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1

THE SCANDAL OF THE SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY

Jesus’ status inflames debate. This has been the case since the historical Jesus started teaching with an assuredness that upset those in religious authority, feasting with social outcasts and the ‘other’ thus turning them into friends, and enduring, rather than inflicting, suffering, violence and death. In the aftermath of Jesus’ state-sanctioned murder this debate was fanned by people claiming to have ongoing experiences not only of the risen Jesus, but also of a new, collective ‘risen’ life enabled through Jesus.

Central to debates about Jesus’ status, which have continued for nearly 2,000 years, is whether in some way Jesus uniquely embodies the divine. The phrase the ‘scandal of particularity’ has come to signify this. Lesslie Newbigin summarizes this expression:

The Christian tradition affirms that God has made his mind and purpose known to some (not to all) people through events in history – not all events but some, the memory of which is treasured in the Christian tradition. This affirmation is a cause of scandal, what is sometimes called the scandal of particularity.1

As Christendom disintegrates in the West, the debate has not burned itself out. Instead a renewed energy has fuelled the quest to discover who Jesus really was. Various individuals and schools of thought pit themselves against one another as they insist that they have discovered the truth. The diversity of these truths about Jesus is demonstrated by recent publications. On the one hand there are those who insist that the evidence reveals that Jesus was exalted to God status through a process of human re-imagining.2 On the other hand there are those who insist that the evidence reveals that, from the outset, it was believed that God became flesh in Jesus and that Jesus thought of himself in divine terms.3 What is surprising is that both sides of this debate consistently eclipse a central proclamation of who Jesus is across earliest christological understandings.

The scandal of the scandal of particularity is that in various Second Testament and early church texts in which Jesus is celebrated as divine, Jesus is understood and celebrated as the female divine.4 Insufficient attention has been devoted to this and to the question of why this is so. In recognizing the prominence of Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology in Second Testament and early church texts and investigating why in the early Jesus movement Jesus is imaged as Woman Wisdom, potent insights are gained that slice through the polemics of contemporary christological debate. In excavating why the church in the second and third centuries began to obscure this understanding, and exploring the implications of re-engaging with this proclamation of Jesus-Woman Wisdom in contemporary context, simultaneously ancient and fresh insights are gained. When the scandal of the scandal of particularity is recognized, understandings of the divine, christology, soteriology, church, discipleship, gender, ‘other’ and self are radically recalibrated.

Before embarking upon this investigation, contemporary christological debate needs to be outlined in order to contextualize the work. It is increasingly popular to argue that Jesus’ divinity emerged through a process of accretion. This view is evidenced by Bart Ehrman, ‘in early Christianity the views of Christ got “higher and higher” with the passing of time, as he became increasingly identified with the divine’.5 Similarly, Geza Vermes argues that:

By the end of the first century Christianity had lost sight of the real Jesus and of the original meaning of his message. Paul, John and their churches replaced him by the otherworldly Christ of faith, and his insistence on personal effort, concentration and trust in God by a reliance on the saving merits of an eternal, divine Redeemer… Jesus, the religious man with an irresistible charismatic charm, was metamorphosed into Jesus the Christ, the transcendent object of the Christian religion.6

Likewise, Robert Funk states that from a ‘relatively modest beginning, Jesus was gradually elevated to godhood in the second and third centuries’.7 This has become a significant view in popular theology.8 On the face of it, this understanding of a divine escalator, in which Jesus is a charismatic man at the bottom and made into the ‘God one’ by the time he is conveyed to the top, appears reasonable.9 However, as will be demonstrated, the textual evidence disrupts this theory.

Earlier than Second Testament and early church texts composed in the first century, Jesus is worshipped as divine. This is evidenced in the hymns and liturgical fragments that are embedded within these sources, which celebrate and proclaim Jesus’ divinity.10 These fragments bear witness to worship practices that were sufficiently established and familiar in Jesus communities to be quoted in the composition of these texts.11 As Larry Hurtado states:

A number of New Testament passages are widely thought to incorporate hymnic material from the worship of first century Christian circles (e.g. Phil. 2.6-11; Col. 1.15-20; Jn 1.1-18; Eph. 5.14; 1 Tim. 3.16) … The first thing to note is how much this hymnic material in the Pauline letters and other early Christian writings is focused on the celebration of Jesus, his significance and work.12

Hurtado rightly points out that in this early Christian worship ‘There are two distinguishable figures, God and Jesus, but in Paul’s letters there is an evident concern to understand the reverence given to Jesus as an extension of the worship of God.’13 Despite Ehrman’s commitment to the view that the earthly Jesus was elevated to ‘a divine being’ through a process of accretion, he concurs with Hurtado’s assessment of these sources and states, ‘Christians insisted that they believed in only one God, and yet, they revered Jesus as divine and worshipped their “Lord Jesus” along with God.’14 Reflecting on Hurtado’s work, Ehrman admits that ‘virtually right away’ in the Jesus movement, Jesus was being ‘worshipped as a divine being’.15

Ehrman acknowledges the immediacy of this early practice of worshipping Jesus as ‘a divine being’, yet maintains that it was over time that Jesus was ‘increasingly identified with the divine’.16 He seeks to smooth over this disjuncture by arguing that the first Christians’ christological understanding of Jesus was from the perspective of ‘adoptionism’.17 Ehrman states, ‘The earliest Christians held exaltation Christologies in which the human being Jesus was made the Son of God – for example, at his resurrection or at his baptism.’18 This is not the whole story. While some early texts do indicate an ‘adoptionist’ christology, other early texts do not. There is, potentially, evidence of an ‘adoptionist’ Wisdom christology in Mark’s baptism account, and, perhaps, 1 Clement 36.19 However, in other early texts that celebrate Jesus as Woman Wisdom an ‘incarnational’ christology predominates, as evidenced in the Colossians hymn in which Jesus is pre-existent and the one who embodies the ‘fullness of God’. When reflecting on these ancient sources, care must be taken not to demand that they provide answers to the theological dilemmas of later centuries, or those of the contemporary context. Regardless of how Jesus was understood to be divine, whether in an ‘adoptionist’ manner or in an ‘incarnational’ manner, or both, the liturgical fragments in Second Testament and early church texts indicate that from a very early period in the Jesus movement Jesus was being celebrated as ‘a divine being’. While these Jesus communities may not have been able to articulate an understanding of how Jesus was – or came to be – divine to the satisfaction of later christological criteria, this evidence indicates that they worshipped Jesus as ‘a divine being’ nonetheless.

Despite their contrasting positions, Ehrman and Hurtado are examples of scholars who rightly recognize the early hymn and prayer fragments of Second Testament texts in which Jesus is worshipped as ‘a divine being’.20 However, neither Ehrman nor Hurtado adequately acknowledge, or explore, that in a significant proportion of these fragments in Second Testament and in early church texts Jesus is imaged and celebrated as Woman Wisdom. This is evidenced in Ehrman’s discussion of 1 Cor. 8.6. Ehrman admits that what is said about Jesus ‘sounds very much like what non-Christian Jewish texts occasionally say about God’s Wisdom. And God’s Wisdom was itself understood to be God.’21 In this acknowledgement Ehrman suppresses Woman Wisdom’s personhood and gender, not least through the use of the neuter pronoun, even as he reflects that Jesus is likely being imaged as her. The question of why in this text Jesus would be imaged as Hebrew Woman Wisdom is not entertained by Ehrman.22 Not only does Ehrman minimize Woman Wisdom in the passage; he minimizes the priority of Wisdom christology, by arguing, without sufficient evidence, that this christology is based on an understanding of Jesus being an angel: ‘Paul clearly thought Jesus was God in a certain sense – but he does not think that he was the Father. He was an angelic divine being before coming into the world; he was the Angel of the Lord.’23

The evidence of First Testament and intertestamental texts demonstrates that Woman Wisdom was not understood as an angel.24 In Charles Gieschen’s examination of ‘angelomorphic’ christology, he discusses understandings of Woman Wisdom and rightly points out that Woman Wisdom is presented as being ‘distinct from the rest of creation’ 25 and that ‘she is God’s companion, even a participant in creation’.26 Gieschen also recognizes that Woman Wisdom is described as being enthroned with God (e.g. Wis. 9.4; 10),27 and that she proclaims her glory in the midst of the angelic host (Sir. 24.2).28 Furthermore Gieschen argues that in Proverbs 8.30, the description of Woman Wisdom ‘beside’ God: ‘is indicative of more than the position of a typical angel’.29

Despite this, in Ehrman’s discussion of John’s prologue he again minimizes the Wisdom christology of the passage and continues to argue that this author understood Christ as an angel: ‘Christ was some kind of angelic being before becoming a human – probably the “chief angel” or the “Angel of the Lord”’.30 It is only by downplaying the expansive role of Woman Wisdom in First Testament and intertestamental texts, minimizing the presence of Woman Wisdom in 1 Cor. 8.6 and John’s prologue, and transposing the view of Jesus as ‘an angelic being’ over the top of these texts, that Ehrman is able to maintain his view that Jesus was understood to be divine through a process of gradual accretion. When early celebrations, and worship, of Jesus-Woman Wisdom are recognized, his argument for divine elevation collapses.

Ehrman does admit that in the Colossians hymn Jesus is worshipped as ‘Wisdom made flesh’.31 However he does so while continuing to downplay Woman Wisdom’s personhood and gender.32 Rather than acknowledging that this christology aligns with the Wisdom christology of Paul, the early Jesus movement that Paul quotes from, and John’s prologue, Ehrman argues that Colossians is the exception to the rule, ‘We have now moved into an entirely different realm from the earlier exaltation Christologies.’33 The Second Testament evidence demonstrates that Colossians is not the exception to the rule. In contrast, the Colossians hymn, as well as other early hymn and prayer fragments in Second Testament and early church texts, are the exception to Ehrman’s rule. As will be discussed at length in Chapter 2, texts in 1 Corinthians, Colossians, John’s prologue, Hebrews, as well as other Second Testament and early church texts including 1 Clement and the Didache, demonstrate that Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology, in which Jesus is imaged as the female divine, were pivotal across many communities in the early Jesus movement. This ‘high’ christology did not emerge through a gradual process of accretion. The extant evidence reveals that Jesus is imaged, celebrated and worshipped as the divine from a very early period and that in these proclamations Jesus is imaged, celebrated and worshipped as the female divine.

Hurtado rightly identifies that hymn and prayer fragments embedded within Second Testament texts provide insight into the christological understandings in the early Jesus movement, and that these practices ran contrary to ‘the norms’ of Jewish culture. Hurtado states, ‘emphasis on Jesus in early Christian worship songs is unprecedented, and constitutes at the least a significant degree of difference from the liturgical practices and pattern characteristic of Jewish groups of the period’.34 Hurtado also acknowledges the Wisdom christology within the liturgical passages that he cites. However, not unlike Ehrman, Hurtado downplays the personhood and ‘womanliness’ of Woman Wisdom even as he acknowledges the Wisdom content of these passages. This is evidenced in Hurtado’s discussion of the creedal fragment in Hebrews: ‘the passage appropriates Jewish Wisdom tradition to assert Jesus’ glorious relationship to God (cf., e.g. Wisd. Sol. 7.22–8.1)’.35 If readers were not familiar with ‘Jewish Wisdom tradition’ they would not know that in this liturgical fragment Jesus is being imaged as the female divine, Woman Wisdom.

When Hurtado discusses 1 Cor. 8.6 he points out that ‘Scholars commonly (and cogently) suggest that this reflects an appropriation of biblical/Jewish traditions about God’s Wisdom pictured as God’s companion in creation (Prov 8.22-30; Sir 24.9; Wisd. Sol 7.22; 8.4; 9.9).’36 Here, again, while admitting the priority of Wisdom christology and that Wisdom is ‘God’s companion’, Hurtado refrains from acknowledging that Wisdom is personified as the female divine. Likewise, when Hurtado discusses John’s prologue he states, ‘It is widely thought that the use of the term “Logos” in 1.1-18 was influenced by, and was intended to allude to, biblical and Jewish traditions about God’s Word and Wisdom, sometimes pictured as the uniquely intimate and efficacious agent of divine purposes.’37 Hurtado acknowledges the ‘uniquely intimate’ place of Woman Wisdom in Jewish traditions at the same time as consistently obscuring her personhood and gender.

Hurtado and Ehrman are not alone in acknowledging the priority of early church Wisdom christology while simultaneously minimizing the presence of Woman Wisdom and the reality that Jesus is imaged as her. As will be discussed in detail, recent work by David Ford and Paul Fiddes also obscures the presence of Woman Wisdom and early understandings of Jesus-Woman Wisdom amidst their discussions of the importance of Wisdom christology both in the early church and in contemporary context.38 For some, it may be a startling reality that in Second Testament and early church texts that preserve hymn and prayer fragments from the early Jesus movement, when Jesus is worshipped as a divine being, he is regularly imaged as the female divine. For others, it may be an equally startling reality that scholars continue to minimize this, even as they acknowledge the priority of Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology in these texts.39

In recent decades feminist scholars have highlighted and begun to explore the presence of Jesus-Woman Wisdom in Second Testament texts. This is seen in the work of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Elizabeth Johnson and others.40 Their work has not only been crucial in the rediscovery of the significant place of Wisdom christology in the early church, it has also contributed to vital and ongoing dialogue about the nature of the divine and gender equality in the church. However, the challenges and insight offered by Jesus-Woman Wisdom do not only disrupt assumptions about divine gender and godly patterns of ecclesiology. Re-engagement with Jesus-Woman Wisdom has far-reaching implications, as demonstrated in the recent work of Denis Edwards and Celia Deane-Drummond in relation to ecology.41 Perhaps it is the expansive implications of this ancient christology and soteriology that has contributed to the ongoing eclipse of Jesus-Woman Wisdom in theological debate.

When the personhood and ‘womanliness’ of Woman Wisdom are acknowledged and it is openly recognized that Jesus is imaged as Woman Wisdom, the question that, finally, erupts to the surface is why would early Jesus communities celebrate Jesus in the language and imagery of the female divine? It was once assumed that the linking together of Jesus and Woman Wisdom was attributable to the desire to elevate the earthly Jesus to a divine being.42 However, the reality that Jesus is imaged as Woman Wisdom in earliest preserved expressions of christology – within the hymnic and creedal fragments of the primitive church – indicates that this strange proclamation was being made before any process of christological elevation was supposed to have occurred. The motivations in early Jesus communities for imaging Jesus, a man killed in a state-sanctioned murder, with the figure of divine Woman Wisdom must have been significant, and so compelling, that the cultural patriarchal bias against women was temporarily superseded in order to make way for this paradoxical proclamation.

The reasons why this why question has been overlooked in the West are manifold. Habits of seeing, and not seeing, beget themselves. Because Jesus-Woman Wisdom is commonly obscured in a variety of ways, there has been little space for the strangeness of this paradox to emerge. This question may also have been overlooked because of the ‘silos’ in which academic work often exists. At times, biblical scholarship can remain focused on the texts at hand, to the exclusion of the broader questions that the texts educe. On the other hand, at times, systematic theology can focus on broader theological questions, without maintaining focus on the biblical texts that form the basis of the theological enterprise. This monograph is the fruit of interdisciplinary research across biblical studies and systematic theology: reflexively paying attention to the biblical texts under consideration, as well as other early church texts, and stepping back from these sources in order to attend to the broader questions that they elicit. While there are inherent risks and difficulties in working in this interdisciplinary manner, this approach has created both sufficient depth and space to engage with the immensity of the scandal of the scandal of particularity. Through this process the commonalities in the ignition of Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology and the multivalent motivations for the eclipsing of Jesus-Woman Wisdom across the sources have been able to be recognized, mapped and examined. Furthermore, this interdisciplinary approach has enabled some of the potential implications of this ancient Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology in the contemporary context to be investigated at length.

In the chapters that follow, four key movements of exploration are made. Chapter 2 demonstrates and discusses the presence of Woman Wisdom in First Testament, intertestamental, Second Testament, and ‘orthodox’ early church texts composed before the middle of the second century. In order to investigate the various ways in which Woman Wisdom is imaged in First Testament and intertestamental texts four criteria are utilized that examine explicit and implicit references to Woman Wisdom, how Woman Wisdom is imaged in relation to God, and what her role is understood to be, in these texts. The ‘issue’ of Woman Wisdom’s ‘womanliness’ is explored, and the strangeness of the celebration of Woman Wisdom’s divine being in texts of monotheistic Israel is investigated. Second Testament and early church texts are also examined according to a fourfold criterion. This enables identification of explicit and implicit references to Jesus and Woman Wisdom, and investigation of the Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology present within many of these texts.

Chapter 3 is devoted to the question of why Jesus is imaged as Woman Wisdom in Second Testament and early church texts. By attending to the ways in which Jesus is imaged, celebrated and worshipped as Woman Wisdom across these sources, the common motivation for this early identification emerges. Five shared, significant features of Woman Wisdom in First Testament and intertestamental texts and Jesus-Woman Wisdom in Second Testament and early church texts, are identified and investigated. Through analysis of these common features it is demonstrated that ongoing, collective transformative experiences within early Jesus communities ignited Wisdom christology and the celebration of a ‘realized’ Wisdom soteriology. Contemporary bias against religious experience is discussed, and it is demonstrated that this does not justify the denial of the significant place of these claimed experiences in, and for, early Jesus communities.43 Second Testament and early church texts indicate that it was not the select few who were claiming to share in such experiences.44 The sources also demonstrate that these experiences were not limited to visions.45 The evidence reveals that early Jesus communities claimed and celebrated that they were sharing in ongoing experiences of ‘kinaesthetic transformation’.46 These transformative experiences not only ignited celebrations and worship of Jesus-Woman Wisdom but also enabled these communities to begin, falteringly, to live in deeply counter-cultural ways.

Chapter 4 identifies and investigates the reasons for the veiling of Jesus-Woman Wisdom in the second and third centuries. Drawing from key writers and texts from this period, it is demonstrated that multivalent motivations led to this eclipsing. These include the patriarchal gender bias, the influences of ‘Gnosticism’ and the impacts of gentile audiences less familiar with Hebrew Woman Wisdom, upon the apologetic imperative. Changing experiences of church in the second and third centuries also contributed to the veiling of Jesus-Woman Wisdom. By utilizing the fivefold criteria of Chapter 3, alongside investigation of textual evidence from the second and third centuries, it will be demonstrated that as the church became increasingly stratified; in ecclesial structure, in liturgical practices and in patterns of exclusion and inclusion, there was increasingly less room for claimed experiences of Jesus-Woman Wisdom. That is, because early Wisdom christology and ‘realized’ Wisdom soteriology were ignited through transformative experiences, as experiences of church changed, and these earlier experiences were recast as deluded and, at times, heretical, ancient Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology were veiled. By osmosis, over time, Jesus communities no longer recognized Jesus-Woman Wisdom in their midst.

Chapter 5 explores the potential validity of ‘re-recognizing’ Jesus-Woman Wisdom.47 David Ford’s ‘interrogative field’ provides the framework for this assessment of the faithfulness of ancient Wisdom christology and Wisdom soteriology.48 Ford’s six interconnecting questions not only test the ‘orthodoxy’ of this understanding of salvation, but also provide the apparatus to test the potential fruitfulness of this ancient understanding in the twenty-first-century. Through this examination the simultaneously faithful and wildly accessible nature of this ancient proclamation of Jesus-Woman Wisdom is demonstrated.

The investigation of Jesus-Woman Wisdom in the early Jesus movement, her veiling in the second and third centuries and her rediscovery in contemporary context is summarized in the conclusion. The book ends with reflections about future fields of exploration that engagement with Jesus-Woman Wisdom continues to invite.

The scandal of particularity is not simply that Jesus is understood to be divine. The scandal of the scandal of particularity is that across texts of the early Jesus movement, Jesus is imaged, understood, celebrated and worshipped as the female divine. Ancient proclamations of Jesus-Woman Wisdom disrupt prevalent contemporary assumptions about divine gender and church structure. This scandalous understanding of Jesus’ particularity also shatters well worn, and commonly rejected, understandings of who God is, how God acts and what this might mean for
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