained perpetual virginity after his birth. Another detail in the
Protevangelium of James, that Jesus was born in a cave rather than
a stable, is corroborated by other early Christian testimony within
geographic proximity to Jesus’s traditional birthplace, raising the pos-
sibility that it is a genuine historical datum.* We should hasten to add
that the Protevangelium of James is in no real sense “apocryphal”: It
was never hidden by authorial design, ecclesial dogma, or historical
accident. Rather, it was well received among many traditions within
historic Christianity and often read alongside the canonical gospels
— as indeed it continues to shape liturgical texts and hymnography
associated with Marian Feasts in the Eastern churches. It is, however,
regularly treated alongside apocryphal gospels by modern scholars
since it contributes extracanonical traditions about Jesus.

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas, resembling the picaresque with
its episodic form, focuses on Jesus’s childhood experiences from ages
five to twelve. It paints a picture of a rather mischievous and, at times,
petulant Jesus. At the outset of the narrative, Joseph reprimands Jesus
for crafting sparrows with clay on the Sabbath, and Jesus responds by

4 Cf. the testimony of Justin Martyr (Dial. 78), Origen (Cels. 1.51), and Jerome (Epist.
46.11; 58.3; 108.10).
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clapping his hands and turning them into live sparrows that immedi-
ately fly away. The Infancy Gospel of Thomas also contains a note-
worthy episode in which Jesus, aware of his own pre-existence, talks
back to his teacher and shows him the true meaning of “alpha” and
“beta” (Inf. Gos. Thom. 6). This same episode makes a cameo in the
proto-orthodox Epistula Apostolorum (Ep. Apos. 4.1-2), and Irenaeus
mentions that he has found it in a spurious gospel used by the heret-
ical sect known as the Marcosians (Adv. Haer. 1.20.1). The multiple
attestation of this episode suggests that it had considerable currency
among second-century Christians of various stripes. The textual tra-
dition of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas strongly indicates it was a
rolling corpus with less stability than other Jesus books, and so a
memorable childhood episode like this one would easily find its way
into this collection. The Infancy Gospel of Thomas enjoyed a wide,
even if controversial, reception among various Christian groups well
into the medieval era, and its footprint can even be found in Islamic
sources (e.g. the Qur’an 3:49; 5:110).

The composition and reception histories of the Protevangelium of
James and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas demonstrate well the rela-
tionship of the apocryphal Jesus to the canonical Jesus. Apocryphal and
noncanonical Jesus books fill lacunae in the canonical gospel narrative
by developing nascent themes (e.g. Jesus’s precocious interactions with
teachers and parents in Luke 2:41-50) in novel directions (e.g. Jesus
as a pettish boy flaunting his divine powers in the Infancy Gospel of
Thomas). The apocryphal construction of the boy Jesus is an expres-
sion of Jesus memory in its own right, but it is nonetheless inextricably
linked to the canonical memory of Jesus.

The Supersessionist Jesus
As we mentioned in the section “Jesus in Apocryphal Memory,”
Christian self-definition in the second century could not avoid the
tumultuous events of the Jewish revolts in 115-17 CE and 132-34 CE.
In many respects, second-century Christians used the momentum of
Jewish national tragedy to propel themselves onto a more prominent
stage within the drama of Greco-Roman religious affairs.

The tendency to invalidate the Jewish Scriptures with the advent
of the new teaching of Jesus is readily apparent in several apocryphal
Jesus books. In the Gospel according to Thomas, logion 52, the disci-
ples ask Jesus if the “twenty-four prophets” who “spoke in Israel” spoke
about him. Jesus seems to deride the testimony of the Israelite prophets
(twenty-four probably symbolizing the books of the majority canon of
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Jewish Scriptures), replying, “You have neglected the living one in front
of you ... and spoken of the dead.”® Similarly, in the second-century
Sethian Gnostic work the Apocryphon of John, Jesus explicitly contra-
dicts Moses and his writings no less than four times.® To a lesser extent,
the Gospel of Peter separates the ministry of Jesus from the Scriptures of
Israel. In the substantial fragment that remains extant in the Akhmim
Codex, the Jewish Scriptures are fulfilled only in a negative sense: The
Jews’ Scriptures seal their own condemnation. There is no positive sense
in which Jesus’s death and resurrection fulfill the Scriptures of Israel. In
fact, Jesus’s death before sunset is shown to be in direct contradiction
with a regulation laid down in the Law (cf. Deut 21:23). Indeed, the nar-
rative voice distances the implied author from the Scriptures of Israel,
saying that they were written “for them [the Jews].”” Even more exten-
sive in its de-Judaizing of the canonical tradition, Marcion’s Euangelion
consistently omits portions of its Lukan counterpart that locate Jesus’s
life and ministry as a fulfillment of the Jewish Scriptures.?

A more pernicious tendency among apocryphal Jesus traditions is
to dispossess the Jews of their place in the economy of salvation (this
they share with a regrettably large swathe of the proto-orthodox recep-
tion of the canonical Jesus). The narrator of the Gospel of Peter dis-
tances himself not only from the Jewish Scriptures but also from the
Jewish people, and he transfers the actions of Pilate and the Roman
soldiers — the mockery, torture, and crucifixion of Jesus — exclusively
to the Jews. The narrative voice of the Gospel of Peter pronounces
judgment on the Jews to a greater extent than any of the canonical
narrators: “And so they [the Jews] brought everything to fulfillment,
heaping upon themselves the full measure of their sins.”® The Jesus of
the Gospel of Thomas disparages circumcision, a central cultural insti-
tution of the Jews (logion 53).7° Jesus, in the Gospel of Judas, mockingly
laughs at the disciples for praying to their god, and then he declares,
“Truly, [I] say to you, no generation of the people in your midst can

5 Trans. Gathercole 2021, 58.

Ap. John 61.19-21; 70.22; 71.3; 77.6 (the versification here refers to the folio and

line numbers).

7 On the lack of positive fulfillment of Scripture in Gos. Pet., see Gathercole 2022,

315-25.

In his authoritative text of Marcion’s Euangelion, Roth 2015 identifies (among many

others) the following passages as omitted by Marcion: Luke 1-2; 3:21-4:13; 9:371;

11:30-32; 18:31-33; 20:9-17, 37-38; 21:21-22; 22:35-38.

9 Gos. Pet. 5.17; trans. Gathercole 2021, 209.

1© Gos. Thom. 53; in the canonical gospels, circumcision is never disparaged (Luke 1:59;
2:21; John 7:22-23).
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know me.”'" Israel’s god is depicted as a demonic creator-spirit named
Saklas, and the twelve tribes of Israel are said to be servants of this
evil demiurge.’ The Jesus painted in these apocryphal accounts is a
far cry from one who is the hope for the “consolation of Israel” (Luke
2:25), the “rising of many in Israel” (Luke 2:34), or the “redemption of
Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38).

It is hotly debated to what extent the canonical Jesus already
allows for a supersessionist reading of his teachings. Though the pres-
ent author would argue that the canonical gospels do not in themselves
exhibit supersessionist intention, the reception of their traditions by
both proto-orthodox and apocryphal authors from the second century
onward make it undeniable that they do harbor supersessionist poten-
tial. It is precisely this potential that many apocryphal gospels and Jesus
books exploit, to the detriment of Jesus’s own historical grounding in
the story of Israel and his mission to the children of Abraham.

The Torah-Observant Jesus
The supersessionist portrait of Jesus was not the only strategy for nego-
tiating the Jesus movement’s relationship to the Scriptures of Israel and
the fate of the Jewish people. In addition to the anti-Marcionite writings
of proto-orthodox church fathers who affirm the enduring validity of
the Jewish Scriptures, apocryphal fragments remain of early Christian
memory of Jesus not as an abolisher of the Torah or the Prophets but
rather as their faithful observer and fulfiller.

The Torah-observant Jesus teaches the importance of obedience
to the Law and the Prophets. In the Gospel according to the Hebrews,
Jesus commands the rich man seeking salvation to “do what the Law
and the Prophets say,” and to do so by caring for his “many brothers,
fellow sons of Abraham, who are clothed in dung, dying from hun-
ger.”'3 The Diatessaron at several points gives an even more Torah-
affirming version of Jesus’s teaching than the Synoptic parallels. For
example, the Matthean Jesus commands the cleansed leper to “show
yourself to the priests and offer the gift that Moses commanded”
(Matt 8:4). The Diatessaron, on the other hand, probably had Jesus
say: “show yourself to the priests and fulfill the law.”'* And where
Matthew 19:16 has the rich man ask, “What good deed must I do to

' Gos. Judas 34; trans. Gathercole 2021, 195.

™ Gos. Judas 18.

13 Gos. Heb. fr. 12; trans. Gathercole 2021, 166.

4 This is the most plausible reconstruction of the Diatessaron at this point, taken from
Ephrem the Syrian’s wording in Commentary on the Gospel 12.21, 23.
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inherit eternal life?,” the Diatessaron situates this discussion of Torah
with language more closely resembling the parallel in Leviticus (18:5):
“What shall I do to live?”*s

The Torah-observant Jesus not only teaches his hearers to keep the
Law; he also embodies the vindication of the hopes of a Torah-faithful
Israel. The author of the Protevangelium of James goes to great lengths
to demonstrate how Jesus was born into a pious Jewish family who by
all accounts lived as faithful Israelites. Jesus’s mother, Mary, is a virgin
who was brought up in the Temple, where she served as a seamstress
who wove the curtain for the Holy Place (Prot. Jas. 7-10). Her undefiled
virginity, even after conceiving Jesus, is vindicated by the high priest’s
test for purity (Prot. Jas. 16). When Jesus is born, a Hebrew midwife wit-
nesses the miraculous event and declares that “salvation has come to
Israel” (Prot. Jas. 19). Jesus’s earthly history is situated squarely within a
narrative of Israel faithfully keeping Torah and waiting for the promises
of God to come to fruition.

Finally, the Torah-observant Jesus practices what he preaches. The
early Gospel fragment P.Oxy. 840 (the text of which dates somewhere
in the second to fourth centuries CE) contains a debate between Jesus
and a Pharisaic chief priest named Levi. Although Jesus disagrees with
Levi about the meaning of ritual cleansings, his own defense includes
the claim that he only looked upon the sacred vessels of the Temple
after washing ceremonially in the pool of David.

The memory of Jesus as a Torah-observant Jew of course goes back to
canonical gospel traditions. Jesus’s famous statement in Matthew says as
much: “I did not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets, but rather to
fulfill them” (Matt 5:17). Similarly, Luke recounts Jesus’s circumcision on
the eighth day “according to the Law of Moses” (Luke 2:22) and “as it is
written in the Law of the Lord” (2:23). The Johannine Jesus likewise keeps
the most important Jewish feasts. Even the Markan Jesus, who appears
at first glance to abolish the laws against unclean foods (Mark 7:1-23), is
never said to break them himself.*® Given the propensity of many early
Christians to minimize Jesus’s Jewishness, it is noteworthy that certain
apocryphal traditions about Jesus work in the opposite direction.

The Literate, “Bookish” Jesus
The question of Jesus’s literacy (or lack thereof] became a salient
aspect of the communal memory of Jesus in the second century and

s Cf. Ephrem, Commentary on the Gospel 15.1.
16 Cf. Thiessen 2020, 187-96.
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continued to garner imaginative recollection in late antiquity. In the
second century, as Christianity began to consolidate its systems of
belief around a new collection of apostolic writings to parallel the
Jewish Scriptures, the historical person of Jesus came to be seen as
intimately concerned with the production of apostolic books. In the
second-century Apocryphon of James, the risen Jesus appears to the
twelve disciples as they are writing down his teachings in books
(Ap. Jas. 2.5—20). Jesus pulls James aside along with Peter to give them
exclusive access to special revelation; in plausibly Valentinian fash-
ion, salvation is revealed to the initiated few. Another second-century
apocryphal Jesus book, the Epistula Apostolorum, employs the theme
of apostolic textualization in the service of proto-orthodoxy. In the
Epistula, the risen Jesus endorses the collective apostolic enterprise
of textualizing the gospel, a written testimony that the apostles dis-
tribute to the churches of the north, south, east, and west (Ep. Apos.
1-2; 31). Though the theology of the Epistula and the Apocryphon of
James are probably at odds, their shared use of a textualizing memory
of Jesus attests to the rhetorical power of a “bookish” Jesus in the
second-century apocryphal milieu.

In the apocryphal tradition, Jesus not only supports the inscrip-
turation of his teaching; he is also fully literate, able to read and to
write. It is likely that the early followers of Marcion believed that
Jesus wrote the whole gospel (which, in their system, was Marcion’s
own Euangelion). We can infer this from the fourth-century Dialogue
of Adamantius, where the Marcionite teachers Megethius and Marcus
say as much.'” Around this same period, Aphrahat, the Persian church
father writing in Syriac, attributes the written gospel tradition to
Jesus himself.*®

Dating even earlier (probably to the third century), Jesus’s correspon-
dence with Abgar purports to preserve letters written and exchanged
between Jesus and the Mesopotamian king Abgar.” Abgar initiates
the correspondence, telling Jesus how he has heard of his mighty acts
of healing and asking him to come and heal his own affliction. Jesus
replies, using language from John’s Gospel, blessing Abgar for believing
even without seeing, and promising to send one of his disciples after his
ascension to heal Abgar.

7 Adamantius, Dialogue 1.8; 2.13-14.

8 Aphrahat, Demonstrations 4.10; 8.3; 14.9; 21.1; 23.1; 25.53; cf. Baarda 2019, 14.

9 Eusebius preserves the apocryphal Epistles of Christ and Abgar in Hist. eccl.
1.13.11-22.
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Arguably the earliest tradition of Jesus’s scribal literacy is the inde-
pendent episode of Jesus defending and forgiving the woman caught
in adultery, commonly known as the Pericope Adulterae (see John
7:53-8.11).2° Some scholars argue that this episode first appeared in a
third-century version of the Gospel according to the Hebrews and in the
fourth century was eventually interpolated into some Greek and Latin
copies of John.*' In the version extant in most of the later Johannine
manuscript tradition, Jesus is depicted as writing on the ground, dem-
onstrating his authority over the scribes and perhaps alluding to his
authorship of the Law of Moses.

As with the Torah-observant characterization of Jesus, the liter-
ate Jesus makes his first appearance in the canonical gospels, though
it is mostly implied. In Jesus’s disputes with the scribes, he frequently
makes the rhetorical appeal, “have you never read?” and then goes on
to quote a relevant portion of the Law or Prophets.?” In Mark 12:26,
Jesus even makes reference to the location in the Torah scroll where
one would find the passage he is citing (in this case, Exod 3:6). Luke
4:16-20 explicitly corroborates the memory of Jesus as, at the very least,
a semiliterate rabbi. The literary potential of a literate Jesus comes to
fruition in apocryphal portraits of Jesus the scribe.

Jesus the Philosopher
In the writings of the second-century apologists, one can identify a con-
certed effort made by Christians to portray Jesus as a reputable philos-
opher, rather than a mere sophist, and his teachings as a way of life
superior to the popular philosophical schools of that era. The portrait of
Jesus as a philosopher is also promulgated in several apocryphal gospels.

Recent Thomasine scholarship has identified the structure of the
114 logia in the Gospel according to Thomas as a gnomological anthol-
ogy — a collection of sayings of a wise sage compiled by a philosoph-
ical school.?® Thomas finds a notable parallel in the Didaskalikos of
Alcinous, a late first- or early second-century epitome of sayings from
Plato’s Timaeus and Parmenides. Alcinous reworked and rearranged
citations from each of these philosophical works for a school setting.
In the same way, Thomas collects and arranges 114 sayings of Jesus
so that a school of readers can remember well the teachings of their

20 Cf. Keith 2009.

>! Cf. Knust and Wasserman 2018.
Cf. Wright 2017, 121-52.

23 Kloppenborg 2014.
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founding philosopher. In many of these sayings, the synoptic tradition
is de-historicized and reworked into a more Platonizing frame, with
particular focus on the philosophical pursuit of knowledge.

Like the gnomological anthology, the dialogue format of sev-
eral other apocryphal works (e.g. the Questions of Bartholomew, the
Apocryphon of James, and the Dialogue of the Savior) lends itself to a
philosophical presentation of Jesus’s teaching. In the Sophia of Jesus
Christ, the risen Jesus positions himself as the greatest philosopher,
exposing the disagreements among lesser philosophers regarding the
“ordering of the world and its movement.” Jesus in the Gospel of Mary
is just as philosophical. In this second-century dialogue gospel, Jesus
expounds upon such classical philosophical themes as “the Good,”
“nature,” “matter,” “form,” and “desire.” One scholar has described
the Gospel of Mary’s characterization of Jesus’s teaching as an effort to
“explain the relevance of Jesus’ Jewish gospel in the context of contem-
porary [second-century| mainstream philosophy.”>4

The idea that Jesus was a philosopher was not an invention of the
second century. The Gospel according to John arguably recasts the Jesus
tradition as a philosopher’s biography. As George van Kooten notes, the
Johannine evangelist brings the Greeks into proximity with Jesus (John
7:35; 12:20), depicts Jesus as a philosopher walking up and down in a
stoa of the Temple, and quite plausibly transforms the classical motif of
the erastai by referring to himself as the student whom Jesus loved with
divine rather than erotic love.?> The apocryphal Jesus as philosopher is
therefore a further development of a canonical theme.

7

Jesus the Mythographer
The most respected philosophers of Greco-Roman antiquity were also
mythographers in their own right, and so it should come as no surprise
that some early Christians — who most likely viewed Jesus as such a
teacher — would reconstruct the memories of their charismatic founder
as an explainer of myths. The religious imagination of the ancient
Mediterranean (whether in its Greco-Roman or Egyptian forms) also
contributed to this portrayal of Jesus.

In the Gospel of Judas, a Sethian Gnostic text, Jesus speaks to Judas
in private, in the days before his crucifixion. He reveals the transcen-
dent monad, the “Great Invisible Spirit” (Gos. Judas 47), who initiates
emanations and successive differentiations known as “aeons.” With

24 de Boer 2010, 338.
25 Cf. van Kooten 2019, 282-357.
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each emanation, the aeons become farther removed from the Great
Invisible Spirit (Gos. Judas 47-49), and they eventually spawn a cor-
rupted cosmos consisting of an upper realm (Gos. Judas 50), and a lower
realm, also known as Hades/chaos (Gos. Judas 51). In the lower realm,
twelve demonic figures emerge and create Adam and Eve, who are allot-
ted a temporary mortal existence. Adam and Eve are thus perceived to
live in a cosmos created and governed by demonic forces, bound by their
fleshly mortality. Jesus appears to reveal, in secret to Judas, salvation
through esoteric knowledge of the aeons. Jesus’s own self-disclosure is
one of a spiritual being temporarily resident in a body that would soon
be crucified. Similar versions of the Sethian Gnostic myth are revealed
through Jesus’s teaching in the Apocryphon of John. In the Gospel of
the Egyptians, an even more complicated mythology and cosmogony
is revealed through the esoteric teaching of the primordial Seth, who
clothed himself in the human Jesus.>®

Discoursing on primeval history is not entirely foreign to the
canonical Jesus. In Mark 10:6-9 (cf. Matt 19:4-6), Jesus appeals to the
Jewish story of creation as foundational for human origins and tele-
ology. And the Johannine Jesus goes so far as claiming pre-existence
“before Abraham was born” (John 8:58). While we can locate the origins
of this portrait in the canonical gospels, the apocryphal Jesus becomes
a much more imaginative mythographer, taking on the language and
fascinations of Egyptian and Greco-Roman cosmologies.

Jesus the Harrower of Hell
The relationship of Jesus’s death and resurrection to those who had
died before his first advent was a topic that fascinated Christians of
the second century onward. Perhaps this fascination was motivated
by a desire to make sense of the status of the patriarchs and prophets
in the Christian movement. Or perhaps it was a way in which early
Christians told their stories in forms more familiar to Greco-Roman or
Egyptian mythologies of the underworld. Whatever the motivation may
be, beginning in the second century, apocryphal Jesus books develop the
motif of Jesus’s “harrowing” of Hell.

In the Gospel of Peter, at the scene of the resurrection, a walk-
ing, talking cross comes out of the tomb, and a voice from the heavens
asks the cross if it has preached to “those who are asleep.” The cross,
probably an epiphanic symbolic token of the risen Christ, declares

26 To this list of mythographic accounts of Jesus, one could also add the Sophia of Jesus

Christ and the First Apocalypse of James, among others.



THE APOCRYPHAL JESUS I33

emphatically, “Yes!” Thus, the harrowing of Hell is summarized in a
mere sentence in the Gospel of Peter. However, this tradition is devel-
oped in great detail in the Questions of Bartholomew and even more so
in a recension of the Gospel of Nicodemus.

Although the canonical gospels are silent about Jesus’s activity in
the realm of the dead,?” early Christian reflection took a keen interest
in the motif of Jesus’s harrowing of Hell.>® Indeed, Jesus’s descent to the
dead made it into the regula fidei in the second century. It makes sense,
then, that Jesus books written in the era in which this teaching was
more widespread would situate it within their narratives.

The Anti-Apostolic Jesus
Many of the aforementioned apocryphal portraits of Jesus are more
or less grounded in themes found in the earliest strata of apostolic
memory of Jesus. Some of these portraits develop in trajectories that
become untethered from early apostolic tradition, but they neverthe-
less maintain traces of indebtedness to the foundational documents of
the Jesus tradition. Other portraits of Jesus, on the other hand, actively
subvert the Jesus of apostolic memory. Three examples suffice to dem-
onstrate this phenomenon: the Gospels of Thomas and Judas and the
Gospel of the Egyptians.

In the Gospel according to Thomas, Jesus’s secret teachings
revealed to Thomas simultaneously presuppose the religious currency
of the canonical synoptic tradition, and they also subvert it in favor
of the higher, esoteric teaching solely preserved by a pseudepigraphi-
cal Thomas. Thus, the Jesus of Thomas gives more than a hint of a
critique against the apostolic collective, especially Simon Peter and
Matthew (see esp. logion 13). The Gospel of Mary gives an equally criti-
cal portrayal of Peter (Gos. Mary 17-19). To an even greater extent than
Thomas and Mary, the Gospel of Judas criticizes the apostolic collec-
tive through the mouth of Jesus — and a mocking mouth at that. Jesus
mocks the apostolic Eucharist, accuses the disciples of sexual deviancy,
and labels their god as a demonic spirit. This Jesus is the antithesis of
the Messiah of the proto-orthodox kerygma. Similarly, the primordial
“Great Seth,” who speaks as the author of the Gospel of the Egyptians
and claims to have inhabited the human Jesus, derides “the apostles and

27 With the possible exception of Jesus’s being “in the heart of the earth for three days”
in Matthew 12:40.

Cf. The Shepherd of Hermas 9.16.5, Justin Martyr (Dial. 72.4), Irenaeus (Adv. Haer.
4.33.1, 12), Tertullian (De anima 55), and perhaps the first-century precursors in
1 Peter 3:19; 4:6.
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the preachers” for not understanding the truth of Seth’s revelation.?®
In the case of the Gospel of Judas and the Gospel of the Egyptians, the
anti-apostolic Jesus is most likely the product of Sethian Gnostic groups
seeking to differentiate themselves from the proto-orthodox.

It is worth mentioning that the anti-apostolic Jesus is actually a
minority report within apocryphal Jesus traditions. Many apocryphal
Jesus books presuppose the religious currency or theological authority
of the canonical gospels, and some even appeal to the authority of the
apostolic collective. One such text, already mentioned in this chapter,
is the Epistula Apostolorum. By all accounts, it champions a proto-
orthodox apologia for Jesus Christ, foretold by prophets, crucified under
Pontius Pilate, risen in the flesh, and proclaimed by the apostles. Based
on the testimony of the Epistula, we might even speak of a final por-
trait of the apocryphal Jesus: the apostolic Jesus. This is the Jesus of the
canonical gospels, and many depictions of Jesus in the apocryphal tradi-
tion are but developments of this archetype. As such, they demonstrate
that the apostolic portrait of Jesus held the most gravitas in the early
Jesus movement as it matured into the Nicene faith.

THE APOCRYPHAL JESUS IN JEWISH AND MUSLIM
RECEPTION

Before concluding our chapter on the apocryphal Jesus, we must briefly
mention the significant trajectories of reception in Jewish and Muslim
literature. In the late second century there emerged a Jewish “anti-
Gospel,” a series of Jewish traditions employed by the second-century
philosopher Celsus in opposition to the Christian faith. These tradi-
tions survive in fragments quoted by Origen in his response to Celsus,
Against Celsus. They sought to discredit the historical claims of early
apostolic memory, and they were later codified in the medieval Jewish
Toledoth Yeshu, a polemical narrative of the life of Jesus roughly resem-
bling the Gospel of Matthew. This polemical anti-Gospel was widely
circulated and alleged that Jesus was the illegitimate child of Mary and
a Roman soldier named Pandera.3° Similar polemic can be found in the
Talmud’s account that Jesus was stoned and hanged on Passover Eve for
being a “sorcerer” (mesit) who led the people astray.3"

29 Gos. Eg. folio 68.

3°  See the essays in Schifer 2011.

3t b.Sanh. 43a; Schifer 2007 argues that this tradition is the product of fifth-century
polemics, but Instone-Brewer 2011 dates it to the first century.
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The early Muslim reception of Jesus picked up traditions found in
Christian apocrypha, such as the Qur’an’s retelling of Jesus’s childhood
miracle of the clay birds. The late medieval (or early modern) Gospel
of Barnabas harmonizes the fourfold gospel while promoting the doce-
tic teaching that Jesus did not die on the cross but was mistaken for
a lookalike, namely Judas.3* The Jesus of the Gospel of Barnabas uses
John the Baptist’s language to foretell the coming of Muhammad, the
one whose sandals he is not worthy to untie.3?

CONCLUSION

In the present chapter, we have focused mostly on apocryphal portraits
of Jesus as they emerged in the Jesus books of the second to fourth
centuries — and we have surveyed only a representative sample. The
apocryphal Jesus continued to take shape into the medieval Christian
as well as the early Islamic eras, with Christians of many cultural-
linguistic locations composing scores of other New Testament
apocrypha — a development richly documented in the recent burgeon-
ing of translations, editions, introductions, and commentaries on var-
ious New Testament apocrypha.34

All in all, the apocryphal portraits mentioned in this chapter reflect
the broad spectrum of early Christian engagement with Jesus’s mem-
ory. They highlight the variety of interpretations and appropriations of
the gospel narrative, showing a process of theological exploration and
experimentation. These memories, mostly preserved in the apocryphal
gospels, illustrate the evolving understanding of Jesus’s identity and
teachings, contributing to the development of Christian doctrine and
practice. Although diverse and sometimes controversial, apocryphal
Jesus books largely function as complements to the canonical tradition.
Among other things, they document early Christian processes of defin-
ing faith and doctrine, and while they often diverge in focus and inter-
pretation, they collectively contribute to a deeper understanding of the
early Christian engagement with the figure of Jesus Christ. The first

32 With 222 chapters, the Gospel of Barnabas is not included in any recent anthologies
of Christian apocrypha, but the 1907 translation by Ragg and Ragg is available open
access online.

33 Cf. Bockmuehl 2017, 132. See Nicolai Sinai’s chapter in the present volume for a
substantial introduction to the Islamic Jesus.

34 See especially the volumes edited by Burke and Landau in the Further Reading sec-
tion in this chapter, as well as the recent single-volume collections by Ehrman and
Plese 2011 and Gathercole 2021.
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two centuries of the Jesus movement witnessed the solidification of the
four canonical gospels as a collective cornerstone for Christian com-
munities across the Mediterranean. At the same time, the “Apocryphal
Jesus” — portrayed in various forms across sundry other ancient Jesus
books - reflects a vibrant and exploratory phase in the Christian theo-
logical and literary tradition, and an important bridge to the reception
of Jesus in late antiquity and the Middle Ages.
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9 The Islamic Jesus

NICOLAI SINAI

While the Islamic tradition recognizes Jesus as a divinely authorized
emissary, it denies his divinity and casts him as a ‘messenger to the
Israelites’ (Q 3:49), thus stripping him of a properly universal salvific
role in God’s dealings with humankind at large. Such a role instead
devolves upon Muhammad, regarded as God’s final prophet who, from
an Islamic perspective, represents the ecumenical opening-up of God’s
prophetic interaction with humans beyond the ethnically particular
limits of Israelite prophecy. A considerable range of utterances and
narratives that Christians associate with Jesus have resonances in
Islamic literature, illustrating how Muslims participated in the varie-
gated stream of interpretive responses to and construals of Jesus. The
present chapter begins by reviewing the portrayals of Jesus and Mary
in the Qur’an and then moves on to survey, in an inevitably superfi-
cial manner, post-Qur’anic Arabic and Persian sources up until the
thirteenth century cg.!

JESUS IN THE QUR’AN: GENERAL REMARKS
AND OVERVIEW

Before delving into a more detailed examination of the Qur’anic mate-
rial about Jesus, it is useful to make some general observations. First,
the Qur’anic presentation of Jesus, like that of other biblical figures,
is highly selective when set against the background of the antecedent
biblical tradition: while the Islamic scripture adopts and rearticulates
a certain number of biblical or post-biblical motifs, some prominent
gospel episodes — including the Three Magi, the Sermon on the Mount,
the feeding of the multitude, and the passion narrative — are completely
absent from Qur’anic pronouncements about Jesus. Indeed, in line
with the Qur’an’s general tendency to employ personal names only

' Specifically on Sufi texts, see in more detail Morrissey in press.
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sparingly, there are no Qur’anic references to such biblically familiar
characters as Mary’s husband Joseph, Herod, or individual disciples,
who instead figure only as a collective block (Q 3:52, 5:111-12, 61:14).
Rather, the only individuals named in connection with Jesus are his
mother Mary, Mary’s father (who in Q 3:35 and 66:12 is identified as
‘Imran rather than, as the Christian tradition would have it, Joachim),
Zechariah, and the latter’s son John (who is not given his customary
Christian cognomen ‘the Baptist’).

Secondly, various features of the Qur’anic Jesus parallel the
Qur’anic depiction of other messengers, including Muhammad him-
self.> For example, in Q 61:14 the Qur’an’s contemporary adherents,
the community of ‘believers’ around Muhammad, are called upon
to be God’s militant ‘helpers’ just as Jesus’s disciples had declared
themselves to be Jesus’s ‘helpers’ in the face of the unbelief of their
Israelite compatriots. What is arguably the climactic situation in
the ministry of the Qur’anic Jesus, a kairos-like moment requiring
Jesus’s audience to make a committed decision between belief and
unbelief, thus anticipates the situation of Muhammad and his fol-
lowers. Such parallelism among Qur’anic prophets is rooted in the
Islamic scripture’s general tendency to assimilate the career and
experiences of different prophets and messengers: even though their
basic historical distinctness and their entrenched association with
certain specific events (e.g. Noah and the Deluge, Moses and the
Exodus) is respected, Qur’anic prophetology is rooted in the assump-
tion that God’s emissaries throughout history have the same basic
task — namely, to remind forgetful and wavering humans of God’s
existence, power, and moral demands - and are therefore apt to face
similar rejection.

Thirdly, Jesus stands apart from other Qur’anic prophets and
messengers insofar as he attracts polemical comments about his sta-
tus and role that explicitly reject an alternative (namely, Christian)
understanding of Jesus as divine and as God’s son (e.g. Q 19:34—40,
§5:17.72.116-17).3 This reflects the prominence of Christianity and
christological controversies in the Qur’an’s wider late antique con-
text of emergence. Jesus is expressly quoted as disavowing his own
veneration as a divine being (Q 5:116-17) and instead is consistently
depicted as having maintained to his audience that God is ‘my and
your [plural] Lord’, who alone merits worship (Q 3:51, 5:72.117, 19:36,

> See, e.g., Robinson 1991, 36-38; Robinson 2003, 17; Khalidi 2001, 10-171, 15.

3 See Khalidi 2001, 12.
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43:64). Such statements are of course rooted in the Qur’an’s strin-
gent monotheism and its condemnation of the human penchant for
blurring the boundary between creator and creation by ‘associating’
(ashraka) God with other beings, whether these be the pagan deities
worshipped by contemporary Meccans or indeed Christ. As has often
been noted, the Qur’an’s denial of Jesus’s divine sonship is almost
certainly the reason why Jesus is so frequently given the genealogical
tag ‘son of Mary’, which forms an implicit contrast with his Christian
status as the son of God (e.g. Q 2:87.253, 3:45, 4:157.171).

The Qur’an contains two extended treatments of Jesus and Mary,
found in Surah 3 (vv. 33-63) and Surah 19 (vv. 16-40). These two
passages, examined in more detail in the following section, revolve
around Jesus’s annunciation to Mary and his miraculous concep-
tion without a human father — a noteworthy Qur’anic concurrence
with Christian tradition, yet one that from the Qur’anic vantage
point does not entail or indicate Jesus’s divine sonship, only the fact
that Jesus was, like Adam, brought into being by the creative fiat of
an omnipotent divine creator (Q 3:59). The prominence of Mary in
these two narratives, as well as the complete absence of Joseph, has
given rise to a rich literature exploring how the Qur’an’s portrayal
of Mary valorizes a feminine figure, undercuts patriarchal norms, or
can even be seen to destabilize binary constructions of gender alto-
gether.* Other important statements about Jesus occur in Surah g,
which lists some of Jesus’s miracles and recounts how God granted
the request of Jesus’s disciples that God send down to them a ban-
quet table (Q 5:110-18), perhaps a Qur’anic reconfiguration of aspects
of the Last Supper and the feeding of the multitude. The concluding
verse of Surah 61, Q 61:14, depicts Jesus’s confrontation with unbe-
lieving Israelites and provides a more elaborate parallel to a verse in
Surah 3’s outlook on Jesus’s adult ministry (Q 3:52). Further Qur’anic
material about Jesus will be referenced at the appropriate places in
what follows.

The two extended Jesus-and-Mary pericopes in Surahs 3 and 19
display considerable overlap in wording and narrative detail, as illus-
trated by Mary’s astonished response to the annunciation of Jesus’s
birth in Q 3:47 and 19:20. At the same time, the two pericopes also
comprise separate content — for example, Mary’s delivery of her son,
which is only recounted in Surah 19 — and show distinctive charac-
teristics and emphases. For instance, Surah 19 has Mary receive the

4 See Ali 2017 with many further references.
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annunciation of Jesus’s birth from God’s ‘spirit’, who in this context
is a quasi-angelic figure presenting himself in human form (Q 19:17)
and evidently corresponds to the angel Gabriel in Luke 1:26-38. In
Surah 3, however, Mary is accosted not by an individual ‘spirit’ but
rather by ‘the angels’ in the plural (Q 3:45), just like Zechariah earlier
in the same pericope (Q 3:39).°

To give a further illustration of the relationship between the
Jesus-and-Mary narratives in Surahs 3 and 19, both closely link the
figure of Jesus to John (the Baptist) and the latter’s father Zechariah,
in keeping with Luke 1 and the Christian tradition in general (while
toning down the standard Christian casting of John as a lesser fore-
runner of Jesus).® Yet the narrative organization of both Qur’anic
passages is quite distinct. Surah 19 presents the annunciation and
birth of John and of Jesus as formally self-contained episodes that are
placed back-to-back in a larger narrative cycle (vv. 2—15 on Zechariah
and John, vv. 16—40 on Mary and Jesus). This is not dissimilar to the
way in which Luke 1 first reports the foretelling of the birth of John
(vv. 5—25) and then that of Jesus (vv. 26-38). By contrast, Surah 3
fuses the two stories into an overarching narrative sweep. An impor-
tant commonality, in any case, is that neither Surah 3 nor Surah 19
shows a particular interest in Jesus’s adult life, which is only treated
in the form of a rather perfunctory flash-forward in Q 3:48-57 and
virtually absent from Surah 19.

When placed against the customary distinction between two
stages of the Qur’an’s genesis, an earlier Meccan and a later Medinan
one, the only Meccan passage among the material reviewed so far is
Surah 19. Assuming the tenability of a linear chronology of Qur’anic
passages (which is not uncontroversial in current scholarship), we
may therefore view Q 3:33-63 as a secondary retelling of Q 19:2—40.
While reprising the annunciations of John and Jesus from Surah 19,
Surah 3 bookends them with a prequel narrating the birth of Mary
herself, at the one end, and a concise overview of Jesus’s later minis-
try up until his departure from the world, at the other end (Q 3:55).
The phenomenon of secondary retelling that is exemplified by the
Jesus-and-Mary pericopes in Surahs 19 and 3 is not uncommon for
Qur’anic narrative.

5 Both Zechariah and Mary are also depicted as conversing with a singular interlocutor
(“he said”) and using the address “O my Lord,” implying that they are speaking to
God himself, presumably via angelic intermediaries (Q 3:40.47).

But see Q 3:39.



THE ISLAMIC JESUS I41

THE LIVES OF MARY AND JESUS ACCORDING
TO THE QUR’AN

As just noted, the Medinan Surah 3 commences its extended pericope
on Jesus and Mary by relaying the circumstances of the latter’s birth:
Mary’s mother, identified as ‘the wife of ITmran’, dedicates the child
growing in her womb to God (Q 3:35). This child subsequently turns
out to be a daughter, who is named Mary (Q 3:36). Mary is then assigned
to the care of Zechariah, who visits her in the Israelite sanctuary and
is surprised to find her miraculously well provisioned with food, which
Mary credits to God (Q 3:37). Perhaps because he is inspired by this
display of God’s munificence, Zechariah petitions God for progeny of
his own (Q 3:38; cf. Q 19:2-6) and is told by the angels that his plea
will be granted in the form of a son called John (Q 3:39). As in Surah 19,
Zechariah is incredulous at this promise, given that his wife is old and
barren, and asks for a confirmatory ‘sign’. In consequence, Zechariah is
struck with muteness for three days, forcing him to communicate by
gestures (Q 3:40-41; cf. Q 19:8-11). Unlike the corresponding biblical
verse, Luke 1:20, the Qur’an does not cast Zechariah’s muteness as a
penalty for his incredulity but simply as a miraculous corroboration of
God’s ability to transcend and transform the ordinary course of things.
(In the Bible, Zechariah is also mute for much longer.) The narrative
then shifts back to Mary, who is told by ‘the angels’ that God has ‘cho-
sen’ her ‘above the women of the world’ (Q 3:42; cf. Luke 1:42) and
that she, too, will bear a son, to be called ‘the Messiah (al-masih) Jesus,
son of Mary’ (Q 3:45). Both Surah 3 and Surah 19 cite Mary’s objec-
tion that ‘no man has touched me’ (Q 3:47, 19:20), and Surah 3 has her
angelic interlocutor explain that ‘when God decides on something, he
merely says to it, “Be,” and it is’ (Q 3:47). The Qur’an’s endorsement
of Jesus’s virginal conception is therefore clear, even if Mary’s impreg-
nation with Jesus is explicitly reported only in Q 19:22. Elsewhere, the
Qur’an’s divine voice explains that Mary ‘guarded her chastity and we
breathed our spirit into her’ (Q 21:91; cf. Q 66:12), just as God breathed
his spirit into Adam (Q 15:29, 32:9, 38:72). If one defensibly construes
Q 21:91 and 66:12 to indicate a certain degree of ontological affinity
between God and Jesus, it is an affinity that is not peculiar to Jesus but
rather encompasses all humans via their ancestor Adam (though the
figure of Jesus might perhaps be seen as a peculiar heightening of this
general affinity).

Surah 3’s annunciation scene ends with a summary of the principal
feats and miracles performed by Mary’s son, just as the Lukan Gabriel
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similarly follows up the annunciation with a prediction of Jesus’s future
prominence (Luke 1:32-33). Thus, Jesus will speak in the cradle (Q 3:46);
he will, with God’s permission, breathe life into birds from clay; and
he will cure the sick and resurrect the dead (Q 3:49; cf. Q 5:110). The
Qur’an moreover underlines Jesus’s continuity with the Mosaic law
rather than his abrogation of it: according to Q 3:50, Jesus will ‘confirm
what precedes him of the Torah’ (cf. Q 5:46 and 61:6), although he will
also ‘make lawful’ a number of things previously forbidden.

As several cross-references have already indicated, Zechariah’s
plea for progeny and his subsequent muteness as well as the annunci-
ation of Jesus’s birth to Mary, all of which Surah 3 reprises from Surah
19, have obvious biblical counterparts in Luke 1. The remainder of the
storyline just summarized from Surah 3, however, closely parallels
an important extrabiblical text, the Protoevangelium of James, which
begins with a very similar, though much more detailed, account of
the birth and childhood of Mary. Such conspicuous engagement with
narrative traditions from the Protoevangelium is largely confined to
the Medinan retelling of Mary’s story in Surah 3 and accounts for
most of the latter’s separate content in comparison with Surah 19,
even if Jesus’s miraculous vivification of birds from clay, mentioned
in Q 3:49 (cf. 5:110), intersects instead with a scene in the Infancy
Gospel of Thomas 2.

Surah 3 not only presents additional material about Mary and Jesus
compared to the earlier Surah 19 but also shows certain omissions.
Specifically, since Surah 3 segues directly from the annunciation scene
to a catalogue of Jesus’s future accomplishments, it skips (though does
not negate) the climax of the Jesus-and-Mary narrative in Surah 19:
having conceived Jesus, Mary withdraws to a desolate place, where she
gives birth, without there being any clue in the text that Joseph might
have been in attendance (Q 19:22-23). In the midst of her solitary
labour, alone in the wilderness and presumably at her most vulnerable,
Mary cries out in despair (Q 19:23), upon which she is comforted by a
voice calling to her ‘from underneath her’ and directing her to a nearby
stream and palm tree that will fortify her (Q 19:24-26). This voice, one
infers, is in fact the infant Jesus speaking, who Q 3:46 predicts will
‘speak to people from the cradle’ (cf. Q 5:110). After delivering her son,
Mary returns to her people, and in a dramatic standoff they accuse her
of fornication when they see the unwed mother reappear with a new-
born child (Q 19:27-28). Mary’s detractors, however, are thoroughly
rebuffed when the infant Jesus again demonstrates his miraculous abil-
ity to speak (Q 19:29-33). The entire sequence drives home how God
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delivers and vindicates righteous believers who find themselves iso-
lated from or threatened by their contemporaries, a message also very
much in evidence in Surah 19’s Abraham pericope (Q 19:41-50). But
the infant Jesus’s address also stresses that he is nothing more than a
‘servant of God’ (Q 19:30), a rejection of Christian claims that is made
even more explicit in a concluding commentary (Q 19:34-40), probably
a secondary addition.

A striking feature of Surah 19’s nativity scene is the fact that
the latter shows no overlap with the canonical accounts of the birth
of Jesus in Matthew and Luke, despite the fact that the annuncia-
tion of Jesus conveyed to Mary in both Q 19:17-21 and 3:45-47 does
have considerable affinity with Luke 1:26-38. Instead of the familiar
Bethlehem setting of the Christian nativity, we saw that the Qur’an
depicts Mary as giving birth to Jesus in solitude and as being nourished
by a nearby stream and palm tree. The Qur’anic narrative here tele-
scopes the nativity with a miracle that the Christian tradition places
at a later moment in the life of the infant Jesus, during the flight of the
Holy Family to Egypt. The scene is best known from the Latin Gospel
of Pseudo-Matthew 20, but this rendition is reliant on older sources.”
Surah 19’s displacement of the palm tree miracle and its utilization as
an alternative nativity scene may well be original to the Qur’an. The
likely rationale of this narrative telescoping would have been to craft
a nativity scene that throws into relief what was just observed to be
a general message of the narratives in Surah 19: that God will mirac-
ulously aid the pious, however desperate their plight. The combined
nativity-cum-palm-tree scene from Surah 19 arguably underscores this
point far more concisely than a lengthy rehearsal of standard Christian
traditions around Jesus’s birth and childhood in their established nar-
rative order, with a host of additional dramatis personae (Joseph, the
Magi, Herod), might have done.

As already intimated, the Qur’an is fairly vague about later stages
of Jesus’s life. Apart from the various miracles already alluded to and
the confrontation between Jesus’s disciples and unbelieving Israelites
in Q 3:52 and 61:14, the most noteworthy Qur’anic statement about
Jesus’s adult ministry is an apparent denial of his death by crucifixion
in Q 4:157 that has given rise to considerable interpretive debate.® The
verse occurs in the context of a list of polemical accusations against
the ‘scripture-owners’, which here seem to intend the Israelites in

7 See Shoemaker 2003, 18-21.
8 E.g. Lawson 2009, Reynolds 2009, and Mourad 2011.
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particular. These opponents are inter alia said to have broken God’s
covenant and killed his prophets (Q 4:155), two tropes of Christian anti-
Judaism. The opponents are then further taken to task for claiming, ‘We
have killed the Messiah (al-masih) Jesus, son of Mary, God’s messen-
ger’, to which the Qur’an’s divine voice responds that ‘they did not kill
him nor crucify him; rather, it was made to appear to them thus (shub-
biha lahum) (Q 4:157). As the following verse goes on to assert, what
really transpired is that God ‘raised’ Jesus ‘up to himself’ (Q 4:158). This
statement pertinently connects to a verse from the summary of Jesus’s
adult ministry in Surah 3: ‘And [recall] when God said, “O Jesus, [ am
taking you from life (mutawaffika) and am raising you up to me and am
cleansing you of the repudiators and am setting those who follow you
above the repudiators until the day of resurrection”’ (Q 3:55).

In the post-Qur’anic tradition, Q 4:157 spawned stories according
to which the victim of the crucifixion was not Jesus but somebody else
whom God had ‘caused to look similar’ (Arabic shabbaha, the verb
employed in Q 4:157) to Jesus.® Such post-Qur’anic traditions likely
draw on ancient Gnostic ideas to the effect that Simon of Cyrene was
crucified instead of Jesus (cf. already Irenaeus, Haer. 1.24.4 and related
affirmations at Nag Hammadi). It is uncertain that the Qur’an itself
is endorsing such a substitutionist account of the crucifixion, since
it does not explicitly refer to anyone taking Jesus’s place. Rather, the
Qur’an’s main concern is to highlight that Jesus, a divinely appointed
messenger, did not fall victim to his opponents: as Suleiman Mourad
has written, ‘the crucifixion of Jesus does not represent a defeat of
God’.*° After all, the Qur’an takes for granted that God will not for-
sake his messengers but will instead vindicate and deliver them in the
face of their unbelieving enemies (e.g. Q 10:103, 40:51)."" In keeping
with this governing assumption, the alleged vaunt by the Israelites that
they killed Jesus, ‘God’s messenger’, cited in Q 4:157, is bound to be
Qur’anically objectionable.

Does this mean, though, that Jesus did not really die? Not nec-
essarily: especially in view of Q 3:55, cited immediately before the
preceding paragraph, the Qur’an may well be accepting Jesus’s demise,

9  See, e.g., Brinner 2002, 671.

Mourad 20171, 356.

An attentive reader will wonder whether this claim is not refuted by the reference
to Jewish prophet-killing in Q 4:155. However, the Qur’an frequently seems to make
a distinction between prophets (singular nabiyy) and messengers (singular rasiil),
though Jesus and some other figures are accorded both titles. The premise of divine
deliverance is primarily associated with messengers, not with prophets.

II
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but with the crucial caveat that his death was not caused by his per-
secutors but rather was God’s way of shielding Jesus from the mach-
inations of his foes. Hence, Jesus’s departure from life, his ascension
or ‘lifting-up towards’ God, did presumably not involve suffering and
humiliation; yet it may well have involved a terminal cessation of
Jesus’s vital functions. In this regard, Jesus’s eventual fate would
be similar to that of committed believers who are killed in battle,
as per Q 3:169: ‘Do not consider those killed on God’s path as dead.
They are rather alive in God’s presence, receiving provision’ (simi-
larly Q 2:154)."* Perhaps, then, Jesus did indeed die, though not as a
consequence of the actions of his opponents, and was subsequently
resurrected and raised up into God’s presence ahead of the general res-
urrection of the dead. That Jesus’s elevation into God’s proximity did
include his bodily demise is in fact strongly suggested by the general
Qur’anic principle that ‘everyone shall taste death’ (Q 3:185, 21:35,
29:57), as well as by Q 19:33, where Jesus himself alludes to the day of
his death and his subsequent resurrection.’

The line of interpretation just developed is compatible with the
standard Christian idea that Jesus was indeed nailed to a cross and bur-
ied but subsequently revealed himself to be alive (again). In fact, one
might go so far as to consider rendering the segment ‘they did not kill
him nor crucify him’ (wa-ma gatalihu wa-ma salabuihu) from Q 4:157
as ‘they did not kill him by crucifying him’'* or ‘they did not kill him
and end his life on the cross’. Where the preceding interpretation of
Q 4:157 nonetheless diverges quite substantially from mainstream
Christianity is in attaching no salvific importance to the crucifixion:
the event was not a vicarious sacrifice of Jesus on behalf of human-
ity but simply a convenient means by which God removed Jesus from
his persecutors, just as God reportedly protected Abraham from being
burnt alive (Q 21:69)."

The Qur’an applies a certain number of epithets and character-
izations to Jesus that call for comment. While Jesus is repeatedly
called al-masih, an Arabization of ‘Messiah’ (Q 3:45, 4:157.171.172,

> See Robinson 2003, 18 and 19, and Mourad 2011, 354.

13 It is sometimes argued that Q 4:159 entails that Jesus’s death lies in the eschatolog-
ical future rather than in the past, in accordance with a widespread post-Qur’anic
opinion. However, there is an alternative interpretation that avoids this inference
(Robinson 1991, 78-89; Reynolds 2009, 247-48).

4 Thus Mourad 2011, 354 (though without the italics).

'S In the case of Abraham, of course, this almost certainly did not entail a cessation of
his vital functions, and the Qur’an reports on subsequent events from Abraham’s life.
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§:17.72.75, 9:30.31), the Islamic scripture seems to be using the
expression merely as an established honorific that is to all intents and
purposes part of Jesus’s personal name, just as ‘Christ’ might behave
in theologically uninformed English usage. One verse, Q 4:171, fur-
thermore describes Jesus as ‘God’s messenger and his word, which he
cast upon Mary, and his spirit’. Here, the reference to Jesus as God’s
‘word’ (cf. also Q 3:39.45) might remind Christian readers of the con-
cept of a pre-existent Iogos as put forward in John 1. However, the
Qur’anic meaning of the expression is far more likely to be connected
to the idea that Jesus’s conception was effected by God'’s creative fiat
(Q 3:47.59), and perhaps also to Jesus’s miraculous ability to speak
“from the cradle’ (Q 3:46). Finally, when Q 4:171 calls Jesus God’s
‘spirit’ (literally, ‘a spirit from him’), this reflects the insufflation of
God’s spirit into Mary according to Q 21:91 and Q 66:12 (see earlier
in this section) as well as statements to the effect that God fortified
Jesus with ‘the holy spirit’ (Q 2:87.253, 5:110). Fortification by God’s
spirit, it should be noted, is not limited to Jesus but also reported of
the Qur’anic community of believers (Q §8:22). It is important, there-
fore, not to be misled by superficial resemblances between Qur’anic
and established Christian nomenclature and to remain alert to the
Qur’an’s semantic specificity.

JESUS IN POST-QUR’ANIC ISLAM: A COMPOSITE
CHARACTER PROFILE

Images of Jesus in post-Qur’anic Islam build upon and flesh out the
Qur’anic material just reviewed, which leaves significant gaps. As with
other biblical figures, the early Islamic tradition amplifies Qur’anic
statements about Jesus by recourse to select Christian (or, in other
cases, Jewish) elements. For instance, the chapter on Zechariah, John,
Mary, and Jesus that is found in a well-known work on prophetic his-
tory by al-Tha‘labi (d. 1035 cE) collates a host of extra-Qur’anic tradi-
tions presenting the reader with characters like Joseph, Herod, Lazarus,
Simon, Judas, and Mary Magdalene.’® On occasion, the evident reliance
on Christian lore is made explicit by formulations such as ‘Christian
scholars have said that...” or ‘I asked one of the monks’.’” To adduce
one specific example, al-Tha‘labi cites a retelling of the Last Supper
and the crucifixion, attributed to the early traditionist Wahb ibn

6 Brinner 2002, 622-80.

7 Brinner 2002, 636 and 641.



THE ISLAMIC JESUS 147

Munabbih (d. 728 ce?), which is replete with specific New Testament
detail, such as the struggle of Jesus’s disciples to remain awake, Peter’s
repeated denial of being connected to Jesus, thirty silver coins, and
thorns.'® At the same time, the passage contends that the victim of
the crucifixion was not Jesus but Judas, in line with a prevalent inter-
pretation of Q 4:157 that had emerged by the mid-700s. The narrative
thus exhibits an artful attempt to reconcile Qur’anic data with extra-
Qur’anic Christian material.®®

While al-Tha‘labi arranges his material in a linear and quasi-
biographical sequence, Islamic literature also preserves a very large
quantity of biographically decontextualized stories about and logia
attributed to Jesus, many of which have been collected and translated
by Tarif Khalidi.?® Much of this material presents Jesus as an exponent
of asceticism and world-renunciation (zuhd), an image of Jesus that is
found as early as the compilations of miscellaneous renunciant tradi-
tions by ‘Abdallah ibn al-Mubarak (d. 797 ce) and Ahmad ibn Hanbal
(d. 855 cE). The ascetic dimension of Jesus is well illustrated by an
anecdote according to which he cast away even his cup and his comb
when observing someone else combing his hair with his fingers and
another person drinking with his hands cupped (Khalidi 2001, no. 222;
Schimmel 2018, 31). The narration harks back to a similar anecdote
that Diogenes Laertius recounts of his namesake, the Cynic philos-
opher Diogenes, in Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.2.37. Pushing
Jesus’s voluntary poverty yet further, Abt Bakr ibn Abi al-Dunya
(d. 894 ck) and various later writers, including the Persian poets Sana’t
(d. ca. 1130 cE) and ‘Attar (d. 1220 cE), recount that Jesus abandoned
even the stone on which he was resting his head when mocked by
Satan for being satisfied with it (Khalidi 2001, no. 119; Nurbakhsh
2012, 76-78; Schimmel 2018, 35-36). The story is a distant relative of
Jesus’s temptation by Satan in the New Testament (e.g. Matt 4:1-11),
which has additional Islamic parallels.*' But what is most notable is,
again, the ascetic slant that this particular version of an encounter
between Jesus and Satan imposes on the character of Jesus. Further
ascetic traits reported of Jesus are his meagre possessions, his gar-
ments of coarse wool, and his homelessness.>?

8 Brinner 2002, 670-71.

19 Andrae 1987, 26.

20 Khalidi 2001.

2! Por other encounters between Jesus and Satan, see Khalidi 2001, nos 34 (closest to the
Gospel story), 206, 240, 278, 281, 285, 292, 300.

E.g. Khalidi 2001, nos 60, 76-78, 110, 136, 220, 302.

22
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In keeping with his austere lifestyle, the Islamic Jesus is frequently
invoked in a didactic capacity, by observing and discoursing on the
treachery and ephemerality of the world. One report, preserved by Abu
Bakr ibn Abi al-Dunya and again elaborated in the poetry of ‘Attar,
describes Jesus’s allegorical vision of the world in the form of a tooth-
less hag decked out with adornments who has slain all of her previous
husbands (Khalidi 2001, no. 106; Schimmel 2018, 49-50). Another tale,
once again with an early attestation in Abt Bakr ibn Abi al-Dunys3,
shows Jesus in the company of a man unable to admit having stolen a
loaf of bread, culminating in a Sergio Leone-style finale in which Jesus’s
companion and two equally rapacious passers-by end up murdering one
another for the sake of a treasure of gold that Jesus had created from
earth and sand. ‘This is the world; beware of it!, Jesus remarks when
passing the three corpses (Khalidi 2001, no. 108).

The degree to which Jesus is here depicted as a mere observer failing
to have any transformative impact on his fellow traveller and without
any redemptive ambitions vis-a-vis ‘the world’ is particularly intrigu-
ing when compared to his Christian incarnation. Even stories with a
happier ending can cast Jesus as an observer providing retrospective
commentary on initially puzzling turns of events rather than as him-
self being a catalyst of human change and repentance (Khalidi 2001,
nos 144-45). Nonetheless, the Islamic Jesus does have features that are
highly redolent of the Jesus of the Gospels, such as calling for humility
and mercy, condemning ostentation, offering both of his cheeks to be
slapped, requiting insults with blessings, and washing the feet of his
disciples.?? In time, Sufism-affiliated authors like al-Ghazali (d. r111)
came to augment Jesus’s austere and renunciant personality in early
Islamic sources with more mystical themes of loving immersion in, and
experiential knowledge of, God.>*

It is pertinent to observe that Jesus’s commitment to an ascetic
or renunciant lifestyle is not at all suggested by what the Qur’an has
to say about him but rather is rooted in the importance of ascetic
currents in early post-Qur’anic Islam, an archaic religious orienta-
tion that was eventually co-opted into the Sufi tradition with its
more mystical stress on the possibility of experiential communion
with God.?> Why did this early Islamic ascetic mood come to attach

23 E.g. Khalidi 2001, nos 3, 4, 9, 29, 56, 66, 80, 100, 269; see also Andrae 1987,
17; Nurbakhsh 2012, 105-6; Schimmel 2018, 52.

24 See Morrissey in press. Examples are Khalidi 2001, nos 209, 224, 225, 227, 238, 244.

25 See generally Melchert 2020.
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itself specifically to the figure of Jesus? One facilitating factor may
have been the biblical Jesus’s itinerant lifestyle, which is also fore-
grounded as a principal trait of his Muslim avatar (e.g. Khalidi 2001,
no. 135) and became enshrined in the etymological construct that
Jesus’s title al-masih is to be derived from the Arabic verb saha, ‘to
wander, to roam’. Another factor may have been the likely historical
link between early Muslim renunciant piety, on the one hand, and
Christian hermits and monks, on the other.?® It appears that the aus-
tere piety modelled by Christian eremites and monks was projected
onto Christianity’s eponym.

The logia that Islamic texts attribute to Jesus show an unmis-
takable imprint of Muslim concerns and preoccupations, including
traditions in which Jesus interprets or cites the Qur’an or serves
as a conduit of divine predictions of Islam, similar to Q 61:6.%7
Nonetheless, the material also stands in recognizable continuity with
the Jesus of the Gospels. As Khalidi notes, a significant number of
Jesus logia are constructed around a Gospel core or adopt identifiably
New Testament phraseology.?® Thus, Jesus addresses his listeners as
the ‘salt of the earth’, remarks that birds do not reap or plough, pre-
dicts the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, insists that ‘each day
brings with it his own sustenance’, and contrasts Moses’s prohibition
of adultery and false oaths with his own more far-reaching prohibi-
tion of even contemplating adultery or swearing by God at all (Khalidi
2001, nos 7, 15, 71, 78, 190). One report parenthetically notes Jesus’s
fondness for the formula ‘Truly I say to you...” (Khalidi 2001, no. 51;
cf. no. 31). A particularly fertile motif for Islamic reimaginations of
Jesus seems to have been his New Testament confrontation with the
Pharisees, which inspired sayings that are critical of scholars who
teach for gain, disseminate erroneous views, are conceited, or fail to
practice what they preach.?>®

The Islamic Jesus is, moreover, associated with multiple resurrec-
tion stories.?® Yet unlike their Gospel counterparts (e.g. the Lazarus
story in John 11:1-44), quite a few of these narratives feature Jesus

26 Andrae 1987, 7-32; Melchert 2020, 14-16.

27 See Khalidi 2001, nos 9 (on Q 18:30), 52 (on a frequent Qur’anic verse-closer found,
e.g., in Q 2:38), 53 (relating to Q 19:15.33), 87 and 271 (predictions of Islam).

Khalidi 2001, 33-34.

See Khalidi 2001, nos 16-17, 43, 67-68, 92—-94, 117, 122, 132, 196, 199, 2013, 213,
260, 268, 276, 285, 293, 299.

In addition to the following references, see Khalidi 2001, nos 50, 59, 252, as well as
Schimmel 2018, 54-56, 69—79, and Nurbakhsh 2012, 114-17.
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interrogating dead persons or skulls about their life, the circumstances
of their death, or their fate in the afterlife, without subsequently bring-
ing them back to life for good.3* In one case, Jesus expressly refuses to
let a resurrected father continue to live, seeing that ‘he no longer has
any means of subsistence’ (Khalidi 2001, no. 247). In another story,
however, an inmate of hell is allowed to remain alive, spends twelve
years worshipping God, and thus redeems herself (Khalidi 2001, no.
186). That resurrection can be an emphatically mixed blessing is
exemplified by an anecdote in which a believing woman is resurrected
at the behest of her widower but then proceeds to elope with a prince,
causing her to die as an unbeliever (Khalidi 2001, no. 284). As in some
other tales, Jesus here appears as a detached observer of human folly
and of the multifarious temptations that the world holds in store.
Sometimes, though not always, the resurrection stories just sur-
veyed make it explicit that the one effecting the resurrection is not
Jesus himself but rather God or that Jesus resurrects the person in ques-
tion only with God’s permission and aid (e.g. Khalidi 2001, nos 23, 113,
186, 198, 252). This is in keeping with the fact that the Qur’an, too,
underscores that Jesus’s miracles were only possible with God’s per-
mission (Q 3:49, 5:110). Traditions foregrounding that the true agent
of resurrection is God rather than Jesus tie in with a pervasive stress
on Jesus’s humanity and limitations. For example, Jesus is depicted as
being ignorant of the time of the eschatological hour or as crying out
in anguish when the hour is mentioned in his presence (Khalidi 2007,
nos 5-6, 38). In one of his encounters with Satan, Jesus professes that
he does not know whether God ‘will save me or not’ (Khalidi 2007,
no. 34), thus casting Jesus in the same position as other renunciants
who were consumed by terror at the danger of damnation. In fact, in
one logion Jesus expresses the hope that a pious ‘friend of God’ will
intercede for his sins (Nurbakhsh 2012, 127). Other traditions portray
Jesus as having been distracted from immersion in God by the thought
of bread, occasioning the veiled rebuke of an old ‘friend of God’, and as
less meritorious than John (Khalidi 2001, nos 124, 209; cf. nos 39 and
239).3*> One utterance has Jesus affirm expressly that ‘the world existed
and I was not in it’ (Khalidi 2001, no. 111), thus precluding his identifi-
cation with the pre-existent divine logos evoked in John 1. Perhaps the

31 Khalidi 2002, nos 23, 113, 198, 234, 248, 252. See also Nurbakhsh 2012, 119-21, and
Schimmel 2018, 71-73.

3> For an opposite assessment, by Rami, see Schimmel 2018, 41. According to Khalidi
2001, no. 53, God “recognized the merit of them both.”
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most memorable expression of this concern to highlight that Jesus too
was beset by a degree of imperfection is an anecdote popular in later
Persian poets like Sana’1, ‘Attar, and Romi (d. 1273 ct): When Jesus
was lifted up to God, he was found to have carried a needle with him,
indicating that even the paradigmatic renunciant Jesus did not manage
to shed all worldly ties (Schimmel 2018, 92—95). Owing to this minor
infraction, it is said, Jesus was not permitted to dwell with God himself
but resides only in the fourth heaven.

A final dimension of the post-Qur’anic Islamic Jesus is his
apocalyptic role in an Islamicized version of his second coming.33
Jesus, believed to have been continuously alive after his rescue from
the crucifixion, will return at the end of times to kill a false messiah
called the Dajjal (‘Deceiver’), ‘break crosses and kill swine’, espouse
Islam, and finally die, thereby ushering in the end of the world.
While Sunnis sometimes found Jesus a convenient means of coun-
terbalancing Shi’ite portrayals of the alternative messianic figure of
the Mahdi or ‘Rightly Guided One’, a wide-ranging study has found
that Jesus’s role in Muslim apocalyptic scenarios was likely early and
reduced over time.34 Like Jesus’s asceticism, Jesus’s role in the events
leading up to the end of the world has little support in the Qur’an. One
verse, Q 4:159, does admittedly announce that on the day of judgement
Jesus will serve as a ‘witness against’ the ‘scripture-owners’ (i.e. Jews
and Christians), but an equivalent role will be played by other messen-

gers (e.g. Q 4:41).35

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Neither the Qur’anic nor the post-Qur’anic Islamic Jesus is a metaphysi-
cal reality, an object of complex theological speculation like his Christian
counterpart. Rather, in the Qur’an Jesus is principally prominent as
the infant son of Mary, a ‘servant of God’, whose virginal conception
and miracle-working illustrate God’s power and gracious engagement
with humankind but whose status is grievously misconstrued by his
professed Christian followers. Post-Qur’anic Islam, meanwhile, casts
Jesus as an ascetic, an authoritative moral teacher, and a protagonist in
the apocalyptic drama. Jesus’s humanity and subordination to God are

33 Jeffery 1951; Cook 2002, 93-109, 172-77.

34 Cook 2002, 173, 212-13, 323-24. See also Reynolds 2009, 250-51.

35 Robinson 1991, 87. Another oft-quoted prooftext for Jesus’s eschatological role,
Q 43:61, is not conclusive. See Robinson 1991, 90-93, and Reynolds 2009, 248-49.
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often underscored, which contributes to a general impression that Jesus
does not exercise miraculous or salvific powers in his own right.

The preceding glimpses at Islamic construals of Jesus allow us
to isolate, with all due caution, the kernel of what one might call an
Islamic Christology, in the sense of a principled doctrinal stance on
Jesus: his life, teaching, and actions tend to be valorized as manifesting
divine agency or exemplary human piety, as far as this is compatible
with the fundamental Islamic premise that Jesus must not be ontolog-
ically assimilated to God any more than other creatures. Historically,
this is an understanding of Jesus that may be viewed as due to a critical
reception of Christian lore and doctrine from the vantage point afforded
by the adamant monotheism that forms the Qur’an’s doctrinal cen-
trepiece. Thus understood, Islamic Christology is a secondary response
to mainstream (i.e. Pauline and Nicaean) Christianity.

It is true that writers from John Toland (d. 1722) to the contem-
porary Turkish author Mustafa Akyol have suggested that what the
Qur’an has to say about Jesus resembles, and may even be histori-
cally continuous with, certain early Christian views of Jesus that have
been subsumed under the label ‘Jewish Christianity’.3 To the present
author at least, such a Jewish-Christian genealogy of the Qur’anic Jesus
seems unlikely on a number of well-rehearsed counts (such as the lack
of any attestation for a survival until the seventh century ce of forms
of Christianity that are describable as ‘Jewish Christianity’, however
defined). And yet the Qur’an’s prophetic and non-divine Christology,
which nonetheless accepts Jesus’s virgin birth and his ascension to God,
and perhaps even his death on the cross, may be viewed as a fundamen-
tally coherent and theologically stimulating alternative to mainstream
Christianity’s view of Christ as a divine saviour, wherever one ulti-
mately ends up pledging confessional allegiance (if any).
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10 Jesus in Christian Material Culture

JEREMIAH COOGAN

From the early Jesus movement onward, Christians have experienced
the presence and power of Jesus mediated through material objects.
Through texts, visual depictions, and other objects, Christians both
represent (depict) and re-present (make present) Jesus in their own
contexts. This chapter offers a series of soundings of these dynamics,
focusing especially on evidence from the first five centuries CE that
reflects the presence and power of Jesus in the materiality of text, lit-
urgy, relic, and symbol. These early Christian theologies and practices
continue to reverberate in later historical periods, across cultural con-
texts and social locations.

I begin with the fictional correspondence between Jesus and
Abgar V of Edessa. The variegated ways that people from antiquity
onward have used this correspondence illuminate themes in Jesus’s
material reception that extend to other texts and artifacts. I then
survey varied ways in which early Christians understood gospel texts
as manifesting Jesus’s presence and power in material form. The the-
ologies and practices surrounding sacraments and relics similarly
reflect the twin dynamics of representation and re-presentation.
This in turn invites consideration of the rich symbolic vocabular-
ies, instantiated in varied material objects, through which Jesus is
remembered and reimagined. I conclude with a discussion of how
these phenomena reflect a capacious theological dialectic of Jesus’s
presence and absence.

JESUS AND ABGAR

Writing early in the fourth century, the bishop and historian Eusebius
of Caesarea (ca. 260-339/40 CE) recounts a story about Abgar V, ruler of
Edessa (present-day Urfa in Turkiye). Abgar’s “body was being wracked
by a fearsome ailment that could not be cured by any human power”
(Hist. eccl. 1.13.2, trans. Schott). Having heard of Jesus’s marvelous
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deeds, Abgar dispatches messengers entreating Jesus to come heal him.
Yet Jesus is reluctant to interrupt his ministry in Galilee and Judea
for a journey to Mesopotamia. As Eusebius writes, “Jesus ... did not
answer the supplicant’s request at that time, but rather deemed him
worthy of a personal letter and undertook to send one of his disciples
to cure the disease and to offer salvation both to him and to all who
belonged to him” (Hist. eccl. 1.13.3, trans. Schott).’ In subsequent
centuries, this “personal letter” took on a vibrant life of its own as
an object instantiating Jesus’s presence and power. The history of the
Abgar correspondence thus illuminates several central dynamics in the
material reception of Jesus.

For Eusebius, the Abgar correspondence connects Christian liter-
ary history to Jesus himself. Eusebius claims that he has found and
translated the autographs of Abgar’s letter and Jesus’s response pre-
served in Edessa’s archives (Hist. eccl. 1.13.5, 22; cf. Egeria, Itin. 17.1).
The assertion of a verifiable material record advances Eusebius’s bib-
liographic history of early Christianity, with its focus on books and
documents, real and imagined. Nor is Eusebius the only one to appeal
to ancient manuscripts to support claims about Jesus. Justin of Rome
(d. ca. 165), for example, appeals to the archived acta of Pilate (1 Apol.
35.9; 48.3), while even in the twenty-first century, manuscript discov-
eries are deployed as sources for new revelations about Jesus’s life and
message (Jacobs 2023).

The Abgar correspondence exhibits remarkable vitality beyond
Eusebius’s history. From the fourth century onward, people used
Jesus’s letter to ward off disease, injury, and other malevolent forces.
(We observe the same dynamics for gospel amulets, discussed later in
this chapter.) At least twenty-two Greek and Coptic artifacts from late
ancient Egypt preserve forms of the Abgar correspondence, written var-
iously on wood, ostraca, papyrus, parchment, and limestone. It also
appears in inscriptions from Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and the Aegean.
As]J. Gregory Given (2016) demonstrates, these artifacts adapt the Abgar
correspondence as the specific circumstances demand.

One such object is a small papyrus amulet excavated in Egypt and
dated between the seventh and ninth centuries cg, known as P. Mich.
inv. 6213 (Wilfong and Sullivan 2005) (Figure 1). The extant Coptic text
includes the following conclusion to Jesus’s letter to Abgar:

1

We observe resonances with gospel narratives in which Jesus heals from a distance
with a word (Matthew 8:5-13 // Luke 7:1-10) or with the healing properties of fabric
that had touched Paul in Acts (19:12).
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Figure 1 Papyrus amulet with correspondence of Jesus and Abgar
in Sahidic Coptic (seventh to ninth centuries cg). P. Mich. inv.
6213 verso, University of Michigan Library, Ann Arbor, Michigan.
Photo: Used with permission.

They will hear it to the end of the world, and the generations who
will come after you in your whole country. It is I, Jesus, who have
written this letter with my hand. [As for] the place where one will
affix this manuscript, no power of the adversary, nor any activity
of the unclean spirit will be able to come near that place forever.>

This translation follows Wilfong and Sullivan 2005, 113, including their recon-
structions of the text.
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In contrast to Eusebius’s version, this amulet emphasizes that the text
has been written by Jesus himself and asserts the efficacy of the writ-
ten object to counteract the power of unclean spirits. It is not primarily
an object to be read but an object of physical power. The text written
by Jesus’s own hand — and apparently even a copy of it — has the power
to heal ailments and ward off disease. Several late ancient amulets
containing the Abgar correspondence exhibit patterns of damage that
result from being worn or carried until the physical writing surface
wore out (e.g. P. Vind. K 08636, fifth century ck). This use continues.
Even in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England, people reportedly
used framed copies of this text to defend against harm (Given 2016).
Transformations of the Abgar narrative introduce a further aspect of
Jesus’s material reception. The late fourth- or early fifth-century Syriac
text known as the Teaching of Addai expands the story. Hanan, one of
Abgar’s messengers, paints a portrait of Jesus to bring back to Edessa
(Doctr. Add. 6.1—2). This is the earliest attestation of the Mandylion
portrait, an icon that was kept in Edessa until it was translated to

Figure 2 Triptych with the Mandylion. Russian (1637 CE).
Inv. no. 1975.87, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York.
Photo: Public domain.
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Constantinople in 944 ck. Later developments of the tradition main-
tain that the image was created by the imprint of Jesus’s face onto the
cloth as an acheiropoieton, an image “not made by human hands.”
This iconography continues to be used for divine assistance and protec-
tion, as in the seventeenth-century Muscovite icon shown as Figure 2
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no. 1975.87).

MATERIAL TEXTS

As the history of the Abgar correspondence reveals, the material text
can manifest Jesus’s power and presence. His handwritten trace or
visual form is materialized through amulets, inscriptions, icons, and
other objects. Nor is the Abgar legend the only context in which we
see the idea of Jesus powerfully acting or even physically present in
textual form. These dynamics attend textual objects in varied media,
from amulets on scraps and single sheets, to miniature codices, to
large-format books. Just as the theological significance of these objects
exceeds their textual content, scriptural theologies and practices are
not limited to readers or intellectuals. As John Lowden writes, “as the
cross is an image of Christ, so is the gospel book” (Lowden 2007, 28).
The theological conviction that the gospel book manifests the pres-
ence of Jesus himself illuminates early Christian practices and con-
flicts, and continues to influence Christian scriptural theologies and
practices today.

Widespread preference for the codex is a distinctive feature of
early Christian book culture. The preference for this particular mate-
rial form of the book — a format with a spine and pages, often associ-
ated in the Roman Mediterranean with workaday texts and non-elite
reading — is part of how the book-as-object marked Christian iden-
tity (Hurtado 2006, 43-93). The codex and graphic conventions such
as nomina sacra (discussed in the section “Signs and Symbols”) are
the oldest attested elements of a Christian material culture. The sig-
nificance of the book as a symbol of identity is best understood in a
broader context in which the Christian sacred book, especially the
gospel codex, was understood as embodying divine speech and even
the presence of Jesus the divine logos (cf. John 1:1). Keith (2020)
has argued that early Christian reading events articulated the gos-
pel book as a physical embodiment of the kerygmatic message and
an iconic representation of Jesus’s presence. The gospel book repre-
sented, even re-presented, both its theological content and the person
it proclaimed, Jesus Christ. The practice of bringing the gospel book
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into the congregation for liturgical reading, symbolizing the affirma-
tion that “the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14),
offers a dynamic expression of this scriptural theology. The symbolic
alignment of Christ with the book is reflected in the Pantocrator at
the eastern end of many churches from late antiquity onward, where
Christ is often shown holding a codex (Watson 2007, 481).

This theological significance of the gospel book extends beyond
the emergent fourfold gospel of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.
Varied early Christian movements imagined Jesus as manifested or
even embodied in the book. The second-century thinker Valentinus
and his followers embraced theologies of the book in which Jesus was
imagined as scripturally embodied in textual artifacts; in the Gospel of
Truth (NHC I 3), Jesus is crucified in the form of the book (Gos. Truth
20.21-39; Kreps 2022). Moreover, as the Abgar correspondence reminds
us, Jesus’s textual presence extends beyond the “book” to other writ-
ten artifacts. The significance of these reading events and these textual
objects is intertwined with how early Christians understood and expe-
rienced the presence and power of Jesus.

Early Christians used texts about Jesus as objects of power
(Coogan 2018). Both gospel books and other textual objects might
be employed to repel evil or provide healing. The second- or third-
century Acts of Andrew describes a woman using “the gospel” to
repel sexual assault: “Trophima in the brothel prayed continu-
ally, and had the gospel on her bosom, and no one could approach
her” (Acts Andr. epitome 23). In fourth-century Antioch, John
Chrysostom (ca. 347-407 CE) refers to gospel books placed on thresh-
olds of houses to repel harm (Hom. Jo. 32). Augustine of Hippo (354—
430 CE) complains that congregants use the Gospel according to John
as a cure for fever (Tract. Ev. Jo. 7.12.2). While Augustine objects,
he acknowledges the gospel’s efficacy as an object of healing power.
The fifth-century Acts of Barnabas imagine that apostle using the
Gospel according to Matthew to heal someone (Acts Barn. 15). This
power extends beyond physical protection and healing. Epiphanius
of Salamis (d. 403) describes the spiritually transformative power of
the book as an object: “The mere sight of these books renders us less
inclined to sin and incites us to believe more firmly in righteous-
ness” (The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Epiphanius 8 (trans. Ward
1975); cf. Acts Andr. epitome 23, 28).

Powerful texts about Jesus could be worn or carried. Both literary
evidence and physical artifacts reflect the use of miniature codices,
books small enough to wear or carry. Chrysostom mentions women
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who wear gospels around their necks (Hom. Matt. 72.2; Adv. Tud. 8),
perhaps paralleling the example of Trophima from the Acts of Andrew.
These practices were not limited to the canonical gospels or to books.
Amulets on papyrus, parchment, and ostraca — from the ornate to
the inexpensive — excerpt and adapt texts about Jesus (De Bruyn and
Dijkstra 2011). Many combine multiple texts. At least seven Greek
and Coptic amulets from late ancient Egypt use opening lines (incipits)
from gospel books. As Joseph Sanzo argues, these incipits represent
a whole text in just a few lines (Sanzo 2014). As early as Origen of
Alexandria, Christian thinkers argue that stories about Jesus are effec-
tive in healing (Cels. 1.6). It is thus no surprise that we find amulets
containing short narratives (historiolae) about Jesus. In addition to the
Abgar narrative, we find narratives familiar from the canonical gospels,
often shortened and adapted.> Amulets may combine text and image,
as in the example of a small sixth- or seventh-century intaglio amulet
on hematite (Figure 3: Metropolitan Museum of Art 17.190.491). The
amulet creatively rewrites Jesus’s healing of the woman with a hemor-
rhage (cf. Mark 5:25-34; Luke 8:43-48). The front depicts the woman
kneeling before Jesus; the back depicts the woman standing in prayer.
These apotropaic and therapeutic practices reflect the use of textual
objects to access Jesus’s power and presence.

The power of “gospel” texts might also be deployed in other ways.
Christians from late antiquity onward used gospel books for book div-
ination (bibliomancy). In the fifth century, Augustine grudgingly con-
cedes that this practice is preferable to consulting daemons (Ep. §5.20).
As in bibliomantic practices using Homer or Vergil, a questioner (per-
haps assisted by an expert) would open the gospel text to a random page
and use the emergent passage as the response to their inquiry. Traces
of such divinatory uses are visible in manuscripts. Several manuscripts
of John are equipped with “interpretations” (hermeéneiai) that deploy
gospel text for oracular purposes; this phenomenon is attested in Greek,
Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, and Georgian manuscripts from late
antiquity and the Middle Ages (Metzger 1988). One such example is
P. CtYBR inv. 4641, a fifth- to seventh-century Coptic codex of John
(Jones 2014). Less frequently, hermeéneiai accompany other gospels
(e.g. Mark in the fifth-century Greek-Latin bilingual Codex Bezae).
Other divinatory texts echo the category “gospel” without offering a

3 Examples: Matt 4:23-24 (P. Oxy. 1077, sixth-century); Matt 27:62—64 + 28:2—5 (P. Oxy.
4406, fifth/sixth century); a reference to the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (P. Mon.
Epiph. 591, seventh century); Matt 11:25-30 (SO 24 [1945]: 121—40, fourth century).
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Figure 3 Intaglio amulet on hematite, depicting Jesus and woman
with hemorrhage (sixth or seventh century ck). Inv. no. 17.190.491,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York.

Photo: Public domain.
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gospel text in any traditional sense. For example, a sixth-century divi-
natory book in Sahidic Coptic strikingly titles itself the “Gospel of
the Lots of Mary” (Cambridge, Sackler Museum, inv. 1984.669; ed.
Luijendijk 2014). As with other divinatory gospel texts, the questioner
can open to a random page in search of guidance, yet this manuscript
consists only of the divinatory content. These bibliomantic uses of the
gospel reflect how Christians (and perhaps others) used material texts to
appeal to Jesus for guidance.

The gospel codex as a physical manifestation of Jesus’s presence
and power is not only a feature of “popular” religion but also plays a
role in legal practices and ecclesial conflicts. In the early fourth century
CE, Jesus’s physical presence in the (gospel) book becomes a potent site
of conflict. Starting in 303 cg, Diocletian and his co-emperors decreed
the destruction of Christian books. This unprecedented legal measure
suggests that the books were understood by Roman authorities as pow-
erful objects in the same legal category as books of divination or incan-
tations, that is, as objects of “magical” power (Coogan 2022: 309-12).
The imperial edicts thus parallel the emergent Christian theologies of
the sacred book attested in other sources.

Fourth- and fifth-century conflicts over the “handing over” (tradi-
tio) of Christian sacred books illuminate these emergent theologies. In
North Africa, the church was divided over the correct response to tra-
ditores, those who had betrayed the sacred books. The Donatist bishop
Petilian (fl. ca. 400 cE) draws a parallel between Judas’s betrayal of the
incarnate divine Word and the more recent betrayal of the inscribed
divine word under persecution (apud Augustine, C. Iitt. Petil. 3.32.72;
cf. 2.11.25; Coogan 2018, 383-84). This “iconic relationship between
sacred text and divine Word” is most clearly visible for the gospels,
which form the center of these polemics (Coogan 2018, 384). The argu-
ment depends on the idea that the gospel book embodies Jesus himself;
by surrendering the sacred text, traditores participate in Judas’s crime.
In this argument, Petilian echoes another Roman legal paradigm, in
which the destruction of an author’s books enacts a textual execu-
tion of the author (Howley 2017; Coogan 2018). Destruction of gospel
texts is understood as violence against Jesus’s own body (Keith 2021).
Crucially, Augustine’s response to Petilian does not challenge the
idea that Jesus is powerfully present through the gospel text. Where
Augustine and Petilian diverge is that Augustine understands the
presence of Jesus to be manifested not simply (or only) in the gospel
codex but rather insofar as the divine Word speaks when the gospels
are proclaimed in liturgy (Coogan 2018: 386-87). It is the Christian
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reading event that makes Jesus present. Despite their sharp polem-
ics and real disagreements, Petilian and Augustine agree that Jesus is
made present (re-presented) through the gospel book. These fourth-
and fifth-century controversies over the destruction of Christian scrip-
ture reflect the same impulse to understand Jesus in and as the book
that we observed in the Gospel of Truth.

Other ecclesial and juridical contexts reflect the power of the
gospel book as a manifestation of Jesus’s presence. As surveyed by
Caroline Humfress, gospel books in late antiquity possessed a “pre-
eminent status” as representations of Jesus’s authority, an authority
that was deployed in the context of legal proceedings (Humfress 2007,
150-51). The fifth-century historian Sozomen describes the use of the
gospel book to confirm an oath (Hist. eccl. 6.30.10-11). According to
the sixth-century Codex of Justinian (3.1.14.1), one should not begin a
trial “until sacred scriptures are deposited before the judicial seat.” To
recognize contemporary resonances, we need only recall the political-
cum-theological power implied by placing one’s hand on a Bible to
swear an oath in the courtroom or when assuming public office.

Ecclesial authorities deployed the iconic power of the gospel book
in similar ways. Written accounts and iconographic depictions of the
First Council of Ephesus (431 ci) emphasize the gospel codex as author-
ity and witness for the proceedings. A ninth-century Byzantine minia-
ture, for example, shows the gospel codex and the emperor Theodosius
IT enthroned side by side (Watson 2007, 481). The prominent placement
of a gospel book is also reported for the councils of Nicaea (325 ce) and
Chalcedon (451 ce) (Humfress 2007, 151). These ritual gestures invoke
divine presence, enabling political and ecclesial officials to appropri-
ate divine authority. Such gestures parallel the production of monu-
mental scriptural codices, especially massive and ornate gospel books.
These are objects to be displayed, admired, and revered just as much as
they are objects to be read; their cost and physical size emphasize their
significance as material objects, physical representations of the divine
Word (Lowden 2007).

The material reception of Jesus in book culture is refracted across
a wide range of artifacts and practices, from diminutive amulets to
monumental codices, from book-burning to the enthronement of the
gospel codex. Yet the common thread is a conviction that the Jesus’s
presence and power are manifested and mediated through textual
objects. These late ancient theologies of the written gospel as a mate-
rial re-presentation of Jesus continue to flourish and develop in subse-
quent historical periods.
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SACRAMENTS AND RELICS

In our discussion of gospels and other texts about Jesus, we observed
theologies and practices in which textual objects both represent (depict)
and re-present (make present) Jesus Christ. These twin dynamics also
emerge in approaches to sacraments and relics. As in the scriptural
theologies discussed earlier in this chapter, these early receptions of
Jesus resonate across later historical periods and cultural contexts.

Eucharistic presence is a vital part of Jesus’s material reception
from antiquity until the present, as Christians encounter the living
Jesus through bread and wine. As Ann Astell writes, describing medie-
val eucharistic piety, “eating the Eucharist was thus simultaneously to
‘see’ Christ and to ‘touch’ this vision, to reach out for it, and to embody
it virtuously” (Astell 2006, 14). The significance assigned to the eucha-
ristic elements is refracted through embodied practices and material
artifacts that express the conviction that Jesus is powerfully present in
the cup and host. Inchoate expressions of the idea that the eucharistic
bread and wine materially represent Jesus or even make him tangibly
present appear already in the writings that would become the Christian
New Testament (Matt 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke 22:19; John 6:35, 48,
51, 55; T Cor 11:24). By the early second century, Ignatius of Antioch
can describe the bread as the “medicine of immortality,” through
which one can “live in Jesus Christ forever” (Eph. 20:2). From antiq-
uity onward, people have appealed to the powerful presence of Jesus
by using the eucharistic bread as an apotropaic or therapeutic object —
although such practices have been condemned by various ecclesiastical
authorities (Maraschi 2017).

Eucharistic practice exerts a powerful influence on other aspects
of Christian material culture as well. Altars, tabernacles, and church
architecture (e.g. Eastern orientation, cruciform design) give material
form to eucharistic theologies. Patens, chalices, pyxides, and other
eucharistic vessels themselves come to represent the embodied pres-
ence of Jesus. The enormous cultural significance of the holy grail,
the chalice from the Last Supper — in religious imagination, visual art,
and literary elaboration — offers just one example. Eucharistic practice
and piety, in which the cup and host materially represent or make
present Jesus, intersect with scriptural theologies. The same charges
of traditio (betrayal) that accompanied handing over the sacred books
in the fourth-century persecution were also brought against those who
surrendered liturgical vessels (e.g. Optatus of Milevis, App. 1, ed. SC
413: 306—7; cf. Coogan 2018, 384). Just as the divine Word/word was
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enfleshed, quite literally, in the parchment of the gospel codex, so
also the flesh of divine Word was offered in the eucharistic meal. To
hand over either the gospel or the vessels containing the eucharistic
body was, then, to betray Jesus himself. The ongoing entanglement of
Jesus’s scriptural and eucharistic embodiment is reflected in the over-
lapping visual vocabularies used in the construction and decoration
of late ancient and medieval gospel books and sacramental pyxides
(Lowden 2007) (Figure 4).

Relics are another dimension of the material reception of Jesus,
providing further opportunities for the tangible re-presentation of his
saving power. The Mandylion portrait is one striking example. Starting
in the late fourth century, historians and homilists begin to narrate the
discovery (inventio) of the true cross in Jerusalem by Helena Augusta,
mother of Constantine I (e.g. Ambrose, Ob. Theo. 46-48; Chrysostom,
Hom. Jo. 75.1 (PG 59: 461); Rufinus, Hist. eccl. 10.7-8; cf. Hillner 2022,
231-34). This legendary event, emphasizing the growing importance
of the cross as a symbol of Christian identity, is further refracted in
icons and other visual depictions. By the end of the fourth century,
fragments of the “true cross” are scattered around the Mediterranean;
over time, these would often be preserved in ornate reliquaries that
share the same visual vocabularies as gospel books and sacramental
pyxides. These relics prompt their own material traces, both through
the construction of reliquaries (or entire churches) and also through
robust iconographic reception of inventio narratives (Jensen 2017). The
relationship between relics and icons has frequently prompted theolog-
ical reflection and conflict centered precisely on the tension between
representation and presence (Jensen 2023).

Other relics of Jesus’s life, especially of his passion, continue
to emerge throughout late antiquity and beyond, providing further
opportunities for imagined connection between Jesus’s own mate-
rial existence and the present reality of those viewing and venerat-
ing these objects. Relics of Jesus’s life could be sites of authority or
conflict, deployed as sources of authority for theological claims or for
the significance of a church or see. As Andrew Jacobs has explored,
moreover, late ancient debates about Jesus’s foreskin — and occasional
claims to possess this piece of his flesh — offered the material impetus
for debates about Jesus’s ethnicity and the nature of his embodiment
(JTacobs 2012).

Arguably, the most significant relic of Jesus’s life is the “Holy
Land” itself. While Helena’s claim to have discovered a wooden cross
in Jerusalem is dubious, what is clear is her pilgrimage to the (real or
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Figure 4 Ivory book cover with Christ and the four evangelists
(eleventh century ck). Inv. no. 41.100.168, Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, New York. Photo: Public domain.

imagined) sites of Jesus’s life and her role as patron for the construc-
tion of churches and shrines on these sites, most notably the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre. Christian theologies of space, land, and pilgrimage
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engage the physical geography of (Late) Roman Palestine as a kind of
installation-space relic for Jesus’s life and death. This is visible already
in the writings of Eusebius and Jerome and is even more evident in how
pilgrims (such as Egeria or the Piacenza Pilgrim) from the fourth cen-
tury onward describe their encounters with space, scripture, and Jesus
himself (Leyerle 1996).

Yet if the “Holy Land” is itself a large-scale relic, it is refracted into
a thousand smaller material receptions of Jesus. Pilgrims carry away
flasks of water from the Jordan, ampulae of olive oil from Galilee and
Gethsemane, and various other physical objects. Materiality affords a
sense of tangible connection with Jesus’s own human life in Galilee,
Samaria, and Judea. The built environment of churches and pilgrim-
age routes facilitates such practices of travel and imagination; one can
walk the steps of Jesus on the medieval Via Dolorosa or remember the
nativity in Bethlehem (right alongside Jerome). Pilgrimage narratives
and descriptions of the “holy places” (e.g. Adomnan of Iona’s seventh-
century work De locis sanctis) assert a physical connection with distant
sacred space and an opportunity to navigate the texts in a readerly pil-
grimage (O’Loughlin 2007). These logics continue right into the present
for Christians from many different theological traditions.

SIGNS AND SYMBOLS

Jesus is remembered and reimagined through a capacious range of sym-
bolic vocabularies, instantiated in manifold material artifacts. Here, I
focus on three sets of early examples: nomina sacra, the staurogram
and the cross, and the chi-rho. Nomina sacra (“sacred names”) are a
distinctive feature of Christian manuscripts in Greek, Latin, Coptic,
Armenian, and other languages. The graphic convention marks a num-
ber of theologically significant words, including Jesus (inoots), Christ
(xproTds), son (uids), God (8eds), Lord (xupios), savior (owthp), and cross
(oTaupds). Instead of writing out the full word, scribes would abbrevi-
ate by using a few letters with a line written above. The exact set of
words written as nomina sacra and the abbreviated forms used vary
between manuscripts. While the system is not limited to Jesus’s name,
this scribal practice reflects a reverence for Jesus’s name alongside the
divine name. Hurtado has argued that “the initial impulse was christo-
logical” and that the system attests “early Christian reverence shown
to the name of Jesus” (Hurtado 1998, 671-72). While first attested in
manuscripts, nomina sacra become a widespread feature of Christian
art, inscriptions, and iconography.
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The chi-rho (#) is a symbol formed by superimposing the Greek
letters chi (X) and rho (P), the first two letters of the word “Christ”
(XPIZTOZ, christos). It is attested as a Christian symbol starting in the
fourth century ce, where it is associated especially (although unreliably)
with Constantine’s victory at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge (312 CE).
It is imagined as a symbol that conveys divine favor or power, presum-
ably but ambiguously from the Christian God. The symbol becomes a
key part of Constantinian imperial iconography, appearing on coins and
inscriptions. It also appears in Christian burial contexts, church archi-
tecture, and manuscripts. The staurogram (F) is a graphic convention
reflected in Christian manuscripts as early as the late second or early
third century (e.g. B66). When writing the words “cross” (otaupsds) and
“crucifixion” (otaupdw), the Greek letters tau (T) and rho (P) are super-
imposed to form a cross. The tau is the crossbeam, while the rho is the
vertical shaft and perhaps also depicts the head of a suspended human
form. This graphic convention highlights the significance of Jesus’s cru-
cifixion and, as in the case of nomina sacra, attests the interweaving of
Christian textual practices and theology.

Starting in the late second or early third century, the cross is
attested as a symbol of Christian identity in other contexts as well.
A second- or third-century ck graffito mockingly depicts Jesus’s cru-
cifixion (Harley-McGowan 2020). The text reads “Alexamenos wor-
ships (his) god,” while the crucified god is depicted as a donkey-headed
human. The early third-century Christian writers Minucius Felix (Oct.
9; 29) and Tertullian (Apol. 16; Cor. 3) likewise attest the cross as a
Christian symbol. Tertullian mentions the practice of tracing the shape
on one’s forehead (Cor. 3) — perhaps to mark identity, to express devo-
tion, or to appeal for divine assistance, or even all three. Starting in the
fourth century, Christians increasingly incorporate crucifixion imagery
into religious iconography. Yet while the cross is now the dominant
symbol of Christian identity, it did not have the same predominance
in the first several Christian centuries, when a wider range of symbols
were regularly used in visual art, popular piety, and theological argu-
ment (Jensen 2017).

CONCLUSION: PRESENCE AND ABSENCE

In this chapter, we have observed the ways in which the reception of
Jesus in Christian material culture reflects an expansive theological
dialectic of Jesus’s presence and absence. From the gospel codex to the
sites of the “Holy Land,” from the eucharistic elements to scratched
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graffiti and inked symbols, Christians have found the material recep-
tion of Jesus a way to negotiate this tension.

The tug-of-war between presence and absence is visible already in
the writings that would become the New Testament, themselves among
the earliest material artifacts of the Jesus tradition. At the conclusion
of Mark’s Gospel, the young man at the empty tomb gives the women
a message for Peter and the other disciples: Jesus “is going ahead of you
to Galilee; there you will see him” (Mark 16:7). For Mark’s disciples, as
for Mark’s readers, Jesus is absent. This raises the question: “Where is
Jesus now?” The Johannine Jesus is likewise absent (“I am ascending
to my father...,” John 20:17), although the Paraclete is present to act
on Jesus’s behalf (e.g. John 16:7). Matthew concludes his gospel with
Jesus’s mountaintop promise that “I am with you every day, even to
the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). Yet this is explained only partly by the
earlier promise that “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am
there in their midst” (Matt 18:20). In what sense is Jesus present? In
what sense absent? How can one encounter Jesus now?

Our opening example, the Abgar correspondence, encapsulates
and responds to this tension. In its many divergent forms, the corre-
spondence envisions a situation where Jesus and Abgar are separated
by a wide geographic distance and, in fact, never meet face-to-face.
Yet although Jesus is absent, he is nonetheless powerfully present in
text or image, letter or portrait. This presence is undoubtedly partial,
yet remains efficacious — to cure disease, to ward off harm, to defend
against enemies. Some material receptions of Jesus tend toward
representation, the depiction of an absent Jesus; others tend toward
re-presentation, the efficacious manifestation of Jesus’s presence,
power, even embodiment.
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11 Jesus in Art and Music

ROBIN JENSEN AND JEREMY BEGBIE

This chapter explores five distinct ways that artists portrayed Jesus
over the centuries: as Shepherd, Victor, Lover, Innocent Victim, and
King of kings. Each of these themes is illustrated through selected
examples of pictorial art and musical compositions. The selections
include artworks from the earliest Christian era to the present time
and, while a mere handful among an almost infinite number of pos-
sible choices, offer insights into how their composers expressed — and
the faithful encountered - the person and story of Jesus visually and
aurally. In these works, viewers and audiences would have come to
understand the many dimensions of Christ’s person and work sensori-
ally: his caretaking love, his triumph, his innocent humility, and his
transcendent power.

JESUS AS SHEPHERD

In Visual Art

Protector and Guide: The One Who Brings Us Safely Home
The image of the Good Shepherd - a rustic, beardless youth, wearing
a short tunic and high laced boots and carrying a ram or lamb over
his shoulder - is prominent in Christian art through the centuries. He
clutches the animal’s four feet with one hand and holds a bucket of
milk or a staff in the other. The Shepherd was especially common in
early Christian iconography, appearing in both Roman catacomb paint-
ing (Figure s5) and early relief carving. Set in a simple, pastoral land-
scape, he usually is accompanied by one or more sheep. A pouch strung
over his shoulders probably held stones to ward off predators.

In Christian art, the image is usually understood to represent
Christ, but only in a symbolic sense. As such, the shepherd figure
alludes to the biblical caretaking shepherds who represented the care-
taking Lord. He is the one who brings the thirsty to water and guides
the dying safely through the valley of death (see Ps 23) or who seeks
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Figure 5 The Good Shepherd, from the Catacomb of Callixtus,
Crypt of Lucina, Rome. From G. Wilpert, Roma Sotteranea:
Le Pitture delle Catacombe Romane, vol. 2 (1903), Tav. 66.2.

the lost sheep and brings it home (Matt 18:10-14). The prophet Isaiah
portrays God as tending his flock like a shepherd, gathering the lambs
and carrying them gently in his bosom (Isa 40:11). Thus, Jesus’s self-
identification as the Good Shepherd is not meant to be taken literally
but as a way to convey his willingness to lay down his life for those
who recognize and respond to his voice (John 10:11-18). Scripture reg-
ularly reminds the reader that sheep need guidance. A flock without a
shepherd can go astray and become the prey of wild beasts (Ezek 34:5;
Matt 9:35-38).
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Notwithstanding the shepherd’s obvious connections with scrip-
tural imagery, its portrayal in early Christian art had an ancient prec-
edent in Greco-Roman mythological iconography as the figure of
Hermes, the ram-bearer who was also the one who conveyed the souls
of the dead safely into the next world. Perhaps this was one reason that
it was adopted and became an especially favorite image for funerary dec-
oration in the first centuries.

Despite its early popularity, by the late fourth century the shep-
herd figure gradually gave way to other pictorial subjects. Although
it never completely disappeared, the shepherd began to appear as an
older and bearded figure, dressed in a longer robe, and often among a
whole flock in a widely expanded natural setting. In one particularly
lavish fifth-century mosaic in Ravenna, the shepherd appears more
regal than rustic; he wields a slender gold and gemmed cross rather
than a pastoral staff. In more recent times, the shepherd is often more
sentimentally depicted gazing tenderly at the young lamb he carries
in his arm (Figure 6; see Verkerk 2020). By contrast to this portrayal of
the shepherd as a gentle but mature male, in the early twentieth cen-
tury the artist Henry Ossawa Tanner rendered the shepherd as a young
boy standing in a barren landscape among his flock (Figure 7). His
clothing, the traditional costume of Palestinian shepherds of Tanner’s
time, as well as the setting were likely inspired by the artist’s travels
to the Holy Land. He too gazes affectionately down at a tiny lamb in
his left hand; a ewe nuzzles the hem of his garment. However, because
the artist emphasizes the shepherd’s youth, and even by using a cool
palette (pale blue and purple hues), he renders him almost more vul-
nerable than his flock.

In Music

Promise and Fulfillment: “He Shall Feed His Flock”

Among composers and performers, the imagery of shepherding, and
of Jesus as shepherd, has been no less beloved. Along with a multi-
tude of hymns and songs, many of them drawing on Psalm 23, it has
been taken up in large-scale works, by far the best-known example
appearing in Messiah by the Baroque composer George Frideric Handel
(1685-1759).

Although others have often combined Old and New Testament
texts to render Christ in music, Handel does so with a rare and profound
skill, employing some of music’s most distinctive techniques. Indeed,
Messiah taken as a whole presents us with an unprecedented integra-
tion of prophecy and fulfillment, weaving a huge variety of texts — all of
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Figure 6 Bernhard Plockhorst, Jesus as the Good Shepherd,
ca. 1889, Wikimedia Creative Commons (location of the
original painting unknown).
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Figure 7 Henry Ossawa Tanner, The Good Shepherd, 1917, oil
on canvas, 65 x 81 cm. Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art,
Bentonville, Arkansas, 2019.5. Photography by Edward C. Robison III.
Used with permission of the Museum.

them biblical — into a compelling unity. We are led on a musical journey
from Old Testament prophecy, the incarnation, passion, and resurrec-
tion of Christ through to the final triumph of the church and the climac-
tic redemption of the end times. Although a good deal of the credit must
go to the compiler and arranger of the texts, Charles Jennens (1700-73),
it is Handel’s genius to make us believe they all belong together.
Handel’s mastery is perhaps nowhere clearer than when he com-
bines Old and New Testament verses in the alto aria “He Shall Feed
His Flock.” Two texts are set, the first picking up on the shepherd
imagery in Isaiah 4o0:11, “He shall feed his flock,” the second from
Matthew 11:28-29, here rendered as “Come unto Him ye that are
heavy laden, and He will give you rest.” (The change from “me” to
“Him” is consistent with Jennens’s concern throughout Messiah to
portray Jesus as the one who is now honored and worshipped. Unlike
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J. S. Bach’s settings of the passion narratives, we hear nothing of the
inner feelings and struggles of the man Jesus; the focus is resolutely on
Christ’s divine authority.)

Handel was a master of contrast — of modes (major and minor),
rhythms, moods — but what is especially striking about this piece is its
consistency and stability. We are not led from one contrasting key to
another, the rhythm is constant, the mood unfailingly comforting — as
befits both texts — with no flourishes or musical asides. The continuity
of old and new is thus never in doubt. Moreover, a rhythmic pattern
underlies the entire aria, a pattern associated by this time with rural
life and landscapes and widely used when shepherding was in view.
The Matthew text is thus given the gentle, caring connotations of shep-
herding: It is the Shepherd who offers rest and relief to the heavily laden.

But Handel’s master stroke is to have identical music for each text
yet elevating us from F major for the Isaiah text to the higher B flat
major for the Matthew verse. This is the kind of transformation music
is supremely well equipped to make, and here it aptly evokes the dra-
matic shift from old to new creation.

JESUS AS VICTOR

In Music

Victory in Humiliation: “Es ist vollbracht”
Music has frequently been used to celebrate victory: Trumpet fanfares
and drum rolls have accompanied military triumphs for centuries. But
what if a victory is won through a shameful death? If visual artists have
had their imaginations stretched here, so have musicians. The chal-
lenge becomes especially acute if one is faced with John’s Gospel, where
triumph is enacted in what would seem to be the very converse of vic-
tory, the crucifixion of a naked man. The Fourth Gospel portrays the
crucifixion as Jesus’ “lifting up,” the King’s enthronement, the Son’s
glorification. Here God’s victory is revealed in pathetic degradation,
splendor in ignominy. This theme became crucial for Martin Luther:
Divine glory is focused in a repugnant, threatening, and puzzling death.
And it is a theme the German Lutheran J. S. Bach (1685-1750) presents
unforgettably in an aria at the heart of his St John Passion, rendering
Jesus’s climactic cry “Es ist vollbracht” (It is finished!) (John 19:30).

Placed at the structural center of the Passion, this alto aria opens
with a winding, haunting theme played by the viola da gamba, a pre-
cursor to the cello. Appearing only at this point in the St John Passion,
the da gamba has a highly distinctive timbre — thin and reedy — being
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associated with French Baroque court music, and thus with royalty
and wealth. The “dotted style” rhythms it plays here were likewise
typical of this genre. Here, however, this music is marked “molto
adagio” (very slow), and most of the notes are smoothly linked — quite
uncharacteristic of the French style. Its phrases sigh and fall, limp-
ing and often halting. The atmosphere is unmistakably one of lament;
indeed, the melody alone could well be heard as evoking the sighs of
a dying man. Kingly majesty dwells in intense sorrow. As Michael
Marissen puts it: “As Bach’s music has it, then, Jesus’ majesty is ‘hid-
den’ in its opposite” (Marissen 1998, 19).

In due course, the alto enters, picking up and varying the da gam-
ba’s theme:

It is finished!

O hope for ev’ry ailing spirit!
The night of grief

Is now its final hours counting.

But without any warning, in the midst of this sighing and dying comes
a stunning eruption: “Judah’s hero triumphs with power and ends the
strife,” the alto sings, with strings, bassoon, and continuo furiously
playing in a stile concitato (“excited style,” with fast-repeated notes)
borrowed from the Italian Baroque. The connotations now are of mili-
tary success; B minor lament has turned to D major, a key commonly
linked in Baroque music with victory. The falling, exhaling of the da
gamba is answered by soaring, battle-like fanfares. The forces of dark-
ness have met their defeat at the cross; Christ has set the captives free.

No less suddenly, the music comes to a dramatic halt on a dimin-
ished chord, the most unstable chord in Bach’s armory, and resolves
back into the lamenting of the da gamba, prefacing the alto’s final “It
is finished.” Now, however, the lament is heard with the unmistakable
echoes of conquest ringing in the memory.

In Visual Art

Death Crowned with Glory: The Folly of the Cross

and the Power of God
Depictions of Christ’s passion appear relatively late in Christian ico-
nography. Perhaps the first appears on one of four sides of a small
ivory box, dated to the 420s. The box, probably from a Roman work-
shop, is a fine example of early fifth-century ivory carving. All four
panel sides display unprecedented scenes of Jesus’s trial, crucifixion,
resurrection, and post-resurrection appearance to his apostles, but the
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Figure 8 Crucifixion and Judas’s Suicide, Ivory plaque,
ca. 420-30, northern Italy or Rome. Photo credit: @ The Trustees
of the British Museum.

image on the third shows Christ upright and still robustly alive on
the cross (Figure 8). His expression is serene rather than anguished,;
his open eyes directly engage the viewer. The nails in his hands or the
wound on his side are not bleeding; his body neither sags nor twists in
agony. On the right, the centurion looks up in awe; the Virgin and the
Beloved Disciple stand stoically on the left. By contrast to Christ’s liv-
ing and vigorous physique, Judas’s suspended corpse hangs in shame.

By comparison to later crucifixion scenes, the oldest images rarely
show Christ’s suffering or death. Rather, as in this ivory, they portray
him as awake, aware, and alive. He is not a victim but a victor, the
winner of the battle over sin, death, and the devil. Such depictions
conform to how early Christian theologians understood Christ’s self-
sacrifice as a conquest that tricked or trapped Satan and opened the
gates of Hell. It was not a vicarious acceptance of punishment that
humans owed to God for their sins but an act that brought life out of
death and triumph from defeat.

Christ’s voluntary and heroic death is expressed in Rome’s Basilica of
San Clemente, in its eleventh-century mosaic apse (Figure 9). Although
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Figure 9 Christ as the Tree of Life. Apse mosaic,
Basilica of San Clemente, Rome, ca. 1130s.
Photo: Author.

the central crucifix shows Christ’s head inclining and his eyes evidently
closed as if to say, “it is finished,” his body remains upright and his arms
extend as if offering an embrace. The Virgin and the Beloved Disciple
stand passively and even pensively on either side of him. Marvelously,
the cross, dotted with twelve white doves to represent the apostles, rises
from the midst of a huge acanthus plant, bursting like a tree of life. Its
curling tendrils spread across the rest of the space and enclose birds, ani-
mals, baskets of fruit, and humans in the acts of herding and harvesting.
The gold background intensifies the visual expression of glory. At the
apex of the mosaic, God’s hand holds out a crown of victory to Christ,
the symbol of his triumph. At the bottom of the scene, two stags drink
from the four rivers of Paradise, a reference both to Psalm 42 and to the
Edenic garden. Just above them, a smaller deer consumes a serpent, per-
haps alluding to an ancient belief that deer eat venomous snakes but
here also a reminder that, by the cross’s victory, the serpent of Genesis
is ultimately destroyed.

A different visualization of Christ’s victory over death shows him
trampling on a serpent and a lion, referring to the text of Psalm g1,
verse 13, “You shall tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion
and the serpent you will trample under foot.” Christian imagery often
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Figure 10 Christ as Heroic Warrior. Stuttgart Psalter,
Cod. bib. facs. quart.132 b. fol. 23, 107v (Psalm 91:13),
ca. 820-30, Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek.
Photo: Wikimedia creative commons.

renders this to suggest Christ’s defeat of Satan. A famous sixth-century
mosaic version of this appears in the Archiepiscopal Chapel of Ravenna
in which Christ, dressed as a Roman soldier, stomps on the heads of a
lion and a snake. Similarly, in this medieval image from the Stuttgart
Psalter (Figure 10), Christ, wearing chainmail and a helmet, thrusts a
cross like a lance into the mouth of a coiling serpent and plants his feet
firmly on the serpent’s body as well as the head of a crouching lion.

JESUS AS LOVER

In Visual Art

As Christ Loved the Church That She Might Be Holy
Medieval pictorial depictions of Christ embracing a female figure
emerged to express the idea of Christ as a lover, either of the church
or of the human soul. Typically, these images show Christ as a bride-
groom (sponsus) embracing his bride (sponsa) and often are accom-
panied by the opening line from the biblical Song of Songs, “Let him
kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (Osculetur me osculo oris sui).
For example, in a fifteenth-century manuscript now in the National
Library of the Netherlands at the Hague (Figure 11), Christ has his
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Figure 11 The Heavenly Bridegroom and His Bride, illumination
from the Song of Songs, ca. 1130. The Hague, KB 76 E 7 fol. 1221
(Bible Moralisée). Used with permission of the National Library

of the Netherlands.
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arms around a woman wearing a crown and a long red dress. They
stand in front of a blue tapestry and on the tiled floor of an interior
chamber, appointed to suggest, perhaps, an ecclesial setting. Beneath
their image the first lines of the Song are introduced with an ornately
decorated initial O.

Medieval manuscripts of the Song of Songs often include simi-
lar illuminations, some of them dating to the early twelfth century.
The female figure is usually interpreted as a personification of the
church (Ecclesia) but sometimes extended to also suggest the Virgin
Mary. From the twelfth century onward, the theme of Christ as
lover became especially popular in writings like those of Bernard of
Clairvaux, William of St.-Thierry, and Henry Suso, as well as the
mystical visions of such women religious as Hadewijch of Brabant or
Mechthild of Magdeburg. Yet, no later than the third century, in the
allegorical exegesis of Origen of Alexandria, the Song was interpreted
as celebrating the desire of the soul for union with the Divine Word
(see King 2005).

The idea of mystical marriage also occurred in legends about
women saints, most notably in the story of Catherine of Alexandria
who, according to tradition, received a wedding ring from the infant
Christ. Although the earliest documentary evidence for the legend
dates to the early fourteenth century, the subject became especially
prominent in the fifteenth and sixteenth. The usual presentation of the
event shows St. Catherine, kneeling before the Virgin Mary who holds
the Christ child on her lap. The infant leans out of his mother’s arms to
place a wedding ring on St. Catherine’s finger.

A different representation of Christ as tender lover portrays the
Beloved Disciple (John the Evangelist) in an almost intimate connec-
tion to Christ. Based on his identification as the disciple whom Jesus
loved and who reclined on his breast at the Last Supper (John 13:23
and 19:26), medieval artists often rendered the figure of John as a long-
haired and beardless youth, resting his head on Jesus’s chest (Figure 12).
In many examples, Jesus’s and John’s right hands are joined to suggest
their unique bond.

A particularly didactic image of Christ as lover is seen in a
fifteenth-century German woodcut print, now in the National Gallery
in Washington, DC. Christ, still tied to his cross and holding the bun-
dle of sticks from his flagellation, pulls a rope tied around the waist of
a monk who offers his heart to him (Figure 13). The explanatory texts,
printed on scrolls within the image, record the words Jesus says to the
monk, “Son, give me your heart, I do not remit the punishment of the



JESUS IN ART AND MUSIC 183

Figure 12 Christ and St. John the Evangelist, 1300-20,
artist unknown, Germany, Swabia, near Bodensee. Cleveland
Museum of Art, purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund 1928.753

(open access).

one that I hold dear,” along with the monk’s response: “O Lord, this
I want. I desire it, for this reason you should pull me.” Below a small
demon tries to tempt the monk with a bag of money, while an angel in
the upper right corner admonishes him: “Think of the last days, then
you will never sin.”
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Figure 13 Jesus Attracting the Faithful to Heart (1480-90),
artist unknown. German woodcut, Rosenwald Collection,
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC (open access).

In Music

Songs of the Heart: “To Be Alone with You”

That there is some special link between music and sexual desire has
been a perennial theme in almost every culture, a link corroborated in
a large body of contemporary psychological research. It is hardly sur-
prising, then, that many hymn and song writers have been attracted to
the strands of Christian erotic piety we find appearing in visual art and
not flinched at giving them pointed musical expression. In the last fifty
years or so, this is especially so in that stream of evangelical congrega-
tional music known as “contemporary praise and worship,” where the
theme of Jesus as lover has often played a key part, whether sublimi-
nally or overtly.

Many are highly suspicious of all such language in the context of
worship, readily pointing to the hazards of projecting inappropriate fea-
tures of earthly love on to the divine, and of falling into a kind of adoles-
cent self-indulgence all too redolent of a clinging possessiveness. Others
are less squeamish and quite prepared to employ the imagery of Jesus as
lover, provided it is supported biblically and that it appears in contexts
that have sufficient checks and balances to offset its obvious dangers.
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The American singer and highly successful songwriter Sufjan
Stevens (1975 stands to one side of the contemporary worship stream —
indeed, he is often highly critical of it, and in any case his output
rarely includes material for a congregational singing. But his music has
proved immensely popular in Christian circles of all stripes. Although
a committed believer, he distances himself from the label “Christian
artist,” preferring to approach theological themes obliquely, retelling
biblical stories and addressing pressing cultural concerns: such as con-
sumerism, social media addiction, and political polarization.

In several interviews, he speaks about his liking for blending the
topics of spirituality and sexuality. A prime example is one of his
best-known songs from his album Seven Swans (2004) - “To be Alone
with You.”

I'd swim across Lake Michigan
I'd sell my shoes

I'd give my body to be back again
In the rest of the room

To be alone with you ...

You gave your body to the lonely
They took your clothes

You gave up a wife and a family
You gave your ghost

To be alone with me. ...
You went up on a tree ...
To be alone with me ...

I've never known a man who loved me

The sense of erotic intimacy here is accentuated by the simplicity of
the musical arrangement and its sense of gentle enticement, borne
along by Stevens’s breathless, almost whispering delivery.

To whom is this expression of desire addressed? Undoubtedly, a
Christian will struggle hard not to read these lines without thinking
of Jesus. The christological allusions seem almost blatant at times:
“sacred space,” the “tree,” “They took your clothes / You gave up a
wife and a family,” “gave your ghost”; and the album taken as a whole
is predominantly concerned with Christian themes. On the other
hand, to insist the song is exclusively “about” Jesus would be to over-
press a point. Jesus is not actually named; all this could be addressed
to an earthly lover. Indeed, as a swathe of online commentary has
confirmed, it is unclear whether Stevens is speaking to a this-worldly
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lover or to Jesus. And a further ambiguity crops up in the last line: Is
this a male lover? Perhaps the greatest value of a song like this is to
remind us that love of Jesus/God and erotic love for another human
are by no means as neatly separable as some might like to think.

JESUS AS INNOCENT VICTIM

In Music

The Guiltless One: St Luke Passion
Luke the Evangelist is especially well known for his distinctive accent
on Christ’s innocence: In his gospel, we are left in no doubt that Jesus
went willingly to crucifixion for sins he did not commit. When Jesus
is facing Pilate, Mark’s Gospel makes no mention of Jesus’s guilt or
innocence, but Luke (who knows and uses Mark) has Pilate declaring
Jesus’s innocence three times to the angry crowd (23:4, 14, 22). Herod
likewise believes Jesus is undeserving of the death penalty (23:15). One
of the criminals executed next to Jesus, guilty by his own admission,
insists Jesus has done nothing wrong (23:14). And the gentile centu-
rion at the foot of the cross proclaims Jesus not as the Son of God (as in
Mark’s Gospel) but as “a righteous man” (23:47). Even so, it should
be noted, Jesus is not portrayed as a hapless and helpless casualty of
the evil machinations of corrupt power but as faithful, the Righteous
One, oriented resolutely to his Father’s will, dying in accordance with
God’s promise to rescue those who are indeed mired in guilt.

In 2013, a fresh work by the Scottish composer James MacMillan
(1959-) received its first performance in the Royal Concertgebouw in
Amsterdam - his St Luke Passion. And “fresh” is the operative word,
for it turned out to be strikingly original in a number of respects, and
not least in its rendering of Jesus’s innocence.

Most of the Passion consists, as we might expect, of a setting of
chapters 22 and 23 of Luke’s Gospel, covering the period from the Last
Supper to Jesus’s death and burial. Taking just over an hour to perform,
it is scored for a standard-sized orchestra and two choirs. But when it
comes to portraying Jesus, MacMillan departs from all standard pro-
cedures. One of the crucial matters any composer faces in setting a
passion text is how to mark Jesus out from the other characters in the
passion drama. Bach in his St Matthew Passion famously surrounds
Christ with a “halo” of strings whenever he sings. In his earlier St John
Passion, MacMillan gave the part to a bass, and since Christ is the only
soloist in this work, the contrast between Jesus and the other vocalists
(two choirs) is especially sharp. However, here in the St Luke Passion,
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MacMillan gives Jesus’s words to a children’s choir, who sing either in
unison or in three parts (in triads or polyphony, the Trinitarian allu-
sion being quite deliberate). MacMillan writes: “ Any Passion that casts
Christ as a soloist immediately makes him take human form as an
adult male, whereas I wanted to examine his otherness, sanctity, and
mystery.”" The comment certainly makes sense (although the Christ
of John’s Gospel would perhaps be a more obvious candidate for oth-
erness, sanctity, and mystery). What the children’s choir will perhaps
more likely connote for many is innocence, something MacMillan
hints was also intended.>

This unswerving steadiness is vividly conveyed by the relative
calmness of the music given to the children’s choir. The writing is
generally richly tonal or semitonal (i.e. clearly in stable keys), highly
consonant, radiating warmth of a kind rarely present elsewhere in the
work - indeed, the music for this choir is often juxtaposed dramati-
cally with the extreme dissonance that MacMillan typically employs
to connote the evil forces that drove Jesus to his death. Summarizing
Luke’s perspective, Walter Moberly writes: “How are the powers of
evil overcome? By a positive goodness which trusts unswervingly in
God, repays hatred with love, and is a channel for the mighty power
of God to flow through” (Moberly 1988, 38). And that, many com-
mentators on his Passion seem to agree, is just what MacMillan has
turned into sound.

In Visual Art

He Did No Violence and There Was No Deceit in His Mouth
Depictions of Christ standing before Pilate appear early in Christian
pictorial art and remain a popular subject through the ages. In many of
these, Christ stands in near profile, his head bowed, his eyes looking
downward rather than directly at Pilate, who turns his gaze away from
Christ as he washes his hands, as if unable to confront the innocent
one whom he will allow to be condemned to death (Figure 14). In a
dramatic, early sixteenth-century painting by Jacopo Tintoretto, the
tall Christ’s luminous white robe reflects the light coming in from
a window to the right and makes his body into a light source itself.
By contrast, Pilate’s retreat into the shadows suggests his cravenness.
In the foreground, an old secretary bends over a ledger, recording the

1

MacMillan 2014.
“Employing a children’s choir grants a measure of innocence to Christ as the sacrificial
lamb” (MacMillan 2014).

2
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Figure 14 Jacopo Tintoretto, Christ before Pilate, 15667,
oil on canvas, 380 x 515 cm. Scuola Grande di San Rocco, Venice.
Open access (Creative Commons License).
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Figure 15 Francisco de Zurbardn, Agnus Dei (Lamb of God),
ca. 1635-1640. Oil on canvas, (36 x 52 cm); the San Diego Museum
of Art: Gift of Anna R. and Amy Putnam, 1847.36.
Used with permission of the Museum.

exchange between the judge and the accused. In the background, the
gathered crowd stubbornly demands that the governor play his part
and order the execution. A swooning female on Christ’s left must be
Pilate’s wife, who tried to warn her husband to “have nothing to do
with that righteous man for I have suffered much over him today in a
dream” (Matt 27:19).

The idea of Jesus as the sacrificial lamb is literally rendered in
depictions of an actual lamb, bound and ready for the ritual slaughter
(Figure 15).3 The lamb is sometimes shown as wounded and bleed-
ing into a eucharistic chalice but sometimes standing upon the rock
of Paradise and surrounded by saints and apostles. This is the agnus
dei, who takes away the sins of the world (John 1:29), a reference to
the unblemished lamb sacrificed at Passover that recalls the Israelites’
escape from Egypt (Exod 12:1-28). Paul already refers to Christ as the
paschal lamb (1 Cor 5:7) and in the book of Revelation describes the
Lamb, slain but worthy, whose blood was the ransom for the people of
God (Rev 5:9-10).

3 In 692 the eastern Council of Trullo, canon 82, condemned the use of the Lamb as a
figure for Christ, insisting the Savior should be depicted in human form only.
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A different portrayal of Jesus as an innocent shows him patiently
suffering the brutality and scorn from the soldiers who crown him with
a wreath of thorns. Jesus’s expression in many of these images is one
of sorrow but also of resignation, as if he pities those who mistreat
him. He shows no anger or even judgment, rather his expression seems
to foreshadow the words he will say from the cross in Luke’s Gospel,
“Father, forgive them for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).
In a fifteenth-century German altarpiece, Jesus’s passivity and silence

Figure 16 Altarpiece (detail) with the Passion of Christ: Way to
Calvary. German (artist unknown), ca. 1480-95. Oil on panel with gold
leaf, 120 x 9 x 328 cm. Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, acquired by
Henry Walters before 1909. Open access, permission of the Museum.
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also evoke the silence of the suffering servant in Isaiah — oppressed and
afflicted — yet, like the sheep led to slaughter, he does not open his
mouth to protest or to condemn those who persecute him (Figure 16)
(Isa 53:7, see Acts 8:32). Jesus also becomes the archetype of the noble
martyr who refuses to return injustice in kind but rather takes the role
of the one who meets corrupt power or human wickedness with nonvi-
olence and offers healing rather than hatred or retribution. The faithful
are exhorted to emulate his example, to bless those who curse them, to
love their enemies, and to pray for their persecutors (Matt 5:44). Like
Christ in these images, who does not revile in return, Christians should
endure pain and spiteful treatment (see 1 Pet 1:19-24). In contrast to the
understanding of crucifixion as punishing an innocent (divine) victim
for human sin, this presentation conveys the message that divine mercy
and love can overcome cruelty and abuse.

JESUS AS KING AND LORD OF LORDS

In Visual Art

God Exalted Him to the Highest Place and Gave

Him the Name Above Every Name
The early fifth-century Roman Basilica of Santa Pudenziana, the old-
est surviving mosaic apse in a Christian church, displays an almost
unprecedented depiction of a darkly bearded Christ seated on a gemmed
throne, wearing a golden robe with purple stripes and surrounded by
his twelve apostles (Figure 17). Christ holds an open book, displaying
the legend Dominus Conservator Ecclesiae Pudenzianae (the Lord is
the Preserver of the Church of Pudenziana). In the background, a gem-
studded gold cross rises from a rocky mount, behind a walled city. The
mount depicts Golgotha, but four creatures in the sunrise sky sur-
rounding the cross indicate that the city most likely represents the
New Jerusalem, the city described in the book of Revelation, chapter
21. Thus, this image portrays Jesus at his return, the one who comes
again in glory (see Matt 19:28).

Almost as far different from Christ as the caretaking Good
Shepherd as possible, this Christ is ruler of the Cosmos, reign-
ing from Heaven. It calls to mind the texts of Revelation 11:15,
“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord
and of his Christ, and he shall reign for ever and ever,” and 17:14,
“the Lamb will conquer for he is Lord of lords and King of kings.”
Yet it also echoes other Scripture passages, including Psalm 103:19,
“The Lord has established his throne in the heavens and his kingdom
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Figure 17 Christ Enthroned. Apse mosaic, Basilica of Santa
Pudenziana, Rome, ca. 405. Photo: Author.

rules over all”; the text of Ephesians 1:17-21, “The God of our
Lord Jesus Christ ... made him sit at his right hand in the heavenly
places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion and
above every name that is named, not only in this age but in the that
which is to come”; and the petition of 1 Peter 5:11, “To him be the
dominion for ever and ever.”

The icon of Christ as King or Christ in majesty became prominent
in both Eastern and Western art from the early Middle Ages to the pres-
ent day. It was not intended to authorize any earthly, mortal ruler as the
special agent of God but rather to proclaim that the only true sovereign
of the world is Christ himself. In Eastern Christian iconography it is
specifically identified as the image of Christ the Pantocrator, the all-
powerful Lord. In this Russian icon (Figure 18), as in the mosaic at Santa
Pudenziana, he holds a book, here a codex of the Scriptures, to suggest
his roles as teacher and judge as well as universal Lord.

A different image of Christ as King illustrates his entry to
Jerusalem, as recorded in the New Testament Gospels (see Matt
21:1-11 and parallels). The story explicitly portrays this event as
an imperial adventus — an emperor’s ceremonial arrival into a city.
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Figure 18 Christ in Glory, icon, Russian, fifteenth century.
Tempura on wood, 107 x 78.4 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, gift of George R. Hann, 1944. Open Access,
permission of the Museum.
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Figure 19 Pietro Lorenzetti, Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem,
fresco, Lower Church, San Francesco, Assisi, 1310-19.
Photo credit Alfredo Dagli Orti/Art Resource, New York.

However, while a secular ruler would arrive mounted on a horse or
in a chariot, Jesus rides a humbler animal — a donkey.# The episode is
colorfully captured in an early fourteenth-century work by the Sienese
artist Pietro Lorenzetti, in the Lower Church of San Francesco at Assisi
(Figure 19). Here Christ wears a richly embroidered purple cloak and
is greeted by an outpouring mass of citizens, carrying palm branches
and spreading garments on the road to create a “red carpet” welcome.

In Music

Joy and Prayer: L' Ascension
Arguably the most distinguished and influential French composer
of his generation, and certainly the most overtly theological, Olivier
Messiaen (1908-92) stands as a colossus of twentieth-century music.
Through a vast output spanning some six decades, and covering an

4 Jensen 2015, esp. 24-33.



JESUS IN ART AND MUSIC 195§

astonishing variety of instruments and voices, he deployed a sophis-
ticated musical toolbox that would catch the attention of his modern-
ist and avant-garde contemporaries, and yet serve a focused, Catholic
imagination of the world under the Lordship of Christ. Virtually all his
pieces display some form of explicit Christian intent or reference. The
driving force of his work was never in doubt: “The first idea that Iwished
to express — and the most important, because it stands above them all —
is the existence of the truths of the Catholic faith” (Samuel 1976, 2). It
is especially appropriate that we should be considering Messiaen in a
chapter on Jesus in visual art and music: Like many, he saw colors in
his mind’s eye when he heard music, even going as far as describing his
musical language as a “theological rainbow.”

L’Ascension (1932-3) comprises a group of four pieces for large
orchestra that Messiaen later arranged for organ and which explore the
theme of Jesus’s kingly ascension. Although the music employs a wide
variety of modernist techniques he had developed by this time, the
overall mood or ethos is consistently positive. In this, he stands apart
from currents in theology that read the ascension in primarily negative
terms, as concerning Christ’s absence or withdrawal. Messiaen puts the
accent firmly where the biblical texts put it: on Jesus’s exaltation to the
right hand of the Father as enthroned King and Lord, and on the heav-
enly intercession which this exaltation inaugurates.

So it is no accident that the movement that stands out from the
others is the third, heralded by fanfares: “Alleluias on the Trumpets,
Alleluias on the Cymbals. ‘The Lord is gone up with the sound of a
trumpet, O clap your hands all ye people; shout unto God with the
voice of triumph.”” With its lilting syncopation and regular rhythm,
there are clear allusions to (especially Baroque) dance forms. When
Messiaen arranged the work for organ, he judged what he had writ-
ten for orchestra was unsuitable and substituted a no less energetic
and exuberant movement, complete with an ecstatic toccata, entitled
Transports de joie d’'une dme devant la gloire du Christ qui est la
sienne (Outbursts of Joy from a Soul before the Glory of Christ Which
Is Its Own Glory).

Throughout his career, Messiaen was fascinated by music’s engage-
ment with time, and especially the way in which eternity could be
evoked by composing music in which the “arrow of time” that marks
so much of our lives and provides the momentum that energizes
Western music is deliberately resisted. This, he believed, could bring
a foretaste of eternal life with God. There is something of this dimin-
ishing of forward motion in the opening movement of L’Ascension,
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Majesté du Christ demandant sa gloire a son Pére (The Majesty of
Christ Praying That His Father Should glorify Him). The second piece,
Alléluias sereins d’une dme qui désire le ciel (Serene Alleluias of a Soul
That Longs for Heaven), also conjures up a sense of near-stasis, not least
through having the main theme stripped of any harmony that could
push it forwards. But it is in the final movement, Priére du Christ mon-
tant vers son Pére (Prayer of Christ Ascending towards His Father), that
Messiaen’s evocation of the ascended Christ’s transcendence over time
is most compellingly conveyed. Christ prays to his Father, yet outside
this world’s time. The extremely slow tempo unhindered by bar lines
and meter, the repeated rising phrases fanning out into full silences,
the rich and lush harmony bathing the listener in assurance - all these
combine to produce a theological “painting in sound” that has rarely
been equaled.
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12 Jesus in the Story of Spirituality and Worship

VOLKER LEPPIN

Christianity is marked by the absence of its founding figure Jesus
Christ. As Michel de Certeau has articulated from the standpoint of
cultural theory:

In the Christian tradition, an initial privation of body goes on pro-
ducing institutions and discourses that are the effects of and sub-
stitutes for that absence: multiple ecclesiastical bodies, doctrinal
bodies, and so on. How can a body be made from the word? This
question raises the other haunting question of an impossible
mourning: ‘Where art thou?’ (de Certeau 1995, 81).

Christianity has supplied a multitude of answers to this question,
far exceeding what a brief chapter like this one can fully present. In
a certain sense, all Christian spirituality and worship is concerned
with making the absent Jesus present, either by his mere “being here-
or-there” like in the sacraments, which we call representation, or
by acting and imitating him, which we call reenactment. Both have
been employed to the extent that another famous quote is also true.
Jaroslav Pelikan writes:

Regardless of what anyone may personally think or believe about
him, Jesus of Nazareth has been the dominant figure in the history
of Western culture for almost twenty centuries (Pelikan 1987, 1).

This chapter can, therefore, only compile a few excerpts from the
extraordinarily vast and comprehensive narrative of praise and devo-
tion that has been created through the diverse forms of yearning for
Jesus’s presence in Christian life. The selected sources and examples
may carry a Latin-oriented bias but will at least open a window to
other traditions.

The Imitation of Christ by Thomas a Kempis (1380-1471) is one
of the bestselling books of all time. Its title encapsulates the essence
of what has motivated Christians across the ages: to follow in the
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footsteps of their founding figure as the disciples had done before
them. Today, this may resonate as a call to moral action, and indeed,
it does encourage this aspect to a certain degree. However, to incor-
porate Jesus into Christian life transcends mere ethical conduct and
encompasses something more profound, as we aim to show in the fol-
lowing examples.

This chapter is an attempt to illustrate Jesus’s impact on Christian
life throughout the history of the church in a number of telling exam-
ples. Rather than following a strict chronological order, this overview
will be structured around the significant stages of Jesus’s life. Thus,
we will think about the veneration of Jesus as a child, as a grown man,
and, finally, as the one who suffered passion on the cross. Through
each of these stages the concept of identification will play a major
role, whether in the believer’s affirmative identification with Jesus
himself or in the counter-identification with those who either loved
him or fell short of acknowledging him as the Messiah and ultimately
sinned against him. In the concluding section, we explore how the
interplay between affirmative identification with Jesus and counter-
identification with others created a tension that has served as a call
for self-improvement, guiding individuals to align their lives with the
example set by Jesus.

NURSING THE CHILD

While the Gospels of Matthew and Luke provided their readers with
accounts of the birth of Jesus, later authors would add stories about
his childhood. Some noncanonical or “apocryphal” gospels, such as the
Infancy Gospel of Thomas, which contains some material from the sec-
ond century, introduced childhood stories of Jesus portraying him as a
child marked by extraordinary miraculous power, albeit exercised in a
somewhat puerile manner. For instance, one anecdote tells of how little
Jesus with his friends formed birds from clay on a Sabbath day. When
an older Jew chided them for doing artisan work on a Sabbath, Jesus
blew breath into the clay figures, making them fly away. We might
read stories like this on the one hand as proof of Christ’s power, and,
on the other hand, as a way to fill the gap the Gospels had left in their
account of the earthly human life of Jesus. The desire for a complete
biography continued to be fulfilled by similarly imaginative infancy
stories, such as the fifth- or sixth-century Syriac/Arabic Infancy Gospel.
Nevertheless, the canonical depictions of Jesus’s early years, includ-
ing the stories about the prophets Simeon and Anna, held the utmost
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importance because they linked the New Testament to the Old and
gave narrative expression to the Christian conviction of Jesus’s being
the Messiah promised in the Hebrew Bible.

Jesus’s birth from the Virgin Mary came to be regarded as the most
important feature of his early life. However, this was not the case from
the beginning. The Gospel of Mark stands without it, and while Easter
seems to have been celebrated quite early, there was no clarity about
the exact day of Jesus’s birth in the first centuries. It seems as though
the day of his baptism was initially of more importance, and different
groups — in particular Gnostic ones — celebrated the day of Christ’s
epiphany through baptism, which might have interfered with the
adoptionist interpretation of God’s calling Jesus his son during bap-
tism. Epiphany was also increasingly linked to the story of the nativ-
ity, as we can see in the celebration of the feast of “Holy Epiphany of
the Nativity of Christ” on January 6 in Jerusalem and Constantinople
by the early fourth century. While some scholars of liturgy see the
finally decisive date of December 25 as rooted in symbolism of the
third century, historians of religion tend to highlight its emergence
from religious syncretism. The first mention of this date as a Christian
feast appears in a calendar of 354 cg, which on the one hand marks
it as the birth of Christ but elsewhere identifies the same date as the
apparent birthday of Sol Invictus, the sun god central to Roman reli-
gion, whose cult had previously also been promoted during the reign
of Constantine the Great (305-37). This might indicate that the day of
Jesus’s birth was overshadowed by the Roman concept of Christ as the
glorious sovereign over heaven and earth, even if this thesis cannot be
taken for granted.

Even so, Jesus’s childhood had not been forgotten; instead, venera-
tion of Mary was premised on the stories of her son’s early years. This
can be seen in another apocryphal gospel, the Gospel (Protoevangelium)
of James, which narrated Mary’s life from her youth to the time of
Jesus’s birth. Written in the second century, it likely contains the oldest
depiction of Mary nursing the child at her breast. We should note that
Mariology, in its proper meaning, is not solely about Mary but rather
is also about Jesus, although we cannot delve into the full development
of Mariology here. Nevertheless, the Council of Ephesus officially pro-
claimed her to be the Mother of God in 431, entwining her story with
that of her son through the centuries, enriching the narrative of Jesus in
Christian spirituality with numerous Mariological legends. Throughout
the ages, Mary’s virginity remained a prominent focus, seen as the ful-
fillment of Isaiah’s prophecy in Isaiah 7:14.
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Leaving behind the particular topic of Mary’s veneration, the
Christmas scene connects the story of mother and son with a central
focus on the infant. These images portray the future impact of the child,
emphasizing at once his vulnerability and his potency. The presence of
shepherds at the manger signified that the gospel was intended to save
all human beings, irrespective of their social status, while increasingly
through time the depiction of the magi or kings symbolized the totality
of humanity in several respects. The kings were often depicted as rep-
resenting three stages of life and inhabitants of the three known parts
of the Earth — Africa, Asia, and Europe — as Bede had it in his commen-
tary on Matthew (PL 92,13A). Some depictions even include a black
person at the manger, which can be seen as a statement that the gospel
welcomes all people and races. However, this inclusive interpretation
may have been sidelined or suppressed over the centuries to come.

The manger as well as the images of Christ as an infant and toddler
served as sources of inspiration for spirituality during the Middle Ages
in several ways. Celano’s Vita attributes the invention of the nativity
scene to Francis of Assisi (d. 1226), which is partly true. While he did
not create a Christmas crib with figures and a tree, as modern middle-
class piety would have it, his biographer Thomas of Celano recounts a
significant event in 1223 when the saint arranged for a manger to act
as an altar during a Christmas Mass in Greccio. According to Celano,
Francis aimed to make the story of Jesus visible to the people’s physi-
cal eyes (1 Cel 84:8). In later times, Jesus the child was not only visible
but touchable as well. Nuns cherished the image of Jesus as a child by
having Jesus dolls, nurturing and spiritually growing him through their
care. Mystics, particularly women mystics, identified themselves with
the Virgin Mary, bearing the child Jesus within their souls as a sym-
bol of profound spiritual birth. Mystical theologians such as Meister
Eckhart (d. 1329) and Johannes Tauler (d. 1361) taught about the birth
of God within the soul, identifying themselves with the virgin bearing
the child. Here we find an example of what has been identified above as
the positive aspect of counter-identification, where individuals devote
their love to Jesus Christ.

Through late medieval mysticism we can gain insight into cer-
tain aspects of Jesus-centered spirituality in early modern Christianity.
When the Lutheran pastor Paul Gerhardt (1607-76) authored the hymn
“Ich steh an deiner Krippen hier” (I Stand before Thy Manger Fair), he
merged the acts of venerating and identifying with the child, particu-
larly when the singer prays in the 14th stanza: “So laf§ mich doch dein
kripplein seyn” (Let me thus be your little manger).
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In a deeper sense, Christ the baby made incarnation visible and
thus exemplified the encounter of the human and divine nature in
Jesus Christ. Medieval liturgy already knew of the admirabile or
sacrum commercium, the admirable or holy exchange between creator
and created. What the Council of Chalcedon put into dogmatic words
was celebrated here in praise of the divine through the human. In this
example, we see common ground between traditional and modern con-
fessions. Little wonder, then, that the idea of exchange remained dom-
inant in modern Protestant thought as well, as seen in hymns such as
“Lobt Gott Ihr Christen alle gleich” (Praise God, Ye Christians One
and All) by the Lutheran cantor Niklaus Herman (d. 1561). Even if both
Lutherans and Reformed Christians were drawn primarily to a spiri-
tuality focusing on the cross and Good Friday, they cherished the pro-
found piety of Christmas, with Johann Sebastian Bach’s (1685-1750)
Christmas Oratorio or the first part of Handel’s (1685-1759) Messiah.

While Bach’s music embodied a mystical approach to Jesus the
Child, this was not the only way to venerate him between the Middle
Ages and modern expressions of piety. There was also a tendency, begin-
ning in the late Middle Ages, to humanize the story of Jesus Christ.
Painters loved to depict Jesus as part of his family’s fold, with different
family images. For example, the grouping of Anna with Mary and the
child showed him as a part of three successive generations. The motif
of Holy Kinship began to widen family ties until even uncles, aunts,
and cousins were included in the depictions. This humanized portrayal,
based on the biblical narrative, depicted Jesus and his family as mirrors
of civic families in late medieval cities, emphasizing his connection to
human society, even if the halo might have shown that he was more
than our neighbor in the street.

Having this in mind, some complaints about the modern secular-
ization of Christmas can perhaps be put into a broader context. The
story of Jesus the child — human as he was — was inspired by, implied,
and perhaps even emphasized a greater connection to worldly values
than a strongly theological interpretation of incarnation might want
to admit. Christmas rituals became orientated toward family and
children as early as in Reformation times, when Christmas, at least
in the wake of the Lutheran Reformation, became the feast of giving
instead of Saint Nicholas Day. Still, it took time for Christmas to be
seen as a family celebration rather than a religious event. Friedrich
Schleiermacher already shows awareness of this, though, when writing
his Die Weihnachtsfeier (Christmas Celebration) in 1806. The small
booklet shows an attempt to uncover a deeper religious sense within
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middle-class Christmas celebrations. However, Schleiermacher’s
efforts might not have been entirely successful, as the figure of Santa
Claus, which has little or no connection with Jesus or his namesake
Saint Nicholas, now dominates the perception of Christmas, seem-
ingly displacing Jesus from his own birthday celebration.

LOVING THE MAN

Undoubtedly, the image of a baby in the manger has evoked profound
feelings of love. But maternal love was not the only kind expressed by
Christians throughout history. A deeply erotic love for Jesus has also been
a significant aspect of Christian spirituality, providing a female role model
for the believer’s relationship with Jesus Christ. Biblical roots for this con-
cept can be traced back to the Hebrew Bible, where the Song of Songs,
with its erotic tone, sparked discussions about an allegorical representa-
tion of the love between the soul and Jesus Christ, as seen in the writ-
ings of Origen (d. 254). Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) further developed
this idea of spiritual love in his comprehensive sermons on the Song of
Songs, interpreting the bride in this biblical book as the soul and the bride-
groom as Jesus. Drawing from his noble upbringing, Bernard employed
the language of courtly songs and novels, thus blurring the lines between
spiritual love and corporal eroticism. As in the later examples of Meister
Eckhart and Johannes Tauler, Bernard adopted a female role model, that
of the loving bride, to illustrate what he, the male author, understood in
terms of spiritual encounter. Through this imagery, he contributed to the
growing portrayal of Jesus as an extraordinary lover who would open the
way to salvation through carnal love, at least metaphorically.

In the centuries that followed, the concept of bridal mysticism
spread among both religious and semi-religious women, particularly
among Beguines, who from the early thirteenth century lived in small,
ascetic, self-governing communities that were not formally affiliated
with an established order. Whether or not they were constituted within
the established religious orders, these communities favored the flourish-
ing of a literary genre that developed a metaphorical approach to theol-
ogy, and which arguably served as a profound biblical alternative to the
more concept-oriented Scholastic discourse of the time. A significant
aspect of this literary genre was the portrayal of Jesus as the lover who
embraces the mystics, kisses them, and draws intimately close to them,
evoking a profound resonance with the effects of sexual encounter.

The erotic dimension is prominently highlighted in the writings
of the mystics and in accounts of their lives. In the Vita Lutgardis
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(thirteenth century), we find an explicit juxtaposition between Christ
as lover and earthly lovers. After Lutgard, only by the help of God,
avoids fornication with a noble young man, she not only turns to Jesus
Christ but does so in a scene reminiscent of a young couple’s court-
ship: While sitting somewhere, she sees Jesus in his earthly form, who
partially removes his garment, even if only to show her his side wound
as the well of all salvation (De Lutgarde Virgine 1.2). Furthermore, in
a later vision she sees her savior hanging on the cross, who takes his
arm from the beam, places it around her neck, and presses her mouth
to his side wound for a kiss (De Lutgarde Virgine 1.2). Bernard had
praised the kiss of the mouth in his sermons, yet Lutgard goes even
further, for the side wound is closer to the heart of the beloved than the
mouth. Nevertheless, Lutgard is not alone in expressing this sort of inti-
macy with Christ. Mechthild of Magdeburg (1207-82) describes, in The
Flowing Light of the Godhead, how soul and bridegroom enter a small
chamber, with the soul undressing herself until she is naked. Both lov-
ers come so close that the soul can state, “nothing can be between you
and me” (1.44).

At first glance, the earthly Jesus appears to overshadow everything
just mentioned. Yet both the writers and recipients of these accounts
agreed that what takes place in this dimension of love is not earthly
but visionary, spiritual, and ecstatic, even if described in carnal lan-
guage. Metaphorical descriptions, whether based on real visionary
experience or not, enhance the understanding of Jesus as the savior
who becomes the individual lover and dispenser of grace to all. These
provocative forms of expression, bursting with spiritual and theolog-
ical impact, depict Jesus as drawing as close to the believer as any
person can since sexual intercourse is viewed as the closest form of
encounter between human beings.

Even in the biblical text, there are hints that underpin the inter-
play of eroticism and spiritual love. Through the merging of different
biblical passages and legends, one follower of Jesus came to be particu-
larly associated with erotic love and sexuality: Mary Magdalene. In the
early church, she was seen as the woman who “has shown great love”
(Luke 7:47). Because of Luke’s description of this woman as sinful
(7:37), readers drew the (textually erroneous) conclusion that “shown
great love” referred to sexuality and carnal love. In hybrid traditions,
Mary Magdalene was also identified with Martha’s sister — also called
Mary — who, according to Luke 10:38-42, adored Jesus by sitting at his
feet when he visited them both. While Martha, who was busy prepar-
ing the meal, chastised Mary for her inaction, Jesus praised Mary for
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having chosen the better part. Emphasizing contemplation over action,
she was an example for many female religious women in the Middle
Ages who, in their meditation, adored Jesus Christ as she had done: in
love and desire.

The concept of Jesus the Beloved was not restricted to the Middle
Ages. Catholic mystics like Teresa of Avila (1515-82) continued to
explore this idea, and it would be a misconception to assume that the
Reformation brought an end to it. For example, one painting depicts
the Lutheran countess Aemilie Juliane of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt
(1637-1706), an influential hymn writer, with her lover Jesus Christ in
a garland of roses. Texts of Lutheran orthodoxy, such as Johann Arndt’s
(1555-1621) Paradiesgdrtlein (Garden of Paradise), which was attached
to Bernardine mysticism, also contributed to the genre of bridal mysti-
cism, as did certain compositions by Johann Sebastian Bach.

As love took on a bodily dimension, Jesus’s body became a part of
the veneration of the Son of God. This could manifest through devotion
to his side wound, such as the (so-called “Moravian”) Herrnhut Brethren
cherishing the Seitenhéhlchen (little side hole) in the eighteenth cen-
tury, or the vision received by the French Salesian nun Margareta Maria
Alacoque (1647-90) in 1675, where she saw Jesus’s pierced heart and
received his promise of love for humanity. Devotion to the Sacred Heart
became one of the most significant ways to venerate Jesus in modern
spirituality. Although the idea of Jesus as the Beloved may have faded in
modernity, the memory has not been completely abandoned. In the late
nineteenth century, the iconic Sacré Coeur Basilica was constructed atop
the Montmartre summit in Paris. The less spiritual and far more carnal
aspect of the love story between Jesus and Mary Magdalene even found its
place at the poet’s desk in the twentieth century, with the Greek writer
Nikos Kazantzakis’s (1883-1957) 1955 novel The Last Temptation. In
this work, instead of dying on the cross, Jesus remains alive and spends
his time with Mary Magdalene as his wife. While the book and the sub-
sequent Scorsese movie adaptation undoubtedly stirred controversy, they
nevertheless exemplify a more recent manifestation of a long-standing
perception of Jesus as fully human, including his sexuality.

THE DEATH OF JESUS AS A SACRAMENT
AND AN EXAMPLE

In De Trinitate 4.3, Augustine of Hippo (354-430) reflected on Jesus
Christ demonstrating human resurrection in sacramento et exemplo,
as sacrament and example, meaning that human resurrection would
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be both an effect and an emulation of Christ’s resurrection. He easily
applied this conceptual coupling to Jesus’s death as well, which has
been the core event relating Christian spirituality to its founding figure
over the centuries.

Physical Presence and Representation
Christ’s death as a sacrament and example was not only a spiritual
reality. It also bore a physical representation, which can be observed
in piety relating to his death, just as much as that relating to his life.
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, in the words of Michel de
Certeau, through resurrection a “privation” of Jesus’s body happened,
an “absence,” which meant that none of his physical remains could
have been preserved. Nevertheless, even in his bodily absence, believers
were able to find a physical reminder of Jesus in the places where he had
lived and suffered. Pilgrimage to the Holy Land became a common prac-
tice among Christians. Indeed, the geography common to every biblical
account made it possible to follow in the footsteps of Jesus. And despite
changes to Jerusalem’s topography over the centuries, pilgrims could
still find the locations mentioned in the Bible, often marked by church
buildings. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was one of the most
important pilgrimage sites, constructed under Emperor Constantine in
the fourth century and later rebuilt during the Crusades, which - by
contemporary definition — were essentially armed pilgrimages, even if
as an afterthought they were part of European expansion.

Pilgrimage was not solely about seeking indulgences or calculating
time in purgatory, as some reformed and modern critics have suggested.
Instead, it was a deeper spiritual experience where Jesus found represen-
tation in geography and architecture. Late medieval authors believed
that Jesus’s virtue was transmitted from his resurrected body through
sites in which he had been present. Nevertheless, pilgrimage was ulti-
mately not accessible to all due to both economic constraints and the
challenges posed by long-time Muslim rule in the region.

As a result, representations and reenactments of the events and
places in which Jesus had been present began to be established in
Europe. In the Middle Ages, the Holy Sepulchre was replicated
in several locations. As early as 940, Bishop Konrad of Constance
(934—75) erected a replica of the rotunda covering the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem. Templar Knights would typically follow this style
of round building, as can be seen in Laon, London, and elsewhere.
Whenever this kind of building was erected, Jesus’s tomb found a
place of representation.
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Often, representation could turn into reenactment, further draw-
ing the believer into active participation through all of their senses.
In many cases, a replica of the Holy Sepulchre served as a stage for
liturgical plays, particularly during the holy week of Easter. In an ideal
liturgical play, the crucifix would be taken from the altar and bur-
ied in the Holy Sepulchre on Good Friday. After three days, it would
be returned to the altar, and, while the tomb lay empty, the resur-
rected Jesus Christ would be presented to the congregation. Such plays
were a serious and integral part of worship, leading to debates about
who could be authorized to play Jesus, a task usually only admitted
to a priest.

We might wonder if and when this genre of religious drama
turned secular. In fact, as early as the late Middle Ages, the perfor-
mance of passion plays had moved from the interior of churches to
public venues such as marketplaces and other civic venues. However,
while to modern sensibilities this may appear to be a form of sec-
ularization, late medieval urban society should not be understood
as secularized. The primary motivation for such a move was to pro-
claim the Gospel and to foster public belief and trust in God. These
plays showcased more elaborate poetical skills than their liturgical
counterparts. We might see them as a genre of transition within a
long process. Early modern drama about Jesus was clearly intended
to be spiritual in nature. While contemporary theater is less focused
on Jesus than it was compared to medieval times, we cannot easily
define its dramatic representation of Jesus as completely secularized.
Furthermore, as debates around the display of anti-Semitism in Mel
Gibson’s Passion of the Christ indicate, contemporary art is not so far
from our remote predecessors who often openly discriminated against
Jews in their dramatic accounts of Jesus’s death.

The desire to make Christ tangible also led to the cult of bodily
relics of his presence. While the theology of Christ’s resurrection rein-
forced the physical experience that “He is not here” (Matt 28:6), religious
creativity found ways to mediate this through relics associated with
Jesus. The most important contact relic was the cross itself, believed
to have been found by Constantine’s mother Helena in Jerusalem, who
brought it to Europe. For centuries, the holy cross was venerated only in
fragments distributed across the then-known world. Even the smallest
wooden part was considered to contain Jesus’s salvific suffering.

Fabrics were also revered as relics, such as the seamless robe of
Jesus preserved in Trier, which attracted pilgrimages from the late
Middle Ages. Another significant relic, even closer to Jesus, is the veil
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of Veronica, a piece of fabric said to bear the image of Jesus’s face as
he pressed it to the cloth during the passion. To a certain degree this
relic, preserved in the Latin church, served to replace the mandylion,
which had been venerated in the Byzantine church but was lost during
the Fourth Crusade. Both relics brought believers closer to an imagined
visual appearance of Jesus. By merging Platonic ontology, which pos-
its a particular presence of the imaged in the image, with faith in the
miraculous ways God chooses to meet humans, both images relate the
beholder directly to Jesus himself. By means of divine power, his earthly
features could be seen in their transition from life to death.

The veil relic could not be multiplied in the same manner as the
cross because, in this case, dividing the original (which was kept hid-
den from public view and only periodically exhibited) would have
destroyed it. Therefore, the relic had to be multiplied through rep-
lication rather than division. Any replica would bear the likeness of
the original, leading to a significant number of paintings depicting
the veil in Europe. This, in turn, shaped the prevailing idea of what
Jesus looked like, an image that continues to endure to this day. The
Shroud of Turin, which came into preservation in Turin no earlier
than 1578, has, unlike the veil, been a subject of debate since people
first claimed it bore an imprint of Jesus’s body. Such debates indicate
that the medieval church was not complacent about the origin and
authenticity of its relics. Indeed, they knew of doubt, even if they
took for granted the authenticity of some holy objects that to the
modern mind would be doubtful.

Faith extended beyond contact relics. Just because Christ’s body
was gone did not mean that absolutely nothing of his physical body had
been preserved. The cult of relics, while respecting the intangibility of
his resurrected body, came to focus on the imagination of reproducible
parts of Jesus’s body like hair or fingernails. Jesus’s blood shed during
the crucifixion was one of the most common relics, often associated
with miracles. Other relics were linked to Jesus’s childhood, such as his
primary teeth or foreskin.

As strange as some of these relics may seem to modern sensibili-
ties, any instance indicates a spiritual desire for an impression of what
was seen to be the real historical Jesus. This sense of Jesus’s histor-
ical personage was not of course the same as what a modern scien-
tific approach would call the historical Jesus. The de-emphasis on this
major part of traditional spirituality in post-Enlightenment research
may lead its results to exist in tension with this direct, immediate, and
often intimate relation to Jesus.
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Liturgical Reenactment and Representation
While the Eucharist is the most prominent representation of Christ,
any extended evaluation of the subject would lead us deeper into the
doctrine of the sacrament than necessary for this overview. On the
other hand, we cannot entirely overlook the significance of the eucha-
ristic liturgy, which serves as the most pronounced staging of a scene
from Jesus’s life.

As early as the Gospels and Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians,
the Lord’s Supper is exactly what its name implies: a meal conducted
“in remembrance of me.” Regardless of its definition, the person pre-
siding over the meal sits in Jesus’s place, and the performance of the
liturgy follows the events reported in the Bible to have taken place dur-
ing Maundy Thursday. The congregation, assembled around the table of
the Lord, reenacts the very last evening he spent with his disciples. The
essence of that moment of institution and communion, for believers,
becomes true for the entire service.

Liturgically, Christian believers followed the life of Jesus, as
guided by teachings like those of Cyril of Jerusalem (313-86), in whose
Catechetical Lectures the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is used as
the stage to convey the passion of Christ and prepare catechumens for
baptism. Similarly, medieval commentaries depict the Holy Mass as a
reflection of Jesus’s life. Ideally, the Holy Mass would be a reflection of
Jesus’s life, allowing the congregation to partake in their founder’s expe-
riences. However, the intended immediate representation of Jesus was
not always accomplished. The reenactment was of necessity guided by
one person, who naturally assumed the role of representing him. Thus,
a vicarious system was introduced, in which the priest served as a medi-
ator and could be seen as the vicar of Christ.

Despite this inclination to a hierarchical understanding of the
church established in the Middle Ages, the idea of representing Jesus’s
life persisted. As mentioned earlier regarding passion plays, every feast
of the church related to periods or events in Jesus’s life made space
for reenactments that aimed to make Christ present. Famously, in late
medieval palm processions, a wooden figure of Jesus riding on a donkey
would accompany the processing crowd of believers. And on Ascension
Day, a figure of Jesus would be drawn up to the ceiling of the church
building and disappear through a hole, creating a dramatic staging of
Jesus’s life.

Early modern confessional culture, particularly in Catholic areas,
continued to uphold this idea of visual representation, while the
Protestant Reformation, even more in its Calvinist branch than in its
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Lutheran parts, distanced itself from this visual culture and emphasized
the presence of Jesus more through the word. When Luther argued that
the Bible mainly focused on Christus pro nobis (Christ for us), he made
Jesus present in an audible and — to a certain degree — cognitive way, in
contrast to the visual reenactment in plays. However, he still shared
the idea that liturgy was nothing other than the representation and,
through proclaimed word, reenactment of Jesus Christ.

Through various transformations, evangelical piety, particularly
since the Great Awakening in the eighteenth century, has preserved
this idea of the verbal presence of Christ. In twentieth- and twenty-first-
century global Christianity, there is a deep-hearted Jesus piety, where
worship is seen as a way of listening to Jesus’s personal call.

Following the Example
Hearing Jesus’s call directly often resonates more with an under-
standing of him as example rather than solely as sacrament, as was
prevalent in the medieval Mass and Luther’s sacramental understand-
ing of the effective word. However, viewing Jesus as an example is
again deeply rooted in Christian spirituality, especially concerning
his salvific death. In early Christianity, one of the primary ways to
follow his example was to follow him into martyrdom. The acts of
early Christian martyrs read like verbal replicas of the trial of Christ.
When facing Roman authorities, the martyrs acted as Jesus had before
Pontius Pilate. More than in any other case we have dealt with up
to now, this is a clear example of identification rather than counter-
identification, as the martyrs identified strongly with Jesus, despite
not being allowed to do so openly.

It is noteworthy that while the martyrs identified with Jesus, they
also upheld certain distinctions between themselves and Christ. For
instance, traditions of Peter being crucified upside down, and Andrew
on an X-shaped cross, demonstrate Christian attempts to preserve the
distinctiveness of Jesus in their strong identification with him. Jesus
became present within the martyrs regardless of whether they were
male or female, as exemplified by the case of Blandina, a female martyr
who upon her death in 177 was seen by others as the crucified Christ
himself, according to Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 5.1.41).

Even after the victory of Christendom in the Roman Empire and
the medieval world marked the virtual end of martyrdom, the passion
of Christ continued to be present in various ways. A notable example
is found in a letter announcing the death of Francis of Assisi (1181/2—
1226), where the order general Elias of Cortona described the saint’s
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body as bearing the stigmata of Jesus Christ. While this report may raise
questions of historical accuracy, Franciscans saw this event as a literal
fulfillment of Galatians 6:17. According to early reports, Francis had
been marked by the five wounds of Jesus shortly before he died, sig-
nifying his identification as an alter Christus, a second Christ. This
level of identification with Jesus was considered the highest, although
it would not be limited to Francis alone, as the example of Catherine
of Siena (1347-80) and popular Catholic belief even into the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries show.

When Lutgard (mentioned earlier in the chapter) felt a vein burst-
ing close to her heart (Vita Lutgardis 2.25), or when she reddened like
blood through a vision of Christ (Vita Lutgardis 2.23), these experiences
reveal, despite attempts by her biographers to downplay this impres-
sion, an undeniable identification with Christ. On the other hand,
many female saints, such as Elizabeth of Hungary (1207-31), preferred a
counter-identification, taking on the role of Jesus’s servant. According
to Matthew 25, Jesus identified with the poor and sick whom Elisabeth
cared for. This counter-identification also mediated the presence of
Jesus to the world of believers.

In the Middle Ages, the central concept of relating to Jesus in the
way of identification or counter-identification was compassion. Some
individuals, like the Dominican monk Henry Suso, sought to imi-
tate Jesus in visionary experiences. Henry undertook a visionary walk
through his monastery, ending in his being nailed to the cross. Others
focused on identifying with Jesus’s mother, Mary, as seen in the wide-
spread literary form of planctus Mariae, where the faithful were invited
to mourn on Mary’s behalf since, having ascended to heaven, she was
no longer able to feel pain. Or, to take another example, the Pieta, a
late medieval sculptural motif, depicted a tearful Mary holding her
deceased son on her lap, further emphasizing the theme of compassion
in spirituality.

However, some treatises introduced a surprising aspect of counter-
identification. A late medieval treatise meditating on the crucifixion
conveyed the idea that each person was responsible for Jesus’s death:
“Vnd du arme creatur ein vrsach gewesen bist seines sterbens” (And
you, poor creature, have been the reason for his dying)." This had
the effect of personalizing the theological idea of human sin being
resolved through Jesus Christ: Even centuries after Golgotha, the
believer should see themselves as liable for Jesus’s death. Modern
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Protestantism continued this theme of late medieval counter-
identification by critiquing compassion piety and highlighting the
sinful individual’s guilt in relation to Jesus’s death. Thus, the aim was
not merely to follow in Jesus’s steps but to understand one’s own sin-
ful state by suffering in counter-identification.

Nonetheless, both types of piety, affirmative identification and
counter-identification, were deeply rooted in late medieval spirituality.
Both sought to find meaning in the suffering of Jesus for Christians’
self-knowledge as sinners and the path to salvation through Christ.
Jesuit spiritual praxis, such as the Spiritual Exercises, emphasized fol-
lowing the way of Jesus to passion and the cross. Ultimately, the shap-
ing of Jesus spirituality in identification and counter-identification has
endured in and evolved into modern Christianity.

JESUS’S SENDING INTO THE WORLD

In modernity, the approach to thinking about Jesus has shifted toward
ethical imitation, focusing on following the example of Jesus Christ in
action and practice. Even if this approach is held in suspicion by some
who regard it as a modernization of the Gospel, it is in fact rooted in bib-
lical traditions. For example, the call in Matthew 28 to baptize, preach,
and spread Jesus’s mission among people is accomplished through the
efforts of human beings.

Through the centuries, the call to adjust the virtues of life to
the example of Jesus was heard. While the twelfth-century apostolic
movement (vita apostolica) was named after the disciples, its adher-
ents clearly wanted to follow Jesus himself, specifically in poverty and
humility. The same is true of the Franciscan movement, whose father,
as mentioned, was identified with Jesus by stigmatization. One com-
pelling reason to believe in his identification was his genuine commit-
ment to align his life and the lives of others with the call of Jesus to
embrace poverty.

In modernity, this idea continued not only in the now “con-
fessional” Catholic mendicant orders but also among some
“ Anabaptists” and so-called “Spiritualists,” who - in the wake of the
Reformation - tried to orient their lives toward the primitive church
and the life of Jesus Christ. The Son of Man who “has nowhere to lay
his head” became the model for these movements characterized by
their critique of hegemonic society and its convenience. Following
Christ above all else entailed a separation from what is common in
this world.
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In the face of Cromwell’s revolt, the Royalist Anglican writer
Jeremy Taylor (1613-67) in his The Great Exemplar presented the
practical impact of Jesus’s life on Christians. This kind of ethical
interpretation became the overarching identity of Christianity during
the Enlightenment, as theologians saw Jesus’s message as the epitome
of reasonable human ethics. Deistic approaches, too, following medi-
eval predecessors, used Jesus and his impact to critique the church.
Even Kant’s Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason can be
seen as a product of this ethical understanding of Jesus, although Kant
was inclined to minimize religious language. In his time, Protestant
preachers, along with some Catholics who embraced Enlightenment
ideals, emphasized the concept of the Christian life as one guided
by the principles of the Sermon on the Mount, following in the
footsteps of Jesus.

Over the past two centuries, the ethical dimension has played
a predominant role in how Christians, as well as their less religious
contemporaries, perceive Jesus. The ecumenical movement united
the communities gathered in the World Council of Churches in the
Conciliar Process for Justice, Peace and the Preservation of Creation in
the 1980s. This exemplifies the way in which Western Christianity’s
particular emphasis on ethics has extended to other traditions, includ-
ing Orthodoxy, which in previous centuries may have shown less inter-
est in the human aspects of Jesus.

In the nineteenth century, novelists such as Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910)
and Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-81) developed a profound interest in
Jesus’s earthly life as a measure and exemplar for human communities.
This resonated with the different forms of Jesus-orientated ethics in
the Western world. For Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), who compiled
biblical passages for The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth (known
today as The Jefferson Bible), Jesus’s religious ideas served as the foun-
dation for republican commitment.

In later generations, the focus shifted toward the social impact of
the Gospel, as seen in the adoption of socialist ideas in various parts of
Christianity since the nineteenth century. The civil rights movement
also adopted Jesus'’s life as a means to improve this world. Martin Luther
King Jr. explicitly connected his commitment to Jesus’s call, stating,
“T heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on.”* As a consequence of
viewing Jesus as supportive of social movements, the traditional depic-
tion of Jesus as a white man, prevalent in the Western church over the
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centuries, has been rightfully questioned. In recent decades, a more
diverse image of Jesus has emerged, bringing to light perspectives that
have been concealed under the veil of Veronica for centuries.
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13 Jesus in Christian Discipleship and Ethics

REBEKAH EKLUND

“Follow me,” Jesus said; and for two millennia, many have endeavored
to do so. Because Jesus also said, “Take up your cross and follow me,”
Christians have long understood discipleship, that is, following Jesus,
to be a life both obedient to Jesus’s teaching and patterned on the shape
of Jesus’s own life, especially his death and resurrection. For this rea-
son, Christian discipleship is sometimes referred to as the way of the
cross. While this varies from context to context, surely some common-
alities should make such a life recognizable, not only in belief but also
in practice.

When Jesus gave his final instructions to his disciples, he commis-
sioned them to go and make other disciples, baptizing them into the
new community of people gathered around the teachings of their risen
Lord (Matt 28:18-20; Acts 1:8). This chapter focuses on five practices
that derive directly from Jesus’s teaching and life: (1) care for the poor
and needy, including the contested practice of seeing Christ in the
poor; (2) the sacramental practices of the Lord’s Supper and baptism;
(3) prayer; (4) forgiveness, reconciliation, and peacemaking; and (5) self-
giving or kenosis. Jesus described the double love commandment for
God and neighbor as the sum of all the law and the prophets (Matt
22:36—-40), and the practices in this chapter also flow from those twin
imperatives. All five overlap and intertwine; none can be neatly sepa-
rated from the others, or from a host of other important Christian prac-
tices, such as evangelism and worship.

CARE FOR THE POOR

Jesus’s teaching consistently highlights the spiritual perils of wealth
and exhorts both divestment and generosity, two practices that
became deeply embedded in Christianity. Indeed, one of the marks of
the early Christian movement was a commitment to sharing posses-
sions so that nobody was in need (Acts 2:44—45; 4:32—-35). In imitation
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of Jesus’s healing ministry and in obedience to Jesus’s teaching, early
Christians were marked by their commitment to caring for the needy
and the sick.

This commitment endured even while it adapted to fit new cultural
and political contexts. After the conversion of Constantine, almsgiving
became institutionalized in the church in a new way. Churches became
the primary, and sometimes only, institution that provided aid to the
needy. For example, Christians founded orphanages and hospitals and
centers for food distribution. In the modern era, such aid to the needy
has continued, though unease with traditional almsgiving as paternal-
istic and counterproductive has given rise to alternative models, which
tend to focus less on giving money and more on empowering commu-
nities, as with the Christian Community Development Association
(CCDA), founded by John Perkins in 1989. Another alternative is found
in the “intentional communities” that began popping up in a variety
of contexts in the mid twentieth century and which orient around the
practice of “being with” (i.e. sharing life and resources with) the poor
or marginalized. Examples include Taizé; the Bruderhof communities;
Jesus People USA in Chicago; and the Catholic Worker Movement. A
smaller iteration within American Protestantism is new monasticism,
which is diverse and loosely defined. In general, its practitioners aim to
resist Western individualism and materialism. While it remains small,
it birthed a number of individual houses where a group of people pool
resources and share life together.

Another iteration of caring for the poor by sharing life with them
focuses not on material poverty but on the vulnerability of profound
intellectual disability. Various organizations aim to treat people with
disabilities with dignity and respect as persons in need of friendship
and companionship. It is not at all clear if people with disabilities
ought to fall under the rubric of care for the needy or sick. For some,
people with disabilities are the marginalized or excluded who call out
for welcome and full inclusion in the life and ministry of the church.
For others, people with disabilities are akin to the sick who long for
Jesus’s healing power. In each approach, Jesus’s teaching and actions
provide a template.

Jesus in Disability Ethics
Disability ethics include a wide range of relatively distinct areas, includ-
ing a variety of physical disabilities, neurological difference like autism,
and intellectual disability. People who have disabilities and those who
advocate for them do not always agree on how to approach these issues
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or even what terminology to use. One key question is whether disabil-
ity is construed as illness or as identity, as an impediment to flourishing
or simply a different way of being. The gospel narratives pose a chal-
lenge to the latter approach.

All four gospels agree that Jesus was a healer of all kinds of maladies,
including what we would today call disabilities. People who cannot see,
walk, or hear flocked to Jesus for healing. Not only did Jesus heal them;
he declared that their new abilities to see, walk, and hear were a sign
of God’s in-breaking kingdom (Luke 4:18-19; 7:18-22). Hans Reinders
summarizes the dilemma: Where one reader who is blind might feel
alienated from the gospel healing stories for their depictions of blind-
ness as a problem to be solved (or as a metaphor for spiritual ignorance),
another reader who is blind might take comfort in the power of Jesus to
heal and might continue to pray for their own healing or for deliverance
from their condition (Reinders 2008, 330-32).

Among the healing stories, the man born blind receives special
attention, since Jesus uses the occasion to break the association his dis-
ciples seem to have made between sin and disability. Reinders notes,
“Christian people in our own culture often see disabled people in that
same negative light, whether they are aware of it or not” (Reinders 2008,
327). John 9 thus entails Jesus’s rejection of the tendency to view people
with disabilities as lesser, even if it remains in other ways a straightfor-
ward healing narrative.

Jesus’s resurrected body — raised with its wounds - is another focal
point. Amos Yong, for example, describes the nail marks in Jesus’s risen
body as marks of Jesus’s “impairment” and notes that these marks are
redeemed but not erased. For Yong, this does not mean that Jesus’s risen
body is disabled but that Jesus, in his incarnation and in his resurrec-
tion, enters into the experience of disability and empathizes with it
(Yong 2011, 126-28). Nancy Eiesland takes this logic one step further.
As a person who lives with a disability, Eiesland is concerned to develop
a liberatory theology of disability, one that envisions “a God who is
for us” (i.e. for people with disabilities) and a corresponding vision of a
church that is likewise for people with disabilities (Eiesland 1994, 90).
She argues that the body of Jesus is raised with disabilities: The nail
marks in his hands and feet (Luke 24:36-43 and John 20:24-28) con-
stitute a physical disability, and his “disfigured side” (from the wound
of the sword, John 20:27) is a “hidden” disability (Eiesland 1994, 101).
Thus Jesus — and, by Trinitarian logic, God - is disabled.

For Yong, as for Eiesland, Jesus’s risen and wounded body suggests
an eschatological vision of “the redemption rather than the elimination
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of disabilities” (Yong 2011, 132). Does this mean that people with
disabilities will likewise continue to bear the “wounds” of their dis-
abilities in their resurrected bodies? Those who say yes (like Eiesland)
emphasize the continuity of identity: If a person who never walked in
this life is “healed” and has the ability to walk in the next life, will
they be the same person? For Eiesland, the answer is no; therefore, she
argues that her disability will not be eliminated in the next life but will
no longer be an impediment to flourishing. Others insist that a resur-
rected life entails perfect wholeness, which for them means the healing
of their physical or mental disabilities.

This debate surfaces a valuable truth. Early Christians like Macrina
and her brother Gregory of Nyssa wrestled with the tension between
transformation and continuity in the nature of the resurrected life.
Gregory recognized that if we were utterly remade, we would no longer
be ourselves, in all our uniqueness; in that case, he asked, “Then what
is the resurrection to me, if instead of me some other person will return
to life?” (Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione PG 46:140c). At
the same time, he argued that to be raised simply as we are would be an
“endless misfortune” (Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione PG
46:137¢). Macrina’s interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:35-49 provided
the solution, midway between these two problems: The seeds of our
current frail and fallible bodies will flower into “greater magnificence”
(Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione PG 46:153c¢).

From a Christian perspective, surely whatever marks of the Fall we
bear in our bodies, whatever hinders us from wholeness in this life, will
be no more in the next; but just as surely, whatever makes us funda-
mentally who we are will endure even while it is redeemed and trans-
formed. If the analogy to Christ’s risen body holds true (Luke 24:31,
36—42; John 20:14-17, 19-20, 24-28; 21:4, 7, 12), people will bear the
scars of their struggles in the next life but none of the pain. However
God brings about their wholeness, Christians trust that the body with
which people are raised will be imperishable, glorious, powerful, and
(paradoxically) spiritual (pneumatikon) (1 Cor 15:42-44).

Finally, disability ethics raise important questions about the nature
of Christian discipleship, especially in relation to people with intel-
lectual disabilities. Scholars like John Swinton, Grant Macaskill, and
Brian Brock urge churches to view people with autism or intellectual
disabilities not as objects of care but as disciples. Discipleship programs
in churches sometimes focus on learning Scripture or doctrine, which

T Author’s translations.
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might not be options in such cases. How much intellectual capacity
is needed to be a disciple? How might definitions of following Jesus
include those with severe mental illness, autism, or profound intellec-
tual disabilities? Such questions remind us that Jesus welcomed the
weak of the world into the kingdom ahead of the strong. Christians
have long believed that the poor (broadly conceived) and the marginal-
ized show something of who Jesus is and reveal the upside-down nature
of God’s reign.

Seeing Christ in the Poor
Although Jesus himself was, in some ways, one of the poor, it is the
parable of the sheep and the goats that gives rise to the notion that
Jesus is revealed in all the poor (Matt 25:31-46). The parable turns the
tables and asks Jesus’s listeners to consider the helped, and not the
helper, the Christ-figure. Christ is found in the hungry, the thirsty,
the traveling stranger, the unclothed, the sick, and the prisoner. The
moral force of the parable seems clear; an eternal reward awaits those
who show mercy and give concrete aid to the needy. For centuries,
preachers like Ambrose of Milan and John Chrysostom used Matthew
25 to exhort their congregations toward greater mercy and generosity
to the poor. More recently, advocates (including Pope Francis) have
invoked the imperative to welcome the stranger in debates over the
ethical treatment of immigrants, migrants, and refugees. Still, some
questions remain.

One is whether to focus on giving aid to “one of the least of these”
(heni touton ton elachiston) in general (as in Matt 25:45) or to “one of
the least of these brothers and sisters of mine” (heni touton ton adelfon
mou ton elachiston) (as in Matt 25:40). To many readers, the former
suggests any person in need, whereas the latter implies a disciple or fol-
lower of Christ, since Jesus elsewhere in Matthew refers to his disciples
as his brothers (12:49; 23:8) and to fellow Christians as brothers (Matt
5:22-24; 18:15-22). If “one of these little ones” (hena ton mikron touton)
is a parallel phrase, the association is further strengthened (Matt 10:42;
18:6). The parable, then, would be less about mercy to any person in
need (an imperative already laid out elsewhere in the gospel) and more
about the reward that awaits those who help a Christian or apostle in
need. Immediately following this parable, the plot to have Jesus killed
is put in motion, and Jesus himself enacts several of the categories in
the parable (thirst, nakedness, imprisonment). Perhaps the parable then
also functions as a foreshadowing of the passion and the suffering that
his disciples will likewise endure on the way of the cross. Nonetheless,
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Matthew 25 has created the enduring motif of Christ as a poor stranger
arriving at the door, asking for hospitality or food, and it has occasioned
extraordinary acts of mercy and generosity. To give to such a person is
giving directly to Christ.

For Sarah Coakley, the capacity to see Christ in the poor is closely
linked to what she calls “the capacity for graced recognition of the iden-
tity of the risen Jesus” (Coakley 2008, 310-11). During Jesus’s resurrec-
tion appearances, he is, mysteriously, difficult to recognize. This implies
that recognizing the risen Jesus (whether in the breaking of bread or in
the faces of the poor) requires “a profound epistemic transformation”
wrought by the Spirit, a sharpening of our senses (Coakley 2008, 313).
This transformation is brought about by a set of Christian practices,
including contemplation and meditation, the sacraments, and the acts
of mercy named in Matthew 25 (Coakley 2008, 315-17).

The point of learning to see Christ in the poor is obviously not to
make an ontological identification between the two; the poor are not
to be worshipped or venerated as Christ. Instead, the identification
is a functional, evocative one. Perhaps our senses require cleansing
because we are prone to see God in the majestic and powerful, rather
than in the ugly and weak. Jesus’s insistence that we can find him in
the needy can function not only to prompt us toward mercy but to
make us look harder for the image of God in those we might otherwise
wish to avoid.

Liberation theology takes this logic one step further. For many
Latin American theologians, the Christ one sees in the poor is spe-
cifically the crucified Christ. The Jesuit Ignacio Ellacuria was first to
write about the people of El Salvador as a crucified people, and the
phrase was subsequently picked up by others, including Jon Sobrino
and Leonardo Boff. Sobrino uses the term in part as a plea to Christians
in the North to hear the cries of the South (Sobrino 1994, vii—viii). Like
Ellacuria, he associates all the poor and oppressed of the world with
the suffering and crucified Christ. This world, Sobrino writes, “is one
gigantic cross for millions of innocent people who die at the hands of
executioners” (Sobrino 1994, 4).

This way of construing the poor goes a step beyond Matthew 25’s
call to see Christ in the poor, and a step even beyond the Lukan beat-
itude “blessed are the poor” (Luke 6:20), even though both texts pave
the way. Sobrino insists that “the crucified people are the actualization
of Christ crucified, the true servant of [the LORD]” (Sobrino 1994, 51).
The purpose of the analogy is not contemplation of the redemptive
suffering of the poor; it is the alleviation of their suffering. Mercy is
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necessary but insufficient if not accompanied by justice, through the
reordering of unjust social structures that trap people in poverty and
place them on their crosses in the first place. Sobrino’s plea is for the
world to remove people from their crosses — and to stop crucifying
them at all.

The analogy, of course, collapses at just this point. Jesus did not need
to be removed from his cross; he voluntarily took it up (and thereby, in
Christian teaching, accomplished God’s salvation). Unlike Jesus, the
crucified people today do not willingly take on suffering. Nonetheless,
the plea remains urgent for Christians in the global North to wake up
to the suffering of the least of these their brothers and sisters. I think of
Augustine’s principle: Even if an interpretation is not what the original
author intended, it is not invalid if it leads to greater love of God and
neighbor (Augustine, De doctrina Christiana 1.36.40-41).

SACRAMENTAL PRACTICES

If Matthew 25 suggests that Jesus’s ongoing presence manifests in the
bodies of the needy, Jesus’s instructions at the Last Supper point to his
enduring presence in the bread and wine of the Eucharist. In Luke’s
account, Jesus tells his disciples, “Do this in remembrance of me”
(Luke 22:19b); reenacting the meal became a key Christian practice rel-
atively soon after his death and resurrection (1 Cor 11:23-26). Paul’s
discussion of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 11 reveals not only its
central place within Christian tradition but also its ethical import. Paul
expressed his outrage that Christians in Corinth were using the Lord’s
Supper to sow division rather than to actualize unity. Richer Christians
were humiliating their poorer brothers and sisters in the way that they
performed the meal, thus (in Paul’s view) invalidating the sacrament
altogether (1 Cor 11:17-22, 27-34). They were eating their own suppers,
not the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:20-21).

Paul’s analysis implies that eating the Lord’s Supper ought to
shape Christians to be a certain kind of people (united across class
lines, for example) but that merely eating the Lord’s Supper is insuf-
ficient if not accompanied by other practices (generosity, hospitality,
solidarity). For Paul, the Corinthians’ way of eating does not invalidate
the real presence of Christ in the bread and wine, the two elements
of the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist, but means that Christ is present as
judge (1 Cor 11:29-30). Paul could have invoked the prophets, who
insisted that God rejects the prayers and sacrifices of a people who
simultaneously commit injustices (Amos §5:21-24; Isa §8:3-10). Eating
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the Lord’s Supper in memory of Jesus cannot be separated from other
aspects of following Jesus, such as care for the hungry.

Like the Eucharist, baptism is one of the earliest and most forma-
tional Christian practices. According to the gospels, Jesus himself never
baptized anyone. Instead, he was baptized by his cousin John, for whom
baptizing was so central to his ministry that he comes to be known as
John the Baptist. In Matthew’s Gospel, the risen Christ commissions
his followers to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19).
Christian baptism retains John the Baptist’s emphasis on the cleansing
of sin and functions as a rite of initiation into the church, while it also
takes on a deeper theological significance. The apostle Paul describes
baptism as a form of dying and rising with Christ (Rom 6:3—4), which
is perhaps most vividly displayed in the practice of full immersion bap-
tism. The new believer is plunged beneath the water, signifying their
death to sin and their old self, and raised up out of the water, signifying
their resurrection to new life in Christ, a life of discipleship. For Paul,
those who have been baptized are now “clothed ... with Christ,” so that
“there is no longer Jew or Greek; there is no longer slave or free; there
is no longer male and female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal
3:27-28). This unity in Christ does not erase differences or individual
identities but subordinates them to the new life of discipleship.

PRAYER

Just as Jesus took almsgiving for granted as a practice of faith (Matt
6:2), so he also assumed prayer and fasting as normative (Matt 6:5-7,
16-18). These three practices, taken together, constitute the heart of
Jewish piety and ethics in the first century and point us back to the
unity of the commandments to love God and neighbor. Jewish and
Christian traditions both consider almsgiving as a form of giving back
to God, as much as it is a form of giving to the needy neighbor. They
likewise see prayer and fasting as reorienting one away from the self
and toward God and neighbor.

While Jesus gave instructions concerning each of these practices, his
lengthiest and most detailed instructions concern prayer. Jesus himself
withdrew to secluded places to spend time in prayer, a practice noted
especially in Luke’s Gospel (Luke §5:16; 6:12), meaning that the regular
practice of prayer is one form of the imitation of Christ. Particularly in
Gethsemane and while on the cross, Jesus’s prayers are laments, which
suggests that lament may also be a form of imitating Jesus. At the least,
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it commends lament as a Christian practice modeled on Jesus’s own
practice in times of struggle and distress.

Christians also pray in obedience to Jesus’s instruction. Indeed,
when Jesus issues one of his most direct and detailed instructions
to his disciples (a rather rare event, given his propensity to teach in
parables), it is about how to pray (Matt 6:9; Luke 11:2; see also Luke
11:9, 18:1). The Lord’s Prayer, as it came to be known, stands at the
heart of the Matthean Sermon on the Mount, placing it directly at
the center of a collection of Jesus’s ethical teachings. This should
encourage us to think of prayer as an ethical act and to consider how
prayer might undergird and enable the other ethical actions laid out
in the Sermon. Similarly, it reminds us that the power of the Holy
Spirit and the presence of the risen Jesus (Matt 28:20) are essential to
a Christ-shaped life.

The prayer is framed at beginning and end with eschatological peti-
tions for God’s kingdom to arrive and for deliverance from peirasmos
(Matt 6:13a; Luke 11:4b), a time of trial or testing sometimes associ-
ated with the turbulent birthing of the new age. Even after Jesus’s res-
urrection, Christian prayer continues to take place in an eschatological
context, in the time when the new age has begun to dawn but before
its full arrival.

Tucked into the middle of the eschatological petitions is a practical
ethical instruction about forgiveness. A petition for divine forgiveness
(“forgive us”) comes with a condition: “as we also have forgiven our
debtors” (Matt 6:12) or “for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to
us” (Luke 11:4). As Allen Verhey notes, this instruction has both spiri-
tual and economic ramifications: “To pray this prayer is to want to be
part of the economy of mercy and the society of forgiveness that is like
the kingdom of God” (Verhey 2002, 268). Just in case the equation was
not clear, in Matthew’s account Jesus spells it out: “For if you forgive
others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but
if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your tres-
passes” (Matt 6:14—-15). Owing to this and other texts (such as Jesus ask-
ing the Father to forgive even his crucifiers in Luke 23:34), forgiveness
has become a central Christian hallmark.

FORGIVENESS AND RECONCILIATION

While the imperative to forgive is clear, the practice is not simple. Is
forgiveness mandated only for those who repent, as Luke suggests but
Matthew does not (Matt 18:21-22; Luke 17:3—4)? The act of forgiveness
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may or may not include reconciliation or the forging of a new rela-
tionship. Acts of violence, ranging from terrorist attacks to domestic
violence, pose sharp challenges to the Christian commitment to for-
giveness. Must the abused forgive their abusers, or the oppressed for-
give their oppressors? The model of Jesus, who forgave even those who
betrayed and crucified him, presses the Christian tradition always
toward forgiveness. Simultaneously, Jesus issued scathing condemna-
tions of those who failed to use their power to provide justice and show
mercy to those under their care. A Christian might forgive their abuser
by willing their good and renouncing the right to harm them in return
but might also demand justice from God (as in the parable of the widow
and the unjust judge [Luke 18:1-8]). Forgiveness does not mean allowing
the abuser to continue their abuse; rather it demands that we bring to
the forefront the relationship between forgiveness, accountability, and
justice — a conversation that merits much greater attention than this
chapter can give.

Another growing area is restorative justice, an alternative to
retributive justice that focuses on repairing the harm done to a com-
munity rather than simply punishing the offender. Advocates argue
that biblical models of justice, unlike most modern systems of crimi-
nal justice, concentrate on restoration and reconciliation, rather than
retribution.

Peacebuilding
Inasmuch as forgiveness means renouncing the right to return evil for
evil, it is closely related to nonviolence. The Christian commitment to
nonviolence derives from Jesus’s teaching, especially the Sermon on the
Mount (Matt §:9, 38—48), and Jesus’s willing acceptance of death, includ-
ing his refusal to fight back or resist when arrested. For pacifists, Jesus’s
teachings on nonviolence are binding, nonnegotiable, and apply to all
Christians today. Other scholars argue that Jesus’s ethic of non-retaliation
was intended for a short interim period in first-century Galilee but has
no place in modern geopolitics. For just war advocates, force must some-
times be used to protect the vulnerable, fulfilling the command to love
the neighbor. While pacifism and just war remain important positions in
Christian ethics, in recent decades some Christian ethicists have devel-
oped an alternative approach. This third way is alternatively called just
peace, just peacemaking, or peacebuilding.

Peacebuilding is not interested in the question of whether force is
ever allowed or under what circumstances force can be used. It asks an
entirely different and broader set of questions. Before a conflict begins,
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what can we do to make peace more possible and war or violence less
likely? This might include just and sustainable economic development.
At a more local scale, it might involve people known as “violence inter-
rupters,” who seek to defuse conflicts before they turn violent. In the
midst of a conflict, peacebuilding asks, what can we do in order to bring
about peace? This might include nonviolent direct action, diplomatic
negotiation, independent initiatives designed to de-escalate a conflict,
and taking responsibility for wrongdoing. And in the aftermath of a con-
flict, how can a society be rebuilt in a way that not only restores it to
peace and wholeness but seeks to minimize the possibility that vio-
lence will break out again?

For long-time advocate Glen Stassen, just peacemaking is a man-
ifestation of incarnational discipleship. Along with a group of other
Christian scholars, he crafted a set of ten just peacemaking practices,
each of which is linked with specific verses from the Sermon on the
Mount (Stassen 2012, 196-214). The practices concentrate their ener-
gies on international peacemaking, both in terms of deterrence and in
terms of ending conflicts once they begin.

Another advocate is Lisa Sowle Cahill, who calls her approach
peacebuilding. Like Stassen, she focuses on the transformation of social
structures. Cahill writes, “Like pacifists, peacebuilders take their pri-
mary inspiration from the life and teaching of Jesus, but they especially
stress the fact that he inaugurates God’s reign and renews all creation,
making it possible to transform social injustices” (Cahill 2019, 1).
Unlike pacifists, Cahill and some other peacebuilding advocates typi-
cally accept a measure of force as a necessary aspect of justice for the
disenfranchised.

SELF-GIVING

This brings us to the final theme: self-giving, or what is sometimes
called the practice of kenosis, a Greek word that means self-emptying
and derives from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, which describes Christ
as one who, “though he existed in the form of God, did not regard equal-
ity with God as something to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking
the form of a slave, assuming human likeness” (Phil 2:5-6). Kendsis
involves renunciation of privilege and power in exchange for service
and love. It also returns us to the theme with which I began: the way of
the cross. Michael Gorman uses the term “cruciformity” as a shorthand
for “conformity to the crucified Christ” or, more specifically, “sacrifi-
cial, ... self-giving, ... status-renouncing” love (Gorman 2021, 4, 173).
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Like the other practices in this chapter, self-giving love derives
both from Jesus’s teaching and from Jesus’s own life. When Jesus
exhorted his disciples to serve rather than to be served, he enacted
this lesson by kneeling to wash their feet (John 13:3-17). Along with
the footwashing, the other central text is Philippians 2, which directly
encourages Christians to imitate Jesus in the way that he “emptied
himself” (heauton ekendsen) (Phil 2:7). “Let the same mind be in you
...,” urges Paul (Phil 2:5).

This is perhaps the hardest practice to pin down in concrete terms.
Peacemaking is hard work, but I think we generally know what the
end goal is. The challenge is how to get there. But what does self-giving
look like in action, in a particular human life, in a specific social con-
text? How do aspects of social identity like class, gender, and race come
into play? Renunciation of power or status depends at least in part on
how much power or status one has (or does not have) to begin with.

Critics of the emphasis on self-giving love point out that it seems
to focus on those who have power or privilege to renounce, while hav-
ing less to say to those without power. Advocates like Gorman insist
that cruciformity is a practice available to all regardless of social status
(Gorman 2021, 394-97). In addition, the term cruciformity has a partic-
ular limitation, since it appears to point only to Christ’s crucifixion and
not also to his resurrection, even though the concept itself intends to
encompass both.

When it comes to gender, feminist theologians have long debated
whether an ethic of self-giving is harmful for women or if it can be
incorporated into a feminist ethic of discipleship. Some have critiqued
self-giving love as an ethic that is commended by men but practiced
by women. Others have sought to re-narrate its meaning and function.
Sarah Coakley, for example, interprets kendsis not as self-emptying but
as a form of dependence on God that applies equally to women and to
men. For her, kendsis is “power in vulnerability” — a space, enabled
by contemplative prayer, “in which non-coercive divine power man-
ifests itself” (Coakley 1996, 84). Thus kendsis is equally available to
both male and female disciples, as it is a stance toward God rather than
toward others. Anna Selak suggests that Anna Mercedes’s definition of
kenosis as “power for,” which emphasizes action on behalf of others,
could serve as a more active or outward-facing supplement to Coakley’s
approach (Selak 2017, 545).

Selak also points out that most approaches to kenotic imitation
neglect the second half of the pattern: the exaltation. She proposes
that kendsis thus entails self-emptying and filling by God, in ways
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that involve spiritual transformation and take shape in just action.
We cannot imitate Christ’s self-giving exactly; we are not called to
die on our own crosses. Instead, “The human analogue is a fullness of
the spirit of God that can overflow, thus bringing about the Reign of
God that is already but not yet” (Selak 2017, 546). This returns us to
the eschatological theme of the Lord’s Prayer, making both prayer and
kenosis practices for this tensive space where we dwell between the
now and the not yet.

Liberationist scholars and practitioners from the global church who
take up the ethical implications of self-giving offer similar critiques and
revisions. For example, the African theologian Mercy Amba Oduyoye,
like Coakley and other white feminists, does not reject kenosis alto-
gether. Instead, she writes, “What African women reject is the combina-
tion of cross and sacrifice laid on them by people who have no intention
of walking those paths themselves” (Oduyoye 2010, 179). They do not
need to take up suffering; they already suffer. Jesus is the liberator who
did not impose suffering but who overcame “life-denying forces,” who
made a bent-over woman stand up straight, who healed a woman with
a constant flow of blood, and who gave a dead son back to a grieving
widow (Amoah and Oduyoye 1989, 43, 174).

When Virginia Fabella shares reflections from Filipino and Korean
women, she discusses how these women equate Jesus’s passion with
their own suffering, in ways that echo the motif of the “crucified peo-
ples.” Filipino women, she writes, “are today the Christ disfigured in
his passion.” In some ways, she says, this is an unwitting or passive
imitatio Christi, but in other ways it becomes active, as when Filipino
women “have taken up the struggle on behalf of their sisters and of the
rest of the suffering poor” (Fabella 1989, 110). This helpfully creates a
distinction between involuntary imitation of Christ’s suffering and vol-
untary acceptance of suffering as a form of costly discipleship.

All these examples suggest that self-giving love is best seen as a
practice embodied in a community rather than only by an individual -
where those with power choose to yield to those without, where those
who have always knelt learn to stand, and where those who have always
stood learn to kneel (Winner 2011, 273-75).

CONCLUSION

Imitation of Jesus is a communal endeavor, not fundamentally a solitary
one. At the end of the Gospel of Matthew, when the risen Christ com-
missions his disciples, his final words are “remember, I am with you
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always, to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). Empowered by the ongoing
presence of the risen Christ, this community of disciples orients itself
around the double love commandment. Grounded in prayer (the love of
God), the cross-shaped community turns outward in self-giving love to
a broken and needy world (the love of neighbor).

Perhaps most of all, imitation of Jesus is a way of life that rejects
the world’s measures of success (power, wealth, privilege) in favor
of what looks to the world like weakness and foolishness (humility,
renunciation, love to the undeserving) (1 Cor 1:18). The way of Jesus is
a downward trajectory, in his crucifixion, which means self-giving and
identification with the poor and needy; but it is also an upward one, in
his resurrection and ascension, which signifies new life and freedom in
Christ, the abundant life offered by the gospel, a renewed vision, and joy
in the morning after a long night of sorrow. Taken together, cross and
resurrection are the shape of discipleship.
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14 The Body of Jesus in His People

THOMAS JOSEPH WHITE, OP

The early Christian movement gave rise to a highly original concep-
tion of the presence of God in human history. Primitive Christian
authors claimed that God himself has taken on a human nature in
Jesus of Nazareth, a man who is one with the Lord of Israel. This idea
of the “incarnation” of God in an individual human nature is novel
when considered against the backdrop of Second Temple Judaism.
Israelite prophetic authors had claimed that God the Creator reveals
his identity to Israel in a distinctive way. There are even ideas in their
writings of the glory of God becoming manifest to and within the peo-
ple of Israel. However, members of the early Christian movement,
themselves predominantly Jewish, claimed that the God of Israel had
become human to redeem the human race and had been crucified
and resurrected in his human nature. Indeed, the earliest Christians
clearly worshipped Christ as Lord and God, and in this sense initiated
the kind of intellectual and religious practices that would eventually
give rise to the fifth-century Chalcedonian declaration of Christ as
true God and true man.

At the same time, they also simultaneously affirmed something
else about the church of Christ that is no less startling. Various New
Testament authors affirm that human beings themselves are now
being incorporated by grace into a new form of participation in the life
of God (eternal life). On this view, human beings have no sufficient
access to the inner life and essence of God by their own natural power.
Instead, they can encounter God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by
grace alone. They do so not only individually but above all in a collec-
tive way, in the visible church, which was instituted by Christ in his
earthly life and after the resurrection, in the sending forth of the Holy
Spirit upon the apostles.

We can note as a point of fact that this historically novel Christian
claim is clearly not pantheistic or monistic, as if human beings are
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always, already united with God in the depths of their beings and sim-
ply need enlightenment so as to become better aware of this fact. Nor
is it, on the other side, characterized by the mere affirmation of radical
divine transcendence and the apophatic incomprehensibility of God,
who is distinct from his creation, and who remains always inacces-
sible, imperfectly represented by diverse and partially incompatible
religious traditions. Christianity acknowledges the transcendence and
hiddenness of the Creator but insists also on the gratuitous gift of
intimacy with God and knowledge of God’s own inner life by a new
divine initiative.

In what follows I explore this idea of the church as the body of
Christ, a collective participation in the presence and life of God. I do
so not diachronically by analysis of the “development of doctrines”
from the New Testament to patristic, medieval, Reformation era, and
modern authors, though I avert to historical sources. Instead, I treat
the topic thematically or systematically, using the theology of Thomas
Aquinas principally as a guide, while also making use of a series of his-
torical, pre-medieval, and modern references and while also taking into
account a variety of ecumenical considerations.

As a Catholic theologian I advert to two concepts throughout this
chapter, that of “mystery” and that of the “mystical body.” When
Catholic theologians speak of a “mystery” of faith, they mean to indi-
cate something that cannot be grasped merely by natural reason but
that is revealed to us by grace. Further, a mystery is inherently intel-
ligible but also difficult for us to understand due to its perfection,
and inexhaustible in intelligibility due to its depth and splendor. The
“mysteries” of the Holy Trinity and of the Incarnation, for example,
are realities we can know of, contemplate, and progressively under-
stand by cooperating with the grace of faith. They cast light on all other
realities as the highest and most intrinsically intelligible of all things.
Meanwhile, the notion of the church as the “mystical body” of Christ
is an idea developed in medieval Catholic theology (as I will come to)
to designate baptized Christians as participants by grace in the life of
Christ and in the divine nature. Traditionally the collective life of the
church is denoted as the “mystical body” of Christ to distinguish the
church from the resurrected body of Christ and his real presence in
the Eucharist. In this way of thinking, the latter presence, the “true
body” of Christ present in the Eucharist, is the source of the life of the
church as the “mystical body” of Christ. It is mystical because, while
the church is not Christ, Christ is communicating the life of grace to
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human beings in the church, which we can understand only imper-
fectly, even as we participate in the process.

I will proceed, then, by considering four main ideas briefly: the
church as the mystical body of Christ in classical Christian thought,
the sacramental sources of Christian life, the eucharistic body of Christ
in the church and its spiritual fruits, and the inclusive political and cos-
mic implications of a eucharistic ecclesiology.

THE CHURCH AS THE MYSTICAL BODY OF CHRIST

The Pauline notion of the church as the body of Christ is articulated
principally in 1 Corinthians 10:16-17; 12:12-27, Romans 6:3—4, and
12:4-6, and finds echoes in other passages of the New Testament,
such as Colossians 1:18, 24; 2:19; 3:15 and Ephesians 1:10, 22-23; 2:16;
3:6; 4:4, 12, 15—16, 25; 5:23, 30. We are told in these passages that in
Christian baptism the Holy Spirit incorporates believers into the body
of Christ. Christ is the head of the church, and there are diverse mem-
bers in Christ’s body, who have distinct gifts and roles. By grace, we
can dwell “in” Christ as we might dwell by grace in God and in the
collective life of a transcendent person. Meanwhile, in the celebration
of the Eucharist, the church communes in the body and blood of Christ
himself. The resurrected and glorified Christ is remaking all things in
view of their eschatological reconstitution, and this new life is some-
how meant to affect all of the cosmos.

The idea of the church as the body of Christ underwent devel-
opment in the fourth and fifth centuries, particularly in the Latin
West, in the face of the Donatist schism and the Arian crisis. The
idea is promoted in various ways by figures like Hilary, Ambrose, and
Augustine and was subject to especially important thematic reflec-
tion in the work of the latter. On Augustine’s view, Christian bap-
tism incorporates a person by grace into the ecclesial body of Christ,
which is one, apostolic, and universal.’ This incorporation implies
an inward configuration to Christ, by participation in the grace of his
headship, or his “capital” grace. Insofar as Christ is God and Lord, he
is one in substance with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Insofar as he
is human, he is a recipient and source of grace for all of humanity.?
Thus union with Christ as man, in virtue of the grace of baptism, has

' Augustine, On Baptism against the Donatists, 1.1, 19; The Trinity, 2. 30.

Augustine, The Trinity, 4.12-19.
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for its final end or purpose, communion with the divinity of Christ,
and by extension, with the mystery of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit.3> Therefore the church is the visible locus of communion with
the Holy Trinity, through the medium of the humanity of Christ, and
this participation occurs by means of sacramental incorporation into
the life of Christ and his grace.

Aquinas on the Grace of Christ
In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas took up the Augustinian
notion of grace and the headship of Christ. He reflected in a system-
atic way on the essence of grace and its origination in Christ, correlat-
ing his analysis with an Eastern patristic theme inherited from John
of Damascus (660 to ca. 750), that of the humanity of Christ as the
“instrument” of his divine person. John, following previous Byzantine
theological authors, had argued that the humanity of Christ united to
the divine person of the Word functions as a living instrument, in his
human mind and heart, to actively intend and will what the eternal
Father wills, in unity with the Son and the Holy Spirit. Consequently,
when God the Holy Trinity communicates grace to the world, God
does so in and with the concordant human intention and desire of the
man Jesus Christ in his resurrected life.* We can break down Aquinas’s
understanding of the head-body relationship of Christ and the church
by considering three successive ideas.

First, on Aquinas’s view, grace is a mysterious gift of God that trans-
forms human beings from within. It does not give them a new nature
s0 as to change what they are essentially as rational animals, as if bap-
tism communicated a new species of human personhood. Rather, grace
communicates to the human soul a new supernatural quality, received
from God into the essence of the soul.® This property then blossoms
in this life principally within the twin spiritual faculties of intellect
and will, by inclining them toward supernatural intellectual knowledge
of God (in faith) and supernatural volitional union with God (by hope
and charity).® This inward inclination of the person toward union with
God is accompanied by “infused” moral virtue (the grace of Christian

3 Augustine, Tractates on the Gospel of John, 21, 8; City of God, 9.15, 17; 10.20; 11.2.
4 John Damascene, Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 3.13-19.

5 Aquinas, Summa theologiae (ST), 1-2, q. 110, a. 2. The Summa is made up of four
parts. ST 1 is on Trinity and creation; ST 1-2 is on human actions, law, and grace;
ST 2—2 is on virtues and vices; ST 3 is on Christ and the sacraments.

Aquinas, ST 1-2, q. 110, a. 3.
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prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance) and the gifts of the Holy
Spirit.” The life of grace is already an initial participation in the eternal
life of God, as it inclines the human soul toward union with God after
death and individual judgment in the “beatific vision,” that is to say,
the immediate intuitive knowledge of the essence of God.® In the world
to come, the body of the human being and the psychosomatic subjec-
tivity of the human person will also be affected and transformed by the
grace of God after the pattern of the resurrection of Christ.® Human
beings are thus progressively transformed by grace into a participation
in the life of God.

Second, this life of grace is given principally and in its fullness by
the Holy Trinity to the human soul of Christ, which is the human soul
of the eternal Word made human. Jesus as man has within himself a
plenitude of grace that moves him from within, in all his acts of under-
standing and volition, to think freely and will harmoniously in accord
with the divine will.’® This is true both in his earthly life and in his
resurrected state. His human activity as man in both these states is not
only entirely authentic in its integrity and freedom but also takes place
in synergy with his divine activity.'’ The Holy Spirit fills his human
nature with grace and moves him inwardly as head of the church, so
that he freely intends to communicate grace to all human beings, who
receive grace in light of his meritorious life, passion, and resurrection.*?
In all this, the humanity of Christ is the living instrument of the divin-
ity, so that his human nature and his earthly life among us are the
human image and revelation of his uncreated life as the Son of God
with the Father and the Holy Spirit."

Third, according to Aquinas, the grace of Christ is universal in
extension, reaching back historically and diachronically to the first
human beings, and reaching out synchronically to all human beings
who come into existence. Grace is christological in origin (given
either in anticipation before or subsequently in light of the merits of
the human life of Christ). It is ecclesial in orientation, as it inclines
all human beings inwardly toward the universal visible life of the

7 Aquinas, ST 1-2, qq. 62; 63; 68.
Aquinas, ST 1, q. 12.

9 Aquinas, ST 3, q. 69, aa. 3—4.

' Aquinas, ST 3, q. 7.

Aquinas, ST 3, q. 18.

Aquinas, ST 3, q. 8, aa. 1-3, 5-6.
'3 Aquinas, ST 3, q. 19.
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church, the gathering of all human societies and persons into visi-
ble and sacramental communion with God.'# Against any notion of
restricted atonement theology, Aquinas reasons that if Christ died for
all persons (1 John 2:1-2), then the grace of God must be offered to
all persons, in a variety of ways, including in non-sacramental forms
both now and in the time prior to Christ."”> However, this grace is
also always already oriented toward the visible and invisible commu-
nion of the visible church in its sacramental dimensions.'® Taking
inspiration from Aristotle’s notion of the human person as a singular
hylomorphic (form and matter) substance composed of both body and
spiritual soul, Aquinas posits that the human person is itself already
a kind of sacramental anticipation of the life of grace: a visible sign of
the inward work of grace in the world. Thus human cultures develop
what he calls “sacraments of the natural law” by which they antici-
pate in the life of grace, in gestures and in ritual form, the fullness of
ecclesial life that comes into being in the visible, sacramental regime
of the apostolic church instituted by Christ."”

Sacramental Sources of Christian Life
New Testament authors convey the idea that the grace of Christ is
received from the sacraments, initially through Christian baptism
and in a particular way in virtue of the Eucharist (John 3:5; 6:53—55; 1
Cor 10:16-17; 12:13). Medieval Western theologians sought to under-
stand this process through an analysis of what they took to be the
seven sacraments instituted by Christ and the apostles in the found-
ing epoch of the church. So understood, the seven sacraments are
diverse, coordinated signs in and through which God communicates
a participation in the grace of Christ. The various sacraments have
diverse effects that are distinct but organically and spiritually related
to one another. The medievals typically followed Peter Lombard in
distinguishing three dimensions proper to each sacrament, so as to
explain its proper effect. The sacramentum tantum (sign itself) con-
sists in spoken words (the form of the sacrament), accompanied by a
physical action or the use of a physical substance (the matter, con-
strued broadly where “matter” denotes that through which the sign

™ Aquinas, ST 3, q. 8, a. 1; 2-2, q. 2, aa. 5-9.

'S Aquinas, ST 3, q. 8, a. 3.

16 Aquinas, ST 3, q. 73, a. 3; q. 79, a. I.

7 Aquinas, Commentary on the Sentences, 4, d. 1, q. 2, a. 6, sol. 3; ST 1-2, q. 98, a. 5, ad 3;
q. 103, a. T.
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is conveyed). The res et sacramentum (the reality of grace in the sign)
is the first and the irreversible ontological effect of the sacrament,
which is given irrespectively of the sanctity of the recipient, and
which is irreversible in effect. The res tantum (ultimate reality itself)
is the final effect of the sacrament in the order of sanctifying grace,
which depends for its reception and continued existence upon the
conditions of the recipient, especially in his or her free cooperation
with the grace of God.

It helps to provide an example. In the case of baptism, Aquinas
takes the sacramentum tantum to consist in water poured over the
head (the gesture or matter of the sacrament) accompanied by the bap-
tismal formula that invokes the name of the Trinity (the vocal sign
or form of the sacrament). The res et sacramentum is the irreversible
ontological effect, which Aquinas takes to be the character of bap-
tism, a spiritual mark imprinted on the soul that provides a perma-
nent disposition to the reception of other sacraments in the Christian
life, and that is given in an unrepeatable fashion, so that even if one
forsakes the Christian faith after baptism, any return to the church
does not require repetition of baptism prior to reception of future sac-
raments. This inward disposition is meant to dispose one, however,
to live effectively in the life of sanctifying grace. The res tantum of
baptism is precisely this: the communication of sanctifying grace that
remedies the effects of original sin by constituting the human per-
son into a state of friendship with God in the life of faith, hope, and
charity, infused moral virtues, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit.*® This
life is then sustained and nurtured by the other sacraments, though
it can be lost or forsaken through neglect or free defection from the
Christian life. Sanctifying grace also incorporates a person into the
one body of Christ, with Christ as the mystical head of the human
person, and with other baptized Christians as co-constituted members
of Christ’s visible body.

Other sacraments follow a similar pattern of interpretation, which
can be understood from a schematic presentation in this table.™

8 Aquinas, ST 3, q. 66, a. 1.

19 For textual foundations for the table, see Aquinas, ST 3, q. 66, a. 1; q. 72; q. 73, a. 6;
q. 84, a. 1; Commentary on the Sentences 4, d. 23, q. 1, aa. 1-2; 4, d. 24, q. 1, a. 1; 4, d. 26,
q. 2, aa. 1-3.
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One might wonder from this list whether there is an intrinsic
and spiritually organic order to the seven sacraments, so understood.
Aquinas understands the order with reference to four key ideas: founda-
tions for the Christian life, anthropological states of life that require the
help of sanctification, remedies for defects, and the summit and perfec-
tion of the Christian life.>° Baptism and confirmation pertain to the first
category. They are foundational sacraments in that they provide the
recipient with incorporation into the body of Christ, by way of charac-
ter and sanctifying grace, so as to convey a living disposition to grow in
spiritual union with Christ in a life of public discipleship. Matrimony
and holy orders pertain to distinct states of life, as they provide super-
natural grace to assist in the sanctification of natural marriage and
family life, or the service of the ecclesial community through ordained
ministry, which provides sacramental life and pastoral care to others.
(Meanwhile, on this view, religious life is made possible by living out
baptismal grace in a distinct way, through the evangelical counsels of
poverty, chastity, and obedience, as the free embrace of a radicalized
form of baptized existence.) Sacramental penance and the anointing of
the sick are sacraments that remedy defects of soul (penance) or body and
soul (anointing) and act to forgive sins and reorient the penitent toward
eternal life, even amidst adverse circumstances. Finally, the Eucharist
is in a category of its own, as the sacrament toward which all the others
are oriented. The Eucharist is unique because only in this sacrament is
Christ present not only as one who acts instrumentally by his virtual
power (by an operational presence) but also substantially.*' Therefore,
there is something eschatologically ultimate about the Eucharist, and
all other sacraments are ordered toward it, so that their celebration has
its most ultimate realization in the complementary and coordinated
celebration of the Eucharist.

Of course, the viewpoint depicted briefly here represents the
normative Catholic view but is not adequately representative of the
equivalent views found in Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Oriental
(non-Chalcedonian) churches. These latter churches hold to a view of
the sacramental mysteries that is very similar to that of the Catholic
church regarding the seven sacraments, as evidenced in recent ecumen-
ical statements.>> However, they understand the organic order of these

20

Aquinas, ST 3, q. 65, aa. 1-2.

Aquinas, ST 3, q. 65, a. 3.

22 See, for example, the Catholic-Eastern Orthodox Uniatism, Method of Union of the
Past; and the Present Search for Full Communion, Balamand (Lebanon), June 23,
1993, and the Joint International Commission for the Theological Dialogue between

21
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sacraments within a larger liturgical context of symbolic acts, wherein
less distinction need be drawn between these particular seven sources
of grace and other liturgical and religious aspects of the Christian life.
Reformed Christian traditions issued from figures like Luther, Zwingli,
and Calvin, meanwhile, dispute the apostolic origins of five of the sacra-
ments, and maintain the need only for Christian baptism and the Lord’s
Supper. Their interpretations of these sacraments differ from those pres-
ented in this chapter and their views also differ sometimes significantly
from those of one another, especially regarding the Eucharist. Without
pretending here to provide a substantive introduction to Protestant
notions of sacramentality, we can note in passing two important ideas
common to these traditions.

First, the Reformers had in common the concern to mitigate the
influence of what they considered to be an excessive Catholic and
Orthodox theology of sacramental mediations that was built, on their
view, on an accretion of man-made artificial customs that are not
of apostolic origin. Second, however, they believed that the sacra-
ments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper were means instituted by
Christ for the communication of grace. Calvin does not hesitate to
call sacraments “instruments” of grace and maintains the distinc-
tion between the sacramentum tantum, res et sacramentum, and res
tantum inherited from Lombard, even if he interprets the content of
the sacraments differently from Roman Catholic theologians.>3 The
upshot of these ideas is that there remains, even in the midst of the
important differences between Catholics and Protestants, an impor-
tant utility of reference to the common sources of medieval theol-
ogy that inspired each, including the schemas regarding the threefold
dimensionality of the sacraments, which influenced both early mod-
ern Catholics and Protestants in diverse ways. The knowledge of this
traditional shared influence can assist in robust future ecumenical
conversations regarding convergent and distinct but relational con-
victions regarding the church as the mystical body of Christ. Far from
being an impasse to ecumenical conversation regarding the life of the
church and the sacraments, the knowledge of the medieval analysis of

the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church, from Ravenna, October 8-14,
2007; and the Catholic-Oriental Orthodox, The Sacraments in the Life of the Church,
Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue Between the Catholic
Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, June 23, 2022. These documents are
available at the Vatican Dicastery for the Promotion of the Unity of Christians, www
.christianunity.va/.

23 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.14.12-16; 4.17.1.
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the threefold dimensionality of the sacraments is essential for under-
standing historically and thematically both where Protestant and
Catholic traditions diverge as well as where they converge.

THE EUCHARISTIC BODY OF CHRIST IN THE CHURCH
AND ITS SPIRITUAL FRUITS

It is interesting within this context to consider the theology of the
“three bodies” of Christ, as it developed in the mature period of high
medieval theological reflection. Augustine in his City of God and other
texts explored the idea that the Eucharist as the presence of the body
and blood of Christ received in holy communion has for its effect the
communicating of a participation in grace so as to make the church
the body of Christ. This idea led to reflection among ninth-century
Augustinians, such as Amalarius of Metz, on the relation of three
notions of the body of Christ: the living resurrected body of the Lord,
his eucharistic body and blood, and the church as the body of Christ.
What is the relation between these three realities, each denoted as
“the body of Christ”? Theologians of the period undertook reflections
on the symbolism of the Mass to decipher how the imagery contained
therein referred back to the historical mysteries of the life of Christ
(his incarnation, death, and resurrection, depicted in the elements of
bread and wine) and forward to the mystery of the church, so that
the Eucharist itself should be understood to convey symbolically and
effectively to the church a real participation in the corporate life of
Christ and its spiritual benefits.?¢ This vibrant and diversified process
of theological reflection was subject to a kind of internal crisis, how-
ever, in the eleventh century when Berengar of Tours interpreted the
Eucharist itself in primarily spiritual terms, understanding it as an
outward sign of an inward grace, not unlike the other six sacraments.
For this reason, in 1215 bishops at the Fourth Lateran Council sol-
emnly affirmed the doctrine of transubstantiation (substantial conver-
sion) stating that in the mass, when the words of consecration are said
over the bread and wine by a validly ordained priest, they become the
body and blood of Christ.

Aquinas sets out to resolve the theological question of the ontolog-
ical relation of the three bodies. He notes that the resurrected body of
Christ is not contiguous or spatially present within the current cosmos
as we experience it but that, in his glorified state, Christ can act upon

24 See the study of de Lubac 2006.
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our world and render himself present to it by the power of God.*S His
eschatological human nature is not thus wholly “outside” of the physi-
cal universe but is present to it in a distinct and novel state of being. In
the Eucharist the resurrected Christ is rendered present in a sacramen-
tal mode, so that what were formerly bread and wine truly become the
body and blood of the glorified Christ.>® However, the ontological prop-
erties (accidents) of bread and wine remain, such as the quantity and
qualities of bread and wine. The living Christ is present ontologically
in the accidents without newly accruing their properties to himself.?”
These properties no longer subsist in a substance, then, since they are
no longer bread and wine, but are not accrued to the glorified body of
Christ either. He is present in them as long as they remain, prior to
consumption by the church or corruption by external elements.?® In
this way, the church can live in the mysterious and real presence of
Christ in the Eucharist, but what the church and her membership do
to the sacramental species (when they consume and digest them) does
not alter the ontological reality and state of the glorified Christ.>® He
subsists under the signs of bread and wine, where he can be worshipped
and so that the church can commune with him. The true body on the
altar is thus identical with the glorified body of Christ, present in a
mysterious way, without any alteration of the heavenly status of the
glorified Christ.

How then should we understand the mystical body of the church?
Aquinas associates the true body of Christ present in the Eucharist
with the res et sacramentum and the mystical body of the church with
the res tantum of the Eucharist.3° In other words, the Eucharist by its
proper effect of grace produces the living communion of the church.
The Eucharist renders effective the living communion of the church
in charity. It symbolizes this communion in three ways: first as food
and drink, or nourishment of the spiritual life in charity; secondly
as sacrifice, since the double consecration of the body and then the
blood separately symbolizes the separation of the body and blood of
Christ in the passion. The benefits of the passion are communicated
to the faithful by reverent reception of the body and blood. Third, it
symbolizes ecclesial unity since all eat from one paten and drink from

25 Aquinas, ST 3, q. §6, a. 1; q. §7, aa. 4-5.

26 Aquinas, ST 3, q. 75, a. 4 and 8.

*7  Aquinas, ST 3, q. 75, 4. 5; q. 77, a. I.

*$  Aquinas, ST 3, q. 77, a. 4.

?9  Aquinas, ST 3, q. 76, a. 5-6.

3 See on what follows in this paragraph, Aquinas, ST 3, q. 79, a. 1.
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one chalice (cf. 1 Cor 10:16-17), and so the Eucharist effectuates the
corporate unity of the mystical body. In all of these ways the Eucharist
realizes sacramentally what it signifies.

By his striking affirmation that the Eucharist effectuates the mys-
tical body of the visible Catholic church, Aquinas suggests overtly
that in some way all grace that is given in history whether before
or after the time of Christ has an inclusive ecclesiological finality:
Grace orients all human beings in history inwardly toward one cath-
olic communion that is both visible and invisible, animated by a
common participation in the life of Christ. All who participate in
his grace are joined with one another, however implicitly, in a com-
mon knowledge of the mystery of the Holy Trinity, and in common
bonds of divine charity. This ecclesiological vision has eschatologi-
cal consequences. Even in the life of heaven, then, there is a visible
mediation of grace, since the humanity of Christ will forever play
an instrumental, mediating role in its communication, even as this
christological grace allows the human community to enjoy the vision
of God, the Trinity, immediately in itself.3" In this sense, there will
be a sublimation of all previous sacramental life into a higher order
of christological presence, rather than a sheer discontinuation of vis-
ible mediations. Furthermore, the bodily life of human persons is an
essential part of God’s creation and is truly redeemed by Christ. This
bodily life of the human community is to be reconstituted within the
resurrected order, present in the eschatological church, as Christ’s
extended mystical body.

POLITICAL AND COSMIC IMPLICATIONS OF
A EUCHARISTIC ECCLESIOLOGY

In modern Catholic theology, the notion of the church as the mysti-
cal body of Christ has played a key role in thinking about the unity
of the human race. The eucharistic theology mentioned in this chap-
ter has also played a role in understanding the political and cosmic
dimensions of Christology. The Second Vatican Council documents
Lumen gentium and Gaudium et spes, for example, make use of the
Thomistic notion of the universal headship of Christ in order to think
about a twofold truth. On the one side, because Christ is the univer-
sal redeemer of humanity in virtue of his incarnation, passion, and
resurrection, so all human beings are related to him in the order of

31 Aquinas ST 3, q. 22, a. 5.
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grace, which is offered in some way to all.3* The scandal of particular-
ity proper to the Christian claim that he is the unique mediator of sal-
vation implies also the notion of his universal importance: that grace
is offered by Christ to all persons. On the other side, this means all
human beings are related in some way to the visible church, which
contains the plenitude of the means of salvation, including the seven
sacraments identified in Catholic teaching.?® The church then is said
to be herself “like a sacrament or as a sign and instrument” of God.34
She is the indication that God intends to redeem humanity and unite
the human race to himself effectively, in Christ, and in a common
eucharistic communion.

This idea of the christological mediation of all salvation and of the
ecclesiological finality of all salvation within the corporate body of
Christ might seem to exclude the possibility of respectful consideration
of any role in human history for non-Catholic forms of Christianity
or for other human religious traditions. However, the view indicated
in Catholic doctrine (especially in Lumen gentium, 14-16) proposes a
contrary vision, in which all the baptized and the ecclesial traditions
that they participate in can contribute positively to a collective life in
Christ and are thus related in some way to the one eucharistic com-
munion that takes on a plenary manifestation and visibility in the
Catholic church.?’ Ecumenism then is a process of discernment of a
deeper ground of unity shared already in Christ that can intensify and
expand. Other non-Christian religious traditions, meanwhile, may be
related to Christianity historically as potentially grace-initiated indica-
tions of the human drive to discover and find union with the transcen-
dent mystery that is at the origin of existence.3® Christian engagement
with non-Christian religions then can seek a common ground for points
of unity and ethical cooperation, based in the belief that the grace of
Christ is present and active in the whole of humanity.

There are political ramifications to this idea as well. Traditional
Catholic theology maintains that even apart from divine revelation

32 The Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World, Gaudium et spes, no. 22.

33 The Second Vatican Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen
gentium, no. 13-16.

34 Lumen gentium, no. I.

35 Lumen gentium, no. 15; and the Second Vatican Council Decree on Ecumenism,

Unitatis redintegratio.

Lumen gentium, no. 16, and the Second Vatican Council Declaration on the Church

to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra aetate.

36
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there are genuine resources within human philosophical traditions for
a universal humanism, one that is metaphysically realistic and ethical
in kind. It is based on a study of human nature, the dignity of human
personhood, and a reasonable ethical analysis of social justice and
the common good of human beings. The universality of the notion of
Christ’s mystical body, however, adds a specifically Christian note to
this idea of a universal humanism. Understood in light of the doctrine
of Christ’s mystical body, one can perceive that every human being is
made in the image of God, principally in virtue of the personal capac-
ities of understanding and deliberate love.3” Each person is one who
Christ seeks to redeem. Thus also each human being can be subject
to the charity of Christ, as a fruit of eucharistic communion, and this
charity is exhibited in Christian friendship, justice, and mercy, shown
to all persons and not only those who are visible members of the body
of Christ by baptism.

This christological humanism is also a bulwark against any form
of racism or colonial inegalitarianism that would deny dignity and
human rights to particular individuals or subgroups within the larger
framework of society.3® It offers Christian believers distinctively super-
natural motivations against totalitarian forms of government that
would reduce the meaning and scope of human freedom to the realm
of the immanent political life of the state or social polity. Because the
human person is called to a transcendent life in God, he or she therefore
cannot be instrumentalized for ultimate ends that are merely political,
however noble they may be. This is true not only of individuals but also
of collective cultures, subsidiary institutions (such as universities or
families), and political states, which all have a dignity of their own and
cannot be manipulated for purely political ends.3®

At the same time, this very idea of a universal calling of all human
beings and collective social groups to a union with God by grace, in
Christ, provides a decisive motivation for the protection of religious
freedom in those who choose not to be religious, since their conscience
and freedom of religious decision-making is something sacred, marked
by the dignity of those who must seek and embrace the truth freely.4°
This “negative” freedom from religiosity of a tyrannical kind also has
a collective form, since families or societies that wish to preserve their

37 See Gaudium et spes, no. 12, 24, 68.

3% Gaudium et spes, no. 26, 29.

39 Gaudium et spes, no. 19, 25, 43.

49 See the Second Vatican Council Declaration on Religious Freedom, Dignitatis humanae.
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freedom from religious coercion of any kind also retain their dignity as
free, truth-seeking beings. The sacramental order cannot be dissociated
from these various concerns, as it requires the protection of the free
engagement and truth-seeking of every human person for its genuine
acceptance and ethically profound celebration.

Finally, eucharistic ecclesiology offers one resource