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Introduction



They all take a swing at it. Some even think they have bagged it, but the net, upon examination, turns out empty. They all get in each other’s way; sometimes they deliberatively trip each other up. This sport should be outlawed, like bare-knuckle fighting. People are hurt, reputations slaughtered. The quarry, meanwhile, is elusive. Unidentified and unidentifiable, a suspect archaeopteryx. A fraud. Perhaps there is no such bird. Its call, the colour of its plumage, these things are unknown. Its tracks are never found. The tracks of its pursuers, on the contrary, are everywhere. In studded football boots they endlessly cross-track and over-print the field of their enquiry. They reduce its turf to mud. Only their choreography remains readable.

Alan Moore, From Hell, “Dance of the Gull Catchers.”




Alan Moore’s From Hell is an imaginative take on the identity of Jack the Ripper, the unknown perpetrator of the most famous unsolved murders in England. In a revealing appendix to the graphic novel, Moore depicts the countless “Ripperologists” who have fruitlessly pursued Jack’s identity over a century as “gull catchers” wielding nets, trying to bag an elusive bird that may or may not even exist. Critical as he may be of their efforts, Moore is captivated by the gull-catchers, and by writing an openly fictional version of the Ripper, he ultimately joins them in their brutal dance.

Likewise, after watching in fascination for a time, and judging the moment appropriate, I feel the call to join the dance of the innumerable attempts to solve the Synoptic Problem (SP), the central issue in the study of the New Testament gospels. It is time for me, too, to take up a net and try to catch the gull, even while knowing quite well that it is impossible and that the gull is illusory. The reason that I make the plunge is not subtle. It is the chase.

While I’ll offer an extended example later, I’ll define the SP briefly here as the longstanding question of how the canonical gospels are related to each other in a literary sense. The gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke are often called the “synoptics,” meaning that they closely resemble each other in content and form, often copying each other verbatim, in a way that the other canonical gospel, John, generally does not. The resemblance between the synoptics contradicts the traditional accounts of their independence and authorship by apostles. The study of the SP usually involves trying to demonstrate in which order the three synoptic gospels were written and what other sources other than earlier gospels were used in their composition. There seems to be enough evidence to complete the puzzle—after all, there are four “complete” gospels in the New Testament, right? Surely that is enough data to triangulate how they were written.

But over 100 years of dense scholarship has not succeeded. And the closer and longer I look, the more pieces are missing, the more complex any adequate theory would have to be, and more certain I become that the entire pursuit needs to be rethought and re-conceptualized using the persuasive intentions (as much as they can be gleaned) of the anonymous gospel authors as a central focus. As the study of persuasion in texts generally falls under the domain of rhetorical criticism, and I am a rhetorical critic by trade, this book is my attempt at a solution. However, I am simultaneously holding that the problem is unsolvable. This may seem a little contradictory now, but I ask you suspend judgment and read further; the Gordian knot will untie itself.

I am not a biblical scholar, a seminarian, or even a Christian. To write to any of these audiences would be therefore disingenuous. I am an academic rhetorician who works in a university English department. I often write on early Christianity and rhetoric, and I am an agnostic who holds no text sacred. As such, I make no pretense to offer this book as a contribution to the longstanding field of biblical studies, especially as practiced by its many evangelical academics, or, on the other end, militant atheists. I have no dog in that fight; I do not care if tomorrow someone solves the SP by way of a method other than the Farrer Hypothesis that I tend to prefer, although it will be a minor annoyance in that I will have to find another example for my ideas on unsolvable problems and rhetoric. As such, this book is offered in the same spirit as Frank Kermode’s The Genesis of Secrecy,2
 an analysis of the Gospel of Mark from the perspective of literary studies, save I’m using rhetoric as a focus, and I’m looking at all the canonical gospels at once.

The first half of the intended audience of the book is everyone. I have striven to make this book accessible to a layperson who is interested in textual mysteries like the SP, early Christianity, the composition of the canonical gospels, or rhetoric in general. Accordingly, the tone and language throughout the following chapters is more informal than the usual scholarly march. Moreover, I am not interested in burying the reader in parenthetical citations, so I have used endnotes throughout, moving citations and tangential discussions of this or that interpretation to those more dark and recessed corners of the physical text. The endnotes are completely optional for understanding the main ideas of the book and exist only for those interested in following up on asides, reading further, or writing a stern letter to me or the publisher about rigor. I have included enough citations in each chapter to inspire any interested party to begin their own gull-catching enterprise. Whether or not the readers descend into the fray, as I have, is up to them.

The second half of the intended audience for this book is rather technical—other rhetoricians, particularly those who study the history and theory of ancient rhetoric, as early Christianity is still relatively unexplored by the rhetoric discipline. There are many biblical scholars who have taken up the rhetoric flag since the publication of classicist George Kennedy’s New Testament Interpretation Through Rhetorical Criticism book in 1984, which determines the start year for the more intense part of my short literature review in chapter 1. However, the bulk of the rhetorical criticism following Kennedy that explores the composition of the gospels, with a few exceptions, is so different from my approach here philosophically and methodologically as to escape fruitful comparison.

Source critics—the specialized biblical scholars concerned with how the gospel writers acquired and manipulated their content—typically do not use the concept of rhetoric when they discuss why an evangelist wrote this or that. However, they do talk about the apparent intention of the evangelists and make philological arguments about the meaning of this or that Greek phrase. They do not formally consider the evangelists as rhetors (someone trying to persuade) addressing an audience with an argumentative purpose or purposes in mind. This is, perhaps, as they are unfamiliar with, or reject, the rather modern rhetorical theory of “big rhetoric” where all communicators are rhetors, rather than the “little rhetoric” classical model where rhetoric is more narrowly defined as something that only happens in the court, the assembly, or ceremonial occasions as in ancient Greece, when the subject of persuasion suffered perhaps its most well-known early explorations and theories.

Most past attempts to address the SP have defined it as a source problem, a social context problem, or a language problem. I see it, rather, as a writing problem. How did the gospel writers compose their texts, and why? Thus conceived, the SP is then a question of compositional technique that a rhetoric and composition specialist like me is equipped to address, if not solve. Studying the SP in such a manner can help explain how ancient writers of the same historical period composed, using what we do know (how modern writers compose) in conjunction with the scattered and incomplete evidence of ancient practices. An important subtext of this book is that writing technique, particularly narrative, is universal, and especially so between similar languages; Greek can be very different from English, but ultimately only a variant method of the human brain’s ability to tell stories. The major editorial moves that one can make are identical.

Naturally, the existence of this book, like most books by academics, is an implicit criticizing of past efforts to analyze the gospels with rhetoric, and a mild rebuke of biblical critics who use rhetorical analysis in often nakedly Christian apologetic ways despite a fig leaf or two. What I present here is rather more of a dispassionate treatment of the gospels as deserving no different treatment than any other ancient text. However, any such subtext should be tempered by noting that I have the twin benefits of hindsight and outsider status. I can mine nearly 40 years of effort in rhetorical analysis, whereas Kennedy and his contemporaries were trailblazers, and my academic career is completely safe from this book, allowing me to take some risks and be blunter in ways that might not fly inside the usual demesnes of New Testament scholarship. This is a hard and unique case, and I intend here to be a gadfly and a dissenter.


A Brief Summary, and Example, of the Synoptic Problem

If you have read the New Testament, either as a Christian or as an interested party like me, you may have noted that there are four lengthy versions of Jesus’s ministry. These are the four canonical gospels, attributed to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, and presented in that order. Traditionally, the four gospels were written by apostles of Jesus or men who knew an apostle. Matthew is one of the twelve apostles of Jesus; Mark was a follower of Peter, the first of the disciples; Luke was a physician and follower of Paul of Tarsus, early Christianity’s foremost theologian, constant founder of nascent churches, and self-proclaimed apostle well after the twelve; John was another of the twelve, sometimes called the “beloved disciple” in the Gospel of John.

The standard position of the bulk of Christian denominations today, as throughout nearly 2,000 years of history, is that the four gospels are four independent eyewitness accounts handed down pretty much intact and faithfully recopied over many centuries. They were originally written in Greek and later translated, and together they offer a fourfold proof of Jesus’s life, teachings, and resurrection. It is not difficult to find someone, alas, who thinks they were written in the King’s English despite Old English not appearing until 600 years after the death of the historical Jesus, but this is a minor quibble in the larger scheme of the story of authorship compared to the claim of eyewitness status.

There is a problem with that story of authorship, of course. The first problem is that as far as biblical scholars and historians can tell, when the gospels first appeared, somewhere in the late first century or early second century CE, they did not have names attached to them. Their earliest mention in any surviving text is in the First Apology of Justin Martyr circa 155 CE, who calls some texts regularly read in church that seem to echo some of our Mark, Matthew, and Luke “memoirs of the apostles” (ἀπομνημονεύματα τῶν ἀποστόλων), which may or may not be synonymous with “gospel.”3
 It is not until later in the second century CE that the traditional names—Matthew, Mark, Luke, John—and backstories appear, most prominently in the apologist Irenaeus’s writings, and even then, the attribution is suspiciously late, and happens amid fierce heretical competition. Irenaeus notes, for example, a sect called the Ebionites “[use] only the Gospel according to Matthew and reject the Apostle Paul, saying that he is an apostate from the law.”4
 In other words, the gospels first circulated among Christians as anonymously written documents in competition with each other, at least for decades, and perhaps 100 years before the traditional names appeared. This long period of ambiguity opens a door for a troubling question—were Justin Martyr and Irenaeus only repeating what they had been told about these manuscripts?

That’s not an easy question to get a definite answer on, but the second problem is more serious and is the subject of much of this book. The gospels plagiarize each other in a blatant way that precludes them being individual eyewitness accounts. Biblical studies critics often call this “literary dependence,”5
 but plagiarism, I have found, is a more accessible way to put what is happening in the texts to the average person. Plagiarism was not a concept per se 2,000 years ago,6
 but the act of copying text word for word existed just as it does today, and there is unshakable proof right there in the oldest existing Greek manuscripts. The anonymous authors of Matthew and Luke, for example, take long Greek passages word for word from Mark. We know this phenomenon is not Mark taking from Matthew and Luke; for various reasons that I will explain later in this book, the usual theory that Mark is the oldest text is most likely correct and is called “Markan Priority.” But even if that theory is wrong, then the author of Mark would be copying from Matthew or Luke. Plagiarism in the canonical gospels is not something for debate. It’s there.

A single example should suffice to show what is going on in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, using the English and the Greek together, and using a purported saying of Jesus. I say “purported” here as you may feel less certain about its source after looking at the example. Note that most scholars leave John out of the classic “Synoptic Problem” as they believe it comes out of a separate textual tradition; I do not, but let’s start slowly here and just use the synoptics. The translation is the New Standard Revised Version but watch the Greek that follows.


Table 0.1 The Little Children


	
Mark 10:14-15

But Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child, you will never enter it.


	
Matthew 19:14-15

But Jesus said, Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.


	
Luke 18:16-17

But Jesus called for them and said, Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.





	
ἰδὼν δὲ ὁ Ἰησοῦς ἠγανάκτησεν καὶ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς, Ἄφετε τὰ παιδία ἔρχεσθαι πρός με, μὴ κωλύετε αὐτά, τῶν γὰρ τοιούτων ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ. ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, ὃς ἂν μὴ δέξηται τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ ὡς παιδίον, οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθῃ εἰς αὐτήν.


	
ὁ δὲ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν, Ἄφετε τὰ παιδία καὶ μὴ κωλύετε αὐτὰ ἐλθεῖν πρός με, τῶν γὰρ τοιούτων ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν. καὶ ἐπιθεὶς τὰς χεῖρας αὐτοῖς ἐπορεύθη ἐκεῖθεν.


	
ὁ δὲ Ἰησοῦς προσεκαλέσατο αὐτὰ λέγων, Ἄφετε τὰ παιδία ἔρχεσθαι πρός με καὶ μὴ κωλύετε αὐτά, τῶν γὰρ τοιούτων ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ. ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, ὃς ἂν μὴ δέξηται τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ ὡς παιδίον, οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθῃ εἰς αὐτήν.







You don’t need to handle a roll of papyrus to see something strange is going on here. The opening wording is nearly identical across all three gospels, and the closing lines of both Mark and Luke’s versions are word for word in Greek. If these three were undergraduates in a college composition classroom7
 and turned in papers with such identical language, I would ask them for an explanation. These are not independent accounts, or different versions of orally transmitted material. Someone is copying someone.

This peculiar interaction is the SP in miniature. Who is copying whom? How are the differences to be explained? And, for those concerned with theology and history, what version is “right,” or does even a “right” version exist?

A student of mine once stated, “Why is it called the ‘Synoptic Problem’? I don’t see the problem.” I could not have written a better opener to introducing the issue. The reason the SP doesn’t register with most readers and listeners to the gospels is that we don’t usually read or listen to them in parallel like I have presented the above passages. If you read them one gospel at a time, you stay trapped within the individual “story” woven by that evangelist, while remembering dimly that something similar may have happened in the other gospels. But, once you see them in parallel, “synoptically,” the pattern is obvious and perplexing even in the most innocent-looking verses.

You may note in the example that Matthew uses “kingdom of heaven” instead of “kingdom of God” as used by Mark and Luke. This is what composition studies scholar Rebecca More Howard calls “patchwriting”8
—Matthew copied a long passage from Mark and changed one word, much like many of my would-be-clever students do as a precursor to reasonable citation of a source. This happens dozens of times in Matthew’s gospel. But is Luke using Mark’s “God” by default without knowing about Matthew’s change, or is he correcting the correction, having Matthew’s gospel on hand, and preferring Mark’s use of “God”? Or, for the minority who hold Mark is a summary of Matthew and Luke, is Mark agreeing with Luke over Matthew? In any case, why is “heaven” or “God” to be preferred?

It is these kinds of textual problems that keep gull-catchers like me up at night, trying to figure out what case is more plausible and fits into the larger patterns of composition evident in the gospels. Much as countless would-be detectives have poured over the contradictory evidence of Jack the Ripper’s identity, scholars argue back and forth over such matters, hoping to match up the patterns in a way that will show how the gospels were composed.

However, the SP is a much more serious issue than the Ripper, as our individual views go on to define how we view and treat the gospels, and thus, Christianity, Jesus, and the nature of faith and evidence. It is also a fascinating intellectual puzzle to which many of the required pieces are missing and must be imagined or supposed—a metaphysical detective story.9
 Not everyone is interested about such matters, but there are those who are, and I am one of them. Attempting to solve difficult mysteries, to me, is central to the enterprise of intellect.

The three dominant theories that try to explain the SP are:


	 Mark was first, and the authors of Matthew and Luke wrote their own gospels as largely friendly updates using a fourth document of Jesus sayings, called Q, now lost to us, that apparently the author of Mark did not know about. This is called the Q Hypothesis, or Two-Document Hypothesis or 2DH (referring to the idea that the authors of Matthew and Luke both used two sources—Mark and Q). I’ll discuss Q at length in the first chapter, but for now, this theory tends to see the gospel authors as editors trying to organize a large amount of messy “traditional” material and the authors insert their own material rarely if at all.

	 Mark is the last of the Synoptics, not the first, with Matthew first and Luke second, with Mark’s gospel serving as a summary of the others. This is called the “neo-Griesbach Hypothesis” most of the time, though a different form originated with Augustine in the fifth century CE. Thus, it is also called the Augustinian Hypothesis or 2GH (Two-Document Griesbach Hypothesis). This is largely an apologetic position that defers to ancient accounts of gospel composition and favors Matthew strongly as the wellspring for the Jesus story.

	 Mark is first, like in the Q Hypothesis, but Q never existed, or, rather, exists only as a figment of the imagination of scholars. Instead, Matthew is a response to Mark, adding much of the author’s own original material, and Luke is a response to Matthew and Mark, favoring Mark, and again adding much new material. This is called the Farrer Hypothesis or FH, and sometimes the FGH (Farrer-Goulder Hypothesis). This theory sees the gospel authors as far more competitive and combative with each other, and especially willing to insert material out of whole or partial cloth to suit their theological and rhetorical purposes. It is the theory that this book leans toward, with some hefty caveats.





Ok, So What Do I Think?

As its title suggests, this book has several conclusions to draw, each complimentary to the other and treated simultaneously throughout.

First, I do not know who the authors of the synoptic gospels were. Young, old, male, female, rich, poor, Roman, Greek—there is very little to go on. But there is evidence of motive.

The author of Matthew seems to have rewritten the earlier gospel of Mark for a variety of rhetorical and theological reasons, with the overall intent to not just supplement Mark’s gospel but replace it entirely. This then happened again with the author of Luke who saw what the author of Matthew had done with Mark and made his own “improvements.” These three gospels circulated among the early churches and gained various levels of popularity and use, to the point when the New Testament was assembled somewhere in the second century CE, they were all included instead of just one Jesus narrative. The reason they all made the cut seems to be that they all were authoritative in various churches, even though Matthew and Luke were built on top of the foundation of Mark and the contradictions were substantial. The following chapters argue for different parts of this scenario.

To be a bit more technical about it, I’m building on the key work of Mark
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	7. They’re not, though Mark’s Greek can be rough going.
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