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Rome, Museo Nazionale delle Terme. (Alinari/Art Resource, NY.)

The above relief is not so much decoration as summary of this book. The relief is one of two twin-registered polychrome marble plaques containing biblical scenes and dating to the first years of the fourth century C.E.

Twin scenes of free healing frame a central image of open eating, which are, as this book maintains, the heart of Jesus’ original vision and program. At left Jesus heals the paralytic who carries off his bed, as in Mark 2:1–12. And at right the widow’s son at Nain arises from his bier, as in Luke 7:11–16. Jesus faces inward at the plaque’s half-broken left side; he presumably looked inward at the right, which is totally broken. In the lower center are four figures in typical pose for a pagan meal with the dead. The middle two are “reclining” behind a barely visible curved bolster while the outer pair seem to be serving them. They have six baskets—that is, lots of food—and are both eating and drinking (note goblet in right hand of third from left). That classical scene in the lower center is subsumed into a multiplication of the loaves (but no sign of fishes), as in Mark 6:35–44 or John 6:5–13, by its conjunction with the upper center scene where three disciples, at left, lead toward Jesus, at right. Finally, Jesus himself is designated as a teacher or philosopher by the scroll in his hand. In both cases he wears the pallium of Greek wisdom rather than the toga of Roman power. But, while in the scene to the left he wears both outer pallium and inner tunic, in the center he wears the pallium without the tunic, leaving his right shoulder and body bare. He is portrayed as not just any type of philosopher but, precisely, a Cynic philosopher.

We find Jesus healing, eating, teaching, and more like a Cynic philosopher than anything else—in other words, this book in iconographic miniature.





Prologue
From Christ to Jesus



TRYING TO FIND THE ACTUAL JESUS is like trying, in atomic physics, to locate a submicroscopic particle and determine its charge. The particle cannot be seen directly, but on a photographic plate we see the lines left by the trajectories of larger particles it put in motion. By tracing these trajectories back to their common origin, and by calculating the force necessary to make the particles move as they did, we can locate and describe the invisible cause. Admittedly, history is more complex than physics; the lines connecting the original figure to the developed legends cannot be traced with mathematical accuracy; the intervention of unknown factors has to be allowed for. Consequently, results can never claim more than probability; but “probability,” as Bishop Butler said, “is the very guide of life.”


Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician

(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1982)


This book gives my own reconstruction of the historical Jesus derived from twenty-five years of scholarly research on what actually happened in Galilee and Jerusalem during the early first century of the common era. But why should any such research be necessary at all? Have we not, for Jesus, this first-century Mediterranean Jewish peasant, four biographies, by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—individuals all directly or indirectly connected with him, and all writing within, say, seventy-five years of his death? Is that not equal to or even better than the research on the contemporary Roman emperor, Tiberius, for whom we have biographies by Velleius Paterculus, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Dio Cassius, only the first of whom was directly connected with him, the others writing from seventy-five to two hundred years after his death? Why, then, with such abundant documentation, is there a need for any scholarly search for the historical Jesus?

It is precisely that fourfold record that constitutes the core problem. If you read the four gospels vertically and consecutively, from start to finish and one after another, you get a generally persuasive impression of unity, harmony, and agreement. But if you read them horizontally and comparatively, focusing on this or that unit and comparing it across two, three, or four versions, it is disagreement rather than agreement that strikes you most forcibly. And those divergences stem not from the random vagaries of memory and recall but from the coherent and consistent theologies of the individual texts. The gospels are, in other words, interpretations. Hence, of course, despite there being only one Jesus, there can be more than one gospel, more than one interpretation.

That core problem is compounded by another one. Those four gospels do not represent all the early gospels available, or even a random sample within them, but are instead a calculated collection known as the canonical gospels. This becomes clear in studying other gospels either discerned as sources inside the official four or else discovered as documents outside them.

An example of a source hidden inside the four canonical gospels is the reconstructed document known as Q, from the German word Quelle, meaning “source,” which is now imbedded within both Luke and Matthew. Those two authors also use Mark as a regular source, so Q is discernible wherever they agree with one another but lack a Markan parallel. Since, like Mark, that document has its own generic integrity and theological consistency apart from its use as a Quelle or source for others, I refer to it in this book as the Q Gospel.

An example of a document discovered outside the four canonical gospels is the Gospel of Thomas, which was found at Nag Hammadi, in Upper Egypt, in the winter of 1945 and is, in the view of many scholars, completely independent of the canonical gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. It is also most strikingly different from them, especially in its format, and is, in fact, much closer to that of the Q Gospel than to any of the canonical foursome. It identifies itself, at the end, as a gospel, but it is in fact a collection of the sayings of Jesus given without any compositional order and lacking descriptions of deeds or miracles, crucifixion or resurrection stories, and especially any overall narratival or biographical framework. The existence of such other gospels means that the canonical foursome is a spectrum of approved interpretation forming a strong central vision that was later able to render apocryphal, hidden, or censored any other gospels too far off its right or left wing.

Suppose that in such a situation you wanted to know not just what early believers wrote about Jesus but what you would have seen and heard if you had been a more or less neutral observer in the early decades of the first century. Clearly, some people ignored him, some worshiped him, and others crucified him. But what if you wanted to move behind the screen of credal interpretation and, without in any way denying or negating the validity of faith, give an accurate but impartial account of the historical Jesus as distinct from the confessional Christ? That is what the academic or scholarly study of the historical Jesus is about, at least when it is not a disguise for doing theology and calling it history, doing autobiography and calling it biography, doing Christian apologetics and calling it academic scholarship. Put another way, no matter how fascinating result and conclusion may be, they are only as good as the theory and method on which they are based.


My method locates the historical Jesus where three independent vectors cross. That triangulation serves as internal discipline and mutual corrective, since all must intersect at the same point for any of them to be correct. It is like three giant searchlights coming together on a single object in the night sky.

The first vector is cross-cultural anthropology, based not just on this or that society but on what is common across history to all those of the same ecological and technological type. What do the scholars in this field tell us about ancient Mediterranean—as distinct from, say, contemporary American—culture? About an agrarian as distinct from an industrial society? What do they tell us about trance and possession, curing and healing, magic and exorcism? About imperial and colonial situations, elites and peasants, politics and family, taxes and debts, class and gender? This information is crucial since it has no direct connection to Jesus and is therefore not likely to be skewed for or against him. If, for example, we are tempted to describe Jesus as a literate middle-class carpenter, cross-cultural anthropology reminds us that there was no middle class in ancient societies and that peasants are usually illiterate; so how could Jesus become what never existed at his time?

The second vector is Greco-Roman and especially Jewish history in the first quarter of Jesus’ century. What is primary here is the situation of the Jewish homeland as a colony of the Roman Empire, as the land bridge between Syria to the north and Egypt to the south, and as a political unit ruled either directly by Roman governors or indirectly by Herodian rulers. I focus here especially on the works of the aristocratic Jewish historian Josephus, who has two separate and parallel accounts for that period. Normally, elite authors tell us very little about the lower classes or the peasants except when these groups rebel or revolt. But throughout the century leading up to the First Roman-Jewish War in 66 C.E. there was consistent peasant unrest, so I pay very great attention to what Josephus tells us about protesters and prophets, bandits and messiahs, but I also try to imagine those levels of peasant unrest that smolder below the surface and never get recorded until they burst forth openly and overtly.


The third and most difficult vector is the literary or textual one. Let me give you some background, some general conclusions accepted by most critical scholars today. First, gospels are found not only inside but also outside the New Testament itself. Second, therefore, the four New Testament gospels are neither a total collection of all those available nor a random sampling from among them. They are, rather, a deliberate arrangement in which some gospels were accepted and included while others were rejected and excluded. Third, three successive levels—involving retention of original Jesus materials, development of those retained materials, and creation of totally new materials—are found alike in gospels both inside and outside the New Testament. Fourth, differences and discrepancies among accounts and versions are not due primarily to vagaries of memory or divergences in emphasis but to quite deliberate theological interpretations of Jesus. Finally, and in summary, what those first Christians experienced as the continuing presence of the risen Jesus or the abiding empowerment of the Spirit gave the transmitters of the Jesus tradition a creative freedom we would never have dared postulate had such a conclusion not been forced upon us by the evidence. Even when, for example, Matthew and Luke are using Mark as a source for what Jesus said or did or what others said or did in relation to Jesus, they are unnervingly free about omission and addition, about change, correction, or creation in their own individual accounts—but always, of course, subject to their own particular interpretation of Jesus. The gospels are neither histories nor biographies, even within the ancient tolerances for those genres. Each is what it was eventually called—a Gospel or a Good News—and thereby comes a double warning. Good is always such within some individual or community’s opinion or interpretation. And News, since it is already a plural, is not a word we usually pluralize a second time.

Faced with all those laminated layers of development and interpretation, I follow two basic strategies to base my reconstruction on the most plausibly original materials. I focus especially on the earliest stratum of the tradition, on materials I date to the period between 30 and 60 C.E. And I never build on anything that has only a single independent attestation. All professional journalists operate by that standard, and critical historians should follow their good example. A single attestation may of course be quite accurate, but I try to build my picture upward from the most multiple toward that single one. Multiple or at least plural independent attestations in the primary stratum point to the earliest available material. That is a methodological discipline, a process that may not guarantee truth but at least makes dishonesty more difficult.

Those who wish to explore this subject in more detail and complexity may go to the much longer book on which this one is based. Fuller citation, argumentation, and documentation are available in my 1991 book The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, published, like this one, by Harper San Francisco. This present book is a more popular version of that one, but it is also something more. Every chapter contains something beyond the parent volume. And the cumulative impact of this historical biography is, I trust, more compelling and dramatic precisely because of its compact, direct presentation. It has benefited from debates and discussions, from questions and objections, and from rethinking and reconsidering that earlier book in the years since its first publication.

One detail has not changed, however, from one book to the other: my endeavor was to reconstruct the historical Jesus as accurately and honestly as possible. It was not my purpose to find a Jesus whom I liked or disliked, a Jesus with whom I agreed or disagreed. So I conclude by reproducing here an imaginary dialogue taken from an article of mine that appeared in the Christmas 1991 issue of the Christian Century. The historical Jesus is speaking to me:


“I’ve read your book, Dominic, and it’s quite good. So now you’re ready to live by my vision and join me in my program?”


“I don’t think I have the courage, Jesus, but I did describe it quite well, didn’t I, and the method was especially good, wasn’t it?”

“Thank you, Dominic, for not falsifying the message to suit your own incapacity. That at least is something.”

“Is it enough, Jesus?”

“No, Dominic, it is not.”







Chapter 1

A Tale of Two Gods



WHEREAS PROVIDENCE…has…adorned our lives with the highest good: Augustus…and has in her beneficence granted us and those who will come after us [a Savior] who has made war to cease and who shall put everything [in peaceful] order…with the result that the birthday of our God signalled the beginning of Good News for the world because of him…therefore…the Greeks in Asia Decreed that the New Year begin for all the cities on September 23…and the first month shall…be observed as the Month of Caesar, beginning with 23 September, the birthday of Caesar.

Decree of calendrical change on marble stelae

in the Asian temples dedicated to the Roman

Empire and Augustus, its first emperor



AND THE ANGEL said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end…. The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God.”…

And the angel said to them, “Be not afraid; for behold I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”

Message of the angels to the Virgin Mary at

Nazareth and to the shepherds at Bethlehem

(Luke 1:31–35 and 2:10–11)



The Trojan Caesar Comes

Twice within a hundred years, on different shores of that cruel and beautiful Mediterranean Sea, a man was acclaimed son of god when alive and, more simply, god when dead. Octavius, however, stood at the height of the Roman aristocracy, Jesus near the bottom of the Jewish peasantry. No surprise, then, that for the former’s life story we have exact dates and precise places, and for the latter’s, neither.

Gaius Octavius was born on 23 September 63 B.C.E. and became the adopted son and legal heir of Julius Caesar, who was assassinated on 15 March 44 B.C.E. After Caesar’s deification by the Roman Senate on 1 January 42 B.C.E., Octavius became immediately divi filius, son of a divine one. But even where those secure dates were easily available, it took mythology over history, faith over fact, and poetry over chronicle to tell the tale of Octavius becoming Augustus.

As early as 40 B.C.E., after a decade of civil war, the poet Virgil wrote rhapsodically in his Fourth Eclogue of an imagined child newly born into a world newly peaceful as Octavius and Anthony were sealing future friendship at Brundisium, on the heel of Italy. This was to be that child’s future in a world of ecstatic peace:


But when maturing years make you a man,

Even the merchant will give up the sea,

The pine will not become a trading ship,

For every land will furnish everything.

The soil will not endure the hoe, nor vines

The pruning hook; the vigorous plowman will

Release his oxen from their yokes; no dyes

Will teach bright-colored falsehood to pure wool:

The ram, in the meadow by himself, will blush

Sweet crimson murex-color, then will change

His fleece to saffron, while, spontaneously,

Vermilion clothes the young lambs as they graze.



But apart completely from such an ideal vision, even ordinary, everyday, normal peace would not arrive for another decade, when, off Actium, on Greece’s western coast, Cleopatra’s battle flotilla would pick up the defeated Anthony and head home to Alexandria and the asp.

Virgil, combining magnificently musical poetry with consummately political propaganda, moved immediately to give Octavius and his Julian heritage a mythological genealogy worthy of the new Roman order. He went back for inspiration to the only possible source, to Homer—the “bible,” if ever there was one, of Greco-Roman paganism. He fused together Homer’s two Greek epics—the Iliad, about waging war abroad, and the Odyssey, about coming home again—into his own Latin Aeneid. Julius Caesar and Gaius Octavius were celebrated as heirs to an ancient and even divine ancestry. For Aeneas—son of a human father, Anchises, and a divine mother, Aphrodite—had saved both his father and his own son from the embers of Troy’s destruction and brought that son, Julus, to Italy as sire of the Julian family. In the words of the Aeneid’s first book:


The Trojan Caesar comes, to circumscribe

Empire with Ocean, fame with heaven’s stars.

Julius his name, from Julus handed down:

All tranquil shall you take him heavenward

In time, laden with plunder of the East,

And he with you shall be invoked in prayer…

And grim with iron frames, the gates of War

Will then be shut.



Even where all the dates and places were exactly known, mythology alone was adequate for a radically new vision of Roman society. But whether we term it mythology, ideology, theology, or propaganda, at its root was the historical fact that Octavius had ended twenty years of civil strife by emerging as the one and only victor. He was now Augustus, a title poised with marvelous ambiguity between humanity and divinity. He was also Princeps, a title poised with equal ambiguity between kingship and citizenship. Call him first among equals, with all the equals dead. And, lest we sneer too readily at this mixture of history and mythology, remember that we are always better at separating such mixtures in other lives, in different societies, and in alien cultures. Our own mixture we too seldom see at all. In any case, the Roman Senate deified Augustus on 17 September 14 C.E., a scant month after his death on 19 August. He was now divine not only by ancestry or adoption but in his own right as well because of all he had done to unify Roman power internally and to consolidate Roman power externally. Which returns the discussion to Jesus.

 

The Future of the Past

Of the four gospels inside the New Testament only Matthew and Luke give any account of Jesus’ birth or early years. And thereafter they, like Mark and John, proceed immediately to his adult life, the point where Mark and John begin their own narratives. It is, however, the presence rather than the absence of an infancy story that requires explanation. Before his death, for example, Augustus had left for safekeeping with the Vestal Virgins a list of his accomplishments, which were to be inscribed on bronze tablets before his mausoleum in Rome. He begins that account, in a copy from the Temple of Rome and Augustus at Ankara, in central Turkey, with these words:


At the age of nineteen on my own responsibility and at my own expense I raised an army, with which I successfully championed the liberty of the republic when it was oppressed by the tyranny of a faction.



So the Res Gestae Divi Augusti or Achievements of the Divine Augustus begins not with his birth or infancy, but with the events of 44 B.C.E. Augustus is already an adult, and Anthony is dismissed to anonymity as merely a faction.

The key question, then, is not just what Matthew and Luke tell us about the mode, place, and time of Jesus’ birth but, more pointedly, why they tell us anything at all. What are those infancy stories supposed to do? They are not so much the first chapters of Jesus’ life, from which other chapters about the rest of his infancy and youth have been, as it were, hidden or lost, as they are overtures, condensed intertwinings of the dominant themes in the respective gospels to which they serve as introduction and summary. And, of course, since those gospels have separate and distinct visions of Jesus’ adult life, so must they also have separate and distinct visions of his infancy-as-overture. That explains, at least in general, what strikes the careful reader immediately—namely, the differences between those twin accounts and the difficulties in integrating them into a single coherent and consecutive version. Luke alone, for example, has the shepherds and the angels, the inn and the manger, the earlier presentation and the later finding in the Temple, while Matthew alone has Herod and the Magi, the slaughter of the innocents, and the flight into Egypt. But now for some specific details.

John and Jesus

The opening chapters of Luke tell the story of two births, and they face in two directions simultaneously: into the past, assimilating the birth of John the Baptist into that of the ancient patriarchs, prophets, and heroes of the Hebrew Scriptures (which Christians had adopted in its enlarged Greek translation as their Old Testament); and into the future, asserting the primacy of Jesus’ birth over that of the Baptist and thus over all those preceding figures with which the latter had been associated.

In the Old Testament there are several stories of birth despite marital infertility—infertility that often continues into an advanced age, when all hope would normally have been abandoned. The archetypal instance is the barren couple Sarah and Abraham in Genesis 18:10–11, to whom God promised a son even though “Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age.” There is here a double miracle, not only over infertility but over age as well. Another example, but only over infertility, is that of the prophet Samuel’s parents in 1 Samuel 1–2, where God hears the prayer and promise of Hannah and grants her and Elkanah a son. In both cases, of course, the son born of such divine intervention is thereby destined for greatness. It was through Isaac that the Jews would become the children of Abraham, and it was through Samuel that they would receive the monarchy in which David would be the ideal king. Greatness later on, when everybody was paying attention, is retrojected onto earlier origins, when nobody was interested. A marvelous life and death demands and gets, in retrospect, a marvelous conception and birth. Thus the situation of Sarah and Abraham or of Elkanah and Hannah serves as a model for that of Elizabeth and Zechariah, who, according to Luke 1:7, “had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years.” The conception of John the Baptist continues and even consummates that Old Testament model in which the predestined child is born to an infertile and/or aged couple so that its very conception announces that predestination to greatness. That is one half of Luke’s program; the other is even more significant.

The twin infancies of John and Jesus are told in such detailed parallelism with one another that even a casual reading discerns this fact, and scholarly probings serve only to increase its specifics. Imagine it as a drama with five parallel acts.

The first act is the angelic announcements to Zechariah about John’s conception in Luke 1:5–25 and to Mary about Jesus’ conception in 1:26–38. This first parallelism is very pronounced, presumably to draw attention to the entire structure of the composition. Compare, for example, the angel’s “Do not be afraid” to Zechariah in 1:13 and to Mary in 1:30; or the questioning of the angel by Zechariah in 1:18 (“How will I know that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years”) and by Mary in 1:34 (“How can this be, since I am a virgin?”). But, especially within such parallelism in form, notice the difference in content already evident in that last comparison. The angel Gabriel says of John in 1:15 that “he will be great before the Lord” but of Jesus in 1:32 that “he will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High.” The point of the parallelism is already clear. It is intended to exalt Jesus, born of a virgin mother, transcendentally above John, born of infertile and aged parents.

The second act is the publicized birth of each child. That of John is told first, but rather succinctly, in 1:57–58:


Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her.



But the birth of Jesus is told much more lengthily in 2:7–14:


And she [Mary] gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”



Parallelism, however, still emphasizes primacy. When John is born in 1:58 only “neighbors and relatives” rejoice with Elizabeth, but with Jesus in 2:13 it is “a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God.”

The third act is the circumcision and naming of each child, of John in 1:59–63a and of Jesus in 2:21.


On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him Zechariah after his father. But his mother said, “No; he is to be called John.” They said to her, “None of your relatives has this name.” Then they began motioning to his father to find out what name he wanted to give him. He asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is John.” And all of them were amazed. Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God.




After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.



The fourth act is the public presentation and prophecy of destiny for each child. The public presentation for John takes place in his parents’ home, the reports go out through neighbors to the surrounding hill country, and the prophecy is actually more about Jesus than it is about John. In 1:65–79:


Fear came over all their neighbors, and all these things were talked about throughout the entire hill country of Judea. All who heard them pondered them and said, “What then will this child become?” For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him. Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty savior for us in the house of his servant David, as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins. By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”



But the public presentation of Jesus is in the Temple, not just in a home; the report goes out to all who “were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” and not just to the nearby hill country; and the prophecy of destiny is given by both Simeon and Anna and focuses exclusively on Jesus. In 2:21–38:


When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.” There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth.



The fifth act is the description of the child’s growth, and, as in all those preceding cases, John comes first but Jesus, in second place, is exalted over him. In 1:80 and 2:40–52:


The child [John] grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day he appeared publicly to Israel.

The child [Jesus] grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him…. And when he was twelve…his parents…found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions; and all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers…. And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and man.


Jesus’ exaltation is consummated in the story framed by the sets of italicized phrases. John is hidden in the wilderness, but Jesus is already astounding the teachers in the Temple at twelve years of age.

Luke, in that double infancy story, sends two powerful messages to hearer or reader: John is the condensation and consummation of his people’s past, but Jesus is far, far greater than John.

Moses and Jesus

Matthew, like Luke, is equally interested in connecting Jesus’ birth with the ancient traditions of his people’s sacred writings. But instead of imagining infertile couples and miraculous conceptions, he focuses exclusively on the infancy of Moses. The background story presumes both the basic narrative from Exodus 1–2 and the popular expansions of it current in the first century of the common era. In the biblical version, Pharaoh, the ruler of Egypt, attempted to exterminate the Israelites resident in his land by commanding, in Exodus 1:22, “Every son that is born to the Hebrews you shall cast into the Nile, but you shall let every daughter live.” Moses happens to be born at this time and is saved only because his mother hides him after birth and eventually leaves him in a basket near the riverbank, where he is saved by Pharaoh’s own daughter. Eventually, of course, he will deliver his own people from lethal danger in Egypt and lead them to their Promised Land. Anyone who reads that story can easily see two problems with its narrative coherence. First, why did Moses just happen to be born at that wrong time? Second, why did the Israelites continue having children if their newborn sons were doomed? Both those questions are answered as the Mosaic infancy was retold in expanded popular accounts. In what follows I quote from both earlier and later versions of such popular traditions. The earlier ones, in Josephus and Pseudo-Philo, date from the first century and are very important in proving that those expansions were already available before Matthew composed his infancy account. The later ones, such as the one in the Book of Remembrances (or Sefer ha-Zikronot), an unedited medieval Hebrew manuscript in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, are more complete and allow fuller and more detailed comparisons with Matthew. Imagine, once again, a parallel drama but now in three rather than five acts. Here, however, those three acts have separate and subordinate scenes.

The first act is the ruler’s plot. Moses does not just happen to be born after the massacre was decreed; rather, the massacre was decreed in order to kill him. Josephus, a priestly Jewish historian, who published the twenty-volume Jewish Antiquities, a history of his people, around 93 or 94 C.E., adds in the following details when paraphrasing the Exodus account from the Bible:


A further incident had the effect of stimulating the Egyptians yet more to exterminate our race. One of the sacred scribes—persons with considerable skill in accurately predicting the future—announced to the king that there would be born to the Israelites at that time one who would abase the sovereignty of the Egyptians and exalt the Israelites, were he reared to maturity, and would surpass all men in virtue and win everlasting renown. Alarmed thereat, the king, on this sage’s advice, ordered that every male child born to the Israelites should be destroyed by being cast into the river.



It is, in other words, precisely to kill the predestined child that Pharaoh ordered the massacre of the male children. That account is developed over four specific scenes in the much later Book of Remembrances.


[1 Sign.] Pharaoh dreamed that he was sitting on the throne of his kingdom. He looked up and saw an old man standing before him with a balance like those of a merchant in his hand. The old man grasped the scales and held them up before Pharaoh. Then he took all the elders of Egypt, her princes and her nobles and put them on one scale of the balance. After that he took a tender lamb and put it on the second scale and the lamb outweighed them all. Pharaoh wondered at this terrible vision, how the lamb outweighed them all and then Pharaoh awoke to find it was only a dream.

[2 Fear.] Next morning Pharaoh arose and when he had summoned all his courtiers and narrated his dream they were extremely frightened.

[3 Consultation.] Then one of the royal princes answered. “This can only mean that a great evil shall come on Egypt at the end of days.” “And what is that?” the king asked the eunuch. So the eunuch replied to the king. “A child will be born in Israel who will destroy all the land of Egypt. If it pleases the king let a royal statute be written here and promulgated throughout all the land of Egypt to kill every newborn male of the Hebrews so that this evil be averted from the land of Egypt.”

[4 Massacre.] And the king did so and he sent to call the midwives of the Hebrews. [The story here reverts to Exodus 1:15.]



That story, with its four successive scenes, is the model for Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth in 2:1–18, although, of course, he has to include the pagan wise men, which have no parallel in the popular accounts of Moses’ birth. For Matthew, Jesus is both rejected by the Herodian authority and accepted by pagan wisdom. The wise pagans at the start of Jesus’ life look to the concluding admonition to “teach all nations” at the end, in Matthew 28:19. Here is his version, in summary format:


[1 Sign.] In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.”

[2 Fear.] When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him.

[3 Consultation.] Calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet.”

[4 Massacre.] When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under.



The second act is the father’s decision. While Exodus 2:1–2 simply states that after the decree of massacre, “a man from the house of Levi went and took to wife a daughter of Levi [who] conceived and bore a son,” the popular versions greatly expand the story. The anonymous Book of Biblical Antiquities, erroneously attributed to the Jewish philosopher Philo, but dating in any case from soon after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 C.E., expands that sparse information quite considerably.


Then the elders of the people assembled the people with mourning and mourned and lamented saying…let us appoint us an ordinance, that no man come near his wife…for it is better to die childless, until we know what God will do. And Amram [father-to-be of Moses] answered and said…I will not abide by that which you ordain, but will go in and take my wife and beget sons, that we may be made many on the earth…. Now therefore I will go and take my wife, neither will I consent to the commandment of the king…. And the word which Amram had in his heart was pleasing to God…. And Amram of the tribe of Levi went forth and took a wife of his tribe, and it was so when he took her, that the residue did after him and took their wives…. And the spirit of God came upon Maria [Miriam] by night, and she saw a dream, and told her parents in the morning saying: I saw this night, and behold a man in a linen garment stood and said to me: Go and tell your parents: behold, that which shall be born of you shall be cast into the water, for by him water shall be dried up, and by him will I do signs, and I will save my people, and he shall have the captaincy thereof always.



In that version Amram refuses to join in the general divorce and Miriam’s prophetic function is simply to proclaim the future. But in the much later and more detailed Book of Remembrances Amram actually joined in the general divorce and it took Miriam’s prophecy to change his mind. There are three scenes in this act.


[1 Divorce.] When the Israelites heard the decree ordained by Pharaoh that their male children be thrown into the river part of the people divorced their wives but the rest stayed married to them….

[2 Reassurance.] And then at the end of three years the Spirit of God descended on Miriam and she went and prophesied in the centre of the house saying: “Behold, the son will be born to my father and my mother at this time who will save Israel from the power of Egypt.”

[3 Remarriage.] So when Amram had heard the words of the child he went and remarried his wife whom he had divorced after the decree of Pharaoh ordering the destruction of every male of the house of Jacob. And in the third year of the divorce he slept with her and she conceived by him.



Those three scenes reappear in Matthew 1:18–25, although the virgin conception greatly changes the actual content. Notice especially the resemblances between Miriam’s prophetic and Gabriel’s angelic reassurance concerning the destined savior.


[1 Divorce.] When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.

[2 Reassurance.] But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”…

[3 Remarriage.] When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.



The third act is the child’s escape, and here the popular traditions wisely refrain from tampering with the Exodus account, which is already perfect. Moses escapes from Pharaoh’s massacre and eventually leads his people from Egypt to their Promised Land. But here Matthew introduces a terrible irony: Jesus escapes from Herod, but now it is to rather than from pagan Egypt that he must flee. This underlines another Matthean theme not present in the Mosaic parallel: it is pagan wisdom from abroad, not civil power at home, that accepts and worships the newborn Jesus.

It is not the bare biblical account but the expanded popular versions of Moses’ birth that served Matthew as the model for the birth of Jesus. Just as Pharaoh heard of the predestined child’s arrival and sought to kill him by killing all the infant males, so did Herod the Great with Jesus. And just as Moses’ father refused to accept the general decision of divorce and received a heavenly message through Miriam announcing his child’s destiny, so Joseph considered but rejected divorce from Mary upon receiving an angelic message announcing his child’s destiny. Moses would “save my people” from Egypt, but Jesus would “save his people from their sins.” There are, of course, ironic reversals as well as parallel details in Matthew’s account. Pagan wise men read the stars and come from afar to accept Jesus, while Herod reads the Jewish Scriptures and seeks to kill him. And, above all, Jesus flees for refuge to Egypt, the very land from which Moses finally escaped. But once again Matthew, like Luke, sends a strong and powerful message by his very structure. Jesus is the new and greater Moses.

Searching the Scriptures

On the surface, then, Luke and Matthew created completely different infancy stories about Jesus, the former composing, with emphasis on the mothers, a detailed comparison between Jesus and John as the consummation of the Old Testament, the latter composing, with emphasis on the fathers, a detailed comparison between Jesus and Moses as the pinnacle of the Old Testament. But on a more profound level they adopted exactly the same strategy. The past was used to ground the present and found the future, but in the process Jesus became incomparably greater than any predecessor on which he was being modeled. That similarity in general procedure was not coincidental but represented divergent examples of an even earlier Christian tradition, that of searching the scriptures as foundational, and not just apologetical or polemical, texts to understand Jesus, his movement, his destiny, and the lives and hopes of his first followers. Other and more specific examples of that search can be seen behind three incidents that Matthew and Luke have in common and that must therefore have preceded their own individual compositions: the virginal conception, the Davidic ancestry, and the Bethlehem birth of Jesus.

A Virgin Shall Conceive

Both Matthew and Luke agree on the virginal conception of Jesus. The former account focuses on Joseph as he considers divorce from Mary, his betrothed wife, who became pregnant before they ever had intercourse. This potential divorce is, as we have just seen, modeled on that of Moses’ parents in the contemporary popular accounts of that birth and, as in that inaugural story, is prevented by a prophetic message from God. In Matthew 1:20–23:


“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.”



That cited prophet is Isaiah 7:14, and the original situation for the prophecy in 734 or 733 B.C.E. was a failed attempt to persuade Ahaz, king of the southern Jewish kingdom of Judah, which was under attack from the combined forces of Syria and the northern Jewish kingdom of Israel, to trust in God rather than appeal to the Assyrian emperor for assistance. Since Ahaz refused assurance of divine assistance, he received instead a prophecy of doom, in Isaiah 7:14–25. Before any “young woman shall conceive and bear a son” and that child “knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good”—that is, grows to maturity—both the two attacking kingdoms and Ahaz’s own kingdom would lie devastated. God will indeed be “Immanuel,” that is, “God with him”—but in judgment, not salvation. The prophecy in Isaiah says nothing whatsoever about a virginal conception. It speaks in Hebrew of an almah, a virgin just married but not yet pregnant with her first child. In the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures the term almah was translated as parthenos, which in that context meant exactly the same thing—namely, a newly married virgin. Both Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy and Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue looked to the short period between the birth and maturing of a child, but where the latter promised absolute peace, the former promised absolute devastation within that same short period of time. Matthew, in any case, read the prophecy of Isaiah as one of hope rather than despair and took its term virgin to apply not only to the prior state of the mother but to her continuing state even during and after conception.

Luke agrees with Matthew that Mary was engaged to be married when the conception took place, but he emphasizes that it is a virginal conception by divine power, in 1:31–35:


“And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.”



You will notice immediately that Luke, unlike Matthew, has no explicit reference to Isaiah 7:14. It is, however, implicitly present. Matthew 1:21 says that “the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus.” Luke 1:31 says, “You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.” But those are remarkably similar verses from two sources independent of one another. Both, however, are closely modeled on Isaiah 7:14 itself: “The young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.” Indeed, in the Greek, Luke is even closer than Matthew to Isaiah.

Thus, with the substitution of Jesus for Immanuel, the common Christian tradition independently inherited by Matthew explicitly and by Luke implicitly derived the virginal conception from an interpretation of Isaiah 7:14. Clearly, somebody went seeking in the Old Testament for a text that could be interpreted as prophesying a virginal conception, even if such was never its original meaning. Somebody had already decided on the transcendental importance of the adult Jesus and sought to retroject that significance onto the conception and birth itself. It is not necessary, by the way, to presume that all early Christian traditions viewed Isaiah 7:14 as prophesying a virginal conception for Jesus. Indeed, it cannot be found anywhere outside that tradition independently known to Matthew and Luke and used only in their divergent infancy narratives.

Once opponents of Christianity heard claims of virginal conception and divine generation for Jesus, they would reply with instant and obvious rebuttal: his having no known human father means he was a bastard! The pagan philosopher Celsus, writing in the last quarter of the second century, declares, in the name of both Judaism and paganism, that a cover-up for bastardy must have been the real reason for such claims. The illegitimate father was, he claims, a Roman soldier named Panthera, in whose name we catch a mocking and reversed allusion to parthenos, the Greek word for the young woman from Isaiah 7:14.

Born in David’s Village

Both Matthew and Luke agree that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, a village south of Jerusalem in the Judean hills. But once again we are in mythology rather than history. In the Hebrew Scriptures at 1 Samuel 17:12, “David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, named Jesse, who had eight sons.” But David was more than just a monarch from the past: he was, like Arthur, the once and future king. As waves of social injustice, foreign domination, and colonial exploitation swept over Jewish territory, people imagined a future Davidic leader who would bring back the peace and glory of a bygone age hallowed by longstanding nostalgia and suffused with utopian idealism. Among the prophecies gathered into the book of Micah, a younger contemporary of Isaiah in the late eighth century B.C.E. but, unlike him, from the lower classes, there is this fervent hope in 5:2:


But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.



That prophecy is explicitly cited by Matthew 2:6 in explaining why the Expected One, the Messiah or Christ or Anointed One, would be born at Bethlehem. He seems to take it for granted that Joseph and Mary had always been resident there and moved to Nazareth only after the birth of Jesus and flight into Egypt.

For Luke, like Matthew, Jesus is clearly the Davidic Messiah, that figure expected within certain circles of Judaism as the hope of the future, a figure as magnificent in general promise as he is unclear in precise detail. As we saw earlier, the angelic messenger told Mary, in Luke 1:32, that Jesus “will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.” But, unlike Matthew, Luke starts his story with Joseph and Mary resident at Nazareth. So he must have them at Nazareth before the birth. Here is why they go to Bethlehem, in Luke 2:1–7:


In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.



Three problems. First, there was no such worldwide census under Octavius Augustus. Second, there was indeed a census of Judea, Samaria, and Idumea, the territories ruled by Herod the Great’s son Archelaus until the Romans exiled him to Gaul and annexed his lands in 6 C.E. Publius Sulpicius Quirinius, imperial legate for Syria in 6–7 C.E., would have been in charge of that census. But that was ten years after the death of Herod the Great, although Luke 1:5 starts the story of John and Jesus “in the days of Herod, King of Judea.” Third, we know from census and taxation decrees in Roman Egypt that individuals were usually registered where they were living and working. They had to return there if they were absent elsewhere. The idea of everyone going back to their ancestral homes for registration and then returning to their present homes would have been then, as now, a bureaucratic nightmare. What was important then, as now, was to get you registered where you could be taxed. It is a little sad to have to say so, because it has always been such a captivating story, but the journey to and from Nazareth for census and tax registration is a pure fiction, a creation of Luke’s own imagination, providing a way of getting Jesus’ parents to Bethlehem for his birth.. Notice, however, that the Bethlehem birth, like the virginal conception, is linked to Old Testament prophecy explicitly by Matthew but only implicitly by Luke. Finally, recall this interchange in John 7:41–42, where people are arguing whether Jesus is or is not the Davidic Messiah or Christ.


Others said, “This is the Messiah.” But some asked, “Surely the Messiah does not come from Galilee, does he? Has not the scripture said that the Messiah is descended from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where David lived?”



There is no indication that anyone in that argument or, for that matter, in any other text of the New Testament knows about claims of a Bethlehem birth for Jesus. Both virginal conception and Bethlehem birth seem unique to whatever common tradition was available to Matthew and Luke for their infancy stories. The confessions of faith that lie beneath them—that Jesus was the Son of God and that Jesus was the Davidic Messiah—are, of course, much more deeply imbedded within the early Christian traditions.

In the Days of King Herod

There is one final point common to Matthew and Luke’s infancy stories, and, since they are mutually independent, this is indicative of an even earlier tradition that both of them were using. Luke 1:5, as we have just seen, starts the parallel infancies of John and Jesus with the rather vague chronological notation that they happened “in the days of Herod, king of Judea.” Similarly, Matthew 2:1 dates the arrival of the Magi “in the days of Herod the king.” But that common phrase could refer to any time in a period of over thirty years.

For about a hundred years before the Romans arrived, the Jewish state had been ruled by its own native kings of the Hasmonean dynasty. But as Jewish royal civil war interacted disastrously with Roman aristocratic civil war, it was the Idumean Herod who finally won out. The Roman Senate declared him king of Judea, and he ruled with political shrewdness and ruthless cruelty from 37 to 4 B.C.E.

To say, therefore, that Jesus was born “in the days of Herod” the Great gives us a span of over thirty years. Two indications, of equally dubious validity, point toward a date at the end of that period. As you will recall, Luke 2:2 had connected Jesus’ birth at Bethlehem to the taxation census under Quirinius, in about 6–7 C.E. That, unfortunately, is about ten years after the death of Herod the Great, but it might be argued that Luke’s mistake indicates a date later rather than earlier in Herod’s reign. And as you will also recall, Matthew 2:13–23, following his Pharaoh and Moses model, had Herod the Great kill all the infant males at Bethlehem, had Jesus flee into Egypt, and, after the death of Herod but while Jesus was still a child, had Jesus, instead of returning to Bethlehem, go to Nazareth. Once again, a date toward the end of Herod’s reign is indicated. Both of those items are, however, so dictated by compositional creativity that even their combination hardly offers historical security.

The death of Herod the Great caused massive social and political rebellion in all regions of his territories. Its magnitude may be measured, as may that of all such revolts, by the level of force needed to suppress it. Local disturbances could be contained by local auxiliary forces, since there were no legions stationed within the Jewish state. But deeper unrest or wider rebellion needed the Syrian legate and his legions to come south and restore Roman imperial control. Josephus, the Jewish historian whom I shall describe in greater detail in the next chapter, speaks of three lower-class leaders who sought the kingship vacated by Herod’s death, in continuity with the ancient messianic and military models of Saul and David. There was Judas, to the north in Galilee; Simon, to the east in Perea, beyond the Jordan; and Athronges, to the south in Judea. Judas was tall and handsome, as was Saul of old, and Athronges was a shepherd, just like David. That triad indicates not only armed revolt in all major areas of the country but armed revolt arising from the peasant classes and based on the ancient models of Saul and David, those nostalgically idealized and unrealistically remembered paradigms for just kingship under divine mandate and true royalty under heavenly control. In that situation, then, the Syrian governor, Publius Quinctilius Varus, had to bring three legions, apart from numerous auxiliary troops, all the way to Jerusalem and had to crucify two thousand rebels outside its walls before Roman dominion was once again securely established. The stage was then set to divide up Herod’s domains among three of his sons, with Archelaus getting Idumea, Judea, and Samaria in the south and middle, Antipas getting Galilee to the north and Perea beyond the Jordan to the east, and Philip getting territories beyond the Jordan to the north. But all of that would insure that the death of Herod would be a date that those who had experienced its effects could not easily forget. Throughout the entire country, and even on the most basic peasant level, where the coming and going of dynasties might be otherwise irrelevant, the ending of “the days of King Herod” would have been etched in the popular memory for a long time afterward. It is thus at least possible that early Christian traditions might have been able to recall that Jesus was born before or even just before that terrible period. A birth date, therefore, soon before 4 B.C.E. is at least an educated guess.

Judging from extant burial inscriptions, the life expectancy of Jewish males in the Jewish state was then twenty-nine years. Since we are certain that Jesus died between 26 and 36 C.E. when Pontius Pilate was prefect of Judea, his age at death would have been almost exactly the statistical average.

Is Not This the Carpenter?

Christians believe that Jesus is, according to John 1:14, the Word of God made flesh, but they seldom ask to what social or economic class that flesh belonged. Confronted with Jesus’ adult reputation, neighbors in his native village of Nazareth ask a double question, according to Mark 6:3:


“Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?”



Matthew 13:55–56 is dependent on Mark 6:3 but expands it to three questions and changes the opening:


“Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his brothers James and Joseph [Joses] and Simon and Judas? And are not all his sisters with us? Where then did this man get all this?”



Luke 4:22 is also dependent on Mark 6:3 but shortens it to a single question: “Is not this Joseph’s son?” John 6:42, in a presumably independent text, has Galileans ask, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” Only Mark, therefore, mentions Jesus’ being a carpenter. What does that admittedly single independent source tell us about family and carpentry?

I understand the virginal conception of Jesus to be a confessional statement about Jesus’ status and not a biological statement about Mary’s body. It is later faith in Jesus as an adult retrojected mythologically onto Jesus as an infant, but that understanding has two important consequences. First, those four named brothers and at least two unnamed sisters are Jesus’ natural siblings. Second, he is not necessarily the firstborn child of Joseph and Mary. He could just as easily be their youngest, for all we know. I wonder, in fact, if the emphasis given to James, who is known to both Paul and Josephus as Jesus’ “brother,” might indicate that James was the eldest in the family and that his prominence after the death of Jesus was due not just to his renowned piety but to his leadership position in a family whose father, Joseph, may well have been long dead. That is, of course, sheer speculation, but I mention it to remind us that Jesus as Mary’s firstborn child is secure only in combination with Jesus’ virginal conception taken literally, factually, and historically.

Whether we read “carpenter” with Mark or “carpenter’s son” with Matthew makes little difference in a world where sons usually followed their father’s professions in any case. But what exactly was the social or economic class of a tekt[image: image]n, here translated as “carpenter”? The immediate problem is to avoid interpreting a term like carpenter in modern terms as a skilled, well-paid, and respected member of the middle class. But the only way to do that effectively is to discipline our imagination with both social history and cross-cultural anthropology.

Ramsay MacMullen has noted that one’s social pedigree would easily be known in the Greco-Roman world and that a description such as “carpenter” indicated lower-class status.* At the back of his book he gives a “Lexicon of Snobbery” filled with terms used by literate and therefore upper-class Greco-Roman authors to indicate their prejudice against illiterate and therefore lower-class individuals. Among those terms is tekt[image: image]n, or “carpenter,” the same term used for Jesus in Mark 6:3 and for Joseph in Matthew 13:55. One should not, of course, ever presume that upper-class sneers dictated how the lower classes actually felt about themselves. But, in general, the great divide in the Greco-Roman world was between those who had to work with their hands and those who did not.

An earlier study by Gerhard Lenski helps put all of that in a wider cross-cultural frame of reference.** He divides human societies, by technology and ecology, into hunting and gathering, simple horticultural, advanced horticultural, agrarian, and industrial societies. The Roman Empire was an agrarian society, characterized by the forging of iron plows, the harnessing of animal traction, and the use of wheel and sail to move goods. It was also characterized by an abysmal gulf separating the upper from the lower classes. On one side of that great divide were the Ruler and the Governors, who together made up 1 percent of the population but owned at least half of the land. Also on that same side were three other classes: the Priests, who could own as much as 15 percent of the land; the Retainers, ranging from military generals to expert bureaucrats; and the Merchants, who probably evolved upward from the lower classes but who could end up with considerable wealth and even some political power as well. On the other side were, above all, the Peasants—that vast majority of the population about two-thirds of whose annual crop went to support the upper classes. If they were lucky they lived at subsistence level, barely able to support family, animals, and social obligations and still have enough for the next year’s
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