









The Historical Jesus

The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant

[image: ]

John Dominic Crossan








[image: ]





          for
          Sarah,
          Frank, and Michelle





Contents

Overture: The Gospel of Jesus

Prologue: The Historical Jesus

PART I Brokered Empire

1. Then and Now

A Friendly Sea in a Hostile Landscape

Through the Eyes of Others

Can Anything Good Come from Nazareth?

Do Not Forget Me

2. War and Peace

A Shrine to Augustan Peace

Beggared of Paternal Estate

Against the Britons and the Asians

3. Slave and Patron

Social Strata in Agrarian Societies

Paradoxes in Roman Slavery

An Anti-economic Ideology

The Frog-Prince’s Passion for Trade

A Map of Patronal Society

The Bedrock of Political Life

In Heaven as It Is on Earth

4. Poverty and Freedom

Diogenes or Daedalus?

Free Under Father Zeus

The Skin of My Feet for Shoes

In the Army of the Dog

PART II Embattled Brokerage

5. Aristocrat and Historian

At Least Hold Historical Truth in Honor

I Cannot Conceal My Private Sentiments

Sub Tiberio Quies

6. Visionary and Teacher

The Coming of the Fifth Kingdom

No Lord but God

7. Peasant and Protester

Vegetating in the Teeth of Time

The Threat of an Agrarian Strike

8. Magician and Prophet

Elijah and Elisha

Magicians Rabbinized

To Perform the Millennial Dream

9. Bandit and Messiah

The Unpainted Face of Agrarian Empire

A Brigand Chief with a Large Horde

A King Without a Dynasty?

10. Rebel and Revolutionary

Native Revolts Against Rome

A Revolution Within a Revolution

Trajectories of Peasant Turmoil

PART III Brokerless Kingdom

11. John and Jesus

By the Middle of the First Century

John and the Coming One

The Apocalyptic Son of Man

Children and Disciples Complain

Open Commensality

12. Kingdom and Wisdom

A Kingdom of Nobodies

A Kingdom of Undesirables

A Kingdom of Here and Now

A Kingdom of God

From Kingdom to Liturgy

Against the Patriarchal Family

13. Magic and Meal

Magic as Religious Banditry

A Gospel of Miracles?

Possessed by Demonic Imperialism

Event and Process in Miracle

From Miracle to Table

The Message of an Open Secret

14. Death and Burial

I Will Destroy This House

Do This in Memory of Me

The Passion as Narrative

A Member of the Council 391

15. Resurrection and Authority

Meal and Sea

The Named and the Unnamed

Epilogue

Jesus and Judaism

A Peasant Jewish Cynic

Jesus and Christianity

Appendix 1 - An Inventory of the Jesus Tradition by Chronological Stratification and Independent Attestation

Appendix 2 - Types and Trajectories of Peasant Unrest in Early Roman Palestine

Appendix 3 - Inventory for John the Baptist Sayings [18:6+12]

Appendix 4 - Inventory for Son of Man Sayings [40:14+26]

Appendix 5 - Inventory for Kingdom Sayings [7733 + 44]

Appendix 6 - Inventory for Jesus Miracles [32:9+23]

Appendix 7 - Strata in the Gospel of Peter

Bibliography

Author Index

Text Index

Complex Index

Praise


Also by John Dominic Crossan


Copyright

About the Publisher





Overture
The Gospel of Jesus

In the beginning was the performance; not the word alone, not the deed alone, but both, each indelibly marked with the other forever. He comes as yet unknown into a hamlet of Lower Galilee. He is watched by the cold, hard eyes of peasants living long enough at subsistence level to know exactly where the line is drawn between poverty and destitution. He looks like a beggar, yet his eyes lack the proper cringe, his voice the proper whine, his walk the proper shuffle. He speaks about the rule of God, and they listen as much from curiosity as anything else. They know all about rule and power, about kingdom and empire, but they know it in terms of tax and debt, malnutrition and sickness, agrarian oppression and demonic possession. What, they really want to know, can this kingdom of God do for a lame child, a blind parent, a demented soul screaming its tortured isolation among the graves that mark the edges of the village? Jesus walks with them to the tombs, and, in the silence after the exorcism, the villagers listen once more, but now with curiosity giving way to cupidity, fear, and embarrassment. He is invited, as honor demands, to the home of the village leader. He goes, instead, to stay in the home of the dispossessed woman. Not quite proper, to be sure, but it would be unwise to censure an exorcist, to criticize a magician. The village could yet broker this power to its surroundings, could give this kingdom of God a localization, a place to which others would come for healing, a center with honor and patronage enough for all, even, maybe, for that dispossessed woman herself. But the next day he leaves them, and now they wonder aloud about a divine kingdom with no respect for proper protocols, a kingdom, as he had said, not just for the poor, like themselves, but for the destitute. Others say that the worst and most powerful demons are not found in small villages but in certain cities. Maybe, they say, that was where the exorcised demon went, to Sepphoris or Tiberias, or even Jerusalem, or maybe to Rome itself, where its arrival would hardly be noticed amidst so many others already in residence. But some say nothing at all and ponder the possibility of catching up with Jesus before he gets too far.

Even Jesus himself had not always seen things that way. Earlier he had received John’s baptism and accepted his message of God as the imminent apocalyptic judge. But the Jordan was not just water, and to be baptized in it was to recapitulate the ancient and archetypal passage from imperial bondage to national freedom. Herod Antipas moved swiftly to execute John, there was no apocalyptic consummation, and Jesus, finding his own voice, began to speak of God not as imminent apocalypse but as present healing. To those first followers from the peasant villages of Lower Galilee who asked how to repay his exorcisms and cures, he gave a simple answer, simple, that is, to understand but hard as death itself to undertake. You are healed healers, he said, so take the Kingdom to others, for I am not its patron and you are not its brokers. It is, was, and always will be available to any who want it. Dress as I do, like a beggar, but do not beg. Bring a miracle and request a table. Those you heal must accept you into their homes.

That ecstatic vision and social program sought to rebuild a society upward from its grass roots but on principles of religious and economic egalitarianism, with free healing brought directly to the peasant homes and free sharing of whatever they had in return. The deliberate conjunction of magic and meal, miracle and table, free compassion and open commensality, was a challenge launched not just at Judaism’s strictest purity regulations, or even at the Mediterranean’s patriarchal combination of honor and shame, patronage and clientage, but at civilization’s eternal inclination to draw lines, invoke boundaries, establish hierarchies, and maintain discriminations. It did not invite a political revolution but envisaged a social one at the imagination’s most dangerous depths. No importance was given to distinctions of Gentile and Jew, female and male, slave and free, poor and rich. Those distinctions were hardly even attacked in theory; they were simply ignored in practice.

What would happen to Jesus was probably as predictable as what had happened already to John. Some form of religiopolitical execution could surely have been expected. What he was saying and doing was as unacceptable in the first as in the twentieth century, there, here, or anywhere. Still, the exact sequence of what happened at the end lacks multiple independent accounts, and the death is surer in its connection to the life than it is in its connection to the preceding few days. It seems clear that Jesus, confronted, possibly for the first and only time, with the Temple’s rich magnificence, symbolically destroyed its perfectly legitimate brokerage function in the name of the unbrokered kingdom of God. Such an act, if performed in the volatile atmosphere of Passover, a feast that celebrated Jewish liberation from inaugural imperial oppression, would have been quite enough to entail crucifixion by religiopolitical agreement. And it is now impossible for us to imagine the offhand brutality, anonymity, and indifference with which a peasant nobody like Jesus would have been disposed of.

What could not have been predicted and might not have been expected was that the end was not the end. Those who had originally experienced divine power through his vision and his example still continued to do so after his death—in fact, even more so, because now it was no longer confined by time or place. A prudently neutral Jewish historian reported, at the end of the first century, “When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing amongst us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.” And an arrogant Roman historian reported that, at the start of the second century, “Christus, the founder of the name [of Christian], had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus, and the pernicious superstition was checked for the moment, only to break out once more, not merely in Judaea, the home of the disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue.” Jesus’ own followers, who had initially fled from the danger and horror of the crucifixion, talked eventually not just of continued affection or spreading superstition but of resurrection. They tried to express what they meant by telling, for example, about the journey to Emmaus undertaken by two Jesus followers, one named and clearly male, one unnamed and probably female. The couple were leaving Jerusalem in disappointed and dejected sorrow. Jesus joined them on the road and, unknown and unrecognized, explained how the Hebrew Scriptures should have prepared them for his fate. Later that evening they invited him to join them for their evening meal, and finally they recognized him when once again he served the meal to them as of old beside the lake. And then, only then, they started back to Jerusalem in high spirits. The symbolism is obvious, as is the metaphoric condensation of the first years of Christian thought and practice into one parabolic afternoon. Emmaus never happened. Emmaus always happens.

If we ask, however, which of all the words placed on his lips actually go back to the historical Jesus, it is possible to offer at least a reconstructed inventory. But, as you read them, recall that, in the light of the preceding paragraphs, these words are not a list to be read. They are not even a sermon to be preached. They are a score to be played and a program to be enacted.


Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals, nor two tunics. Whatever house you enter, eat what is set before you; heal the sick in it and say to them, “The kingdom of God has come upon you.”

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened for you.

The kingdom of God will not come with signs that can be checked beforehand; nor will they say, “Here it is!” or “There!” because the kingdom of God is already among you.

You have ears, use them!

Whoever receives you, receives not you but me; whoever receives me, receives not me but the one who sent me.

Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and whoever marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery.

What goes into your mouth will not defile you, but what comes out of your mouth, that will defile you.

Those who enter the kingdom of God are like infants still being suckled.

You are the light of the world!

No prophet is acceptable in his village; no physician heals those who know him.

Human beings will be forgiven all their sins.

A woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, “Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you sucked!” But he said, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it!”

Forgive, and you will be forgiven. The first will be last and the last first-Whatever is hidden will be made manifest, whatever is covered up will be uncovered.

A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell along the path, and the birds came and devoured it. Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it had not much soil, and since it had no root it withered away. Other seed fell among thorns and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. And other seeds fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.

The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds. But when it falls on tilled ground, it produces a great plant and becomes a shelter for birds of the sky.

No one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar or under a bushel, but on a stand, that those who enter may see the light

Be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.

To one who has will more be given; from one who has not, it will be taken away.

Blessed are the destitute.

If you follow me, you carry a cross.

A man planted a vineyard, and let it out to tenants, and went into another country. When the time came, he sent a servant to the tenants, that they should give him some of the fruit of the vineyard; but the tenants beat him, and sent him away empty-handed. And he sent another servant; him also they beat and treated shamefully, and sent him away empty-handed. And he sent yet a third; this one they wounded and cast out. Then the owner of the vineyard said, “What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; it may be they will respect him.” But when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, “This is the heir; let us kill him, that the inheritance may be ours.”

Blessed are the reviled.

I will destroy this Temple and no one will be able to rebuild it.

The harvest is great but the laborers are few. Pray the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers.

Why have you come out into the desert? To see a reed shaken by the wind? To see a man clothed in soft clothing? Those who are gorgeously appareled and live in luxury are in kings’ courts. What then did you come out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.

When you see a cloud rising in the west, you say at once, “A shower is coming;” and so it happens. And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, “There will be scorching heat” and it happens. You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky; but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?

They showed Jesus a gold coin and said to him, “Caesar’s men demand taxes from us.” He said to them, “Give Caesar what belongs to Caesar, give God what belongs to God.”

Blessed are those who weep.

To save your life is to lose it; to lose your life is to save it. Who is not against you is for you.

It is like a fisherman who cast his net into the sea and drew it up from the sea full of small fish. Among them he found a fine large fish. He threw all the small fish back into the sea and chose the large fish without difficulty.

I have cast fire upon the world, and see, I am guarding it until it blazes.

Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division; for henceforth in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three; they will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against her mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.

It is as if a man should scatter seed upon the ground, and should sleep and rise night and day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he knows not how. The earth produces of itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.

You see the mote in your brother’s eye, but do not see the beam in your own eye. When you cast the beam out of your own eye, then you will see clearly to cast the mote from your brother’s eye.

A city built on a high mountain and fortified cannot fall, nor can it be hidden.

What I tell you in the dark, utter in the light; and what you hear whispered, proclaim upon the housetops.

if a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit.

It is not possible for anyone to enter the house of a strong man and take it by force unless he binds his hands; then he will be able to ransack his house.

Do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat, nor about your body, what you shall put on. Consider the ravens: they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God feeds them. Consider the lilies, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. Instead, seek his kingdom, and these things shall be yours as well.

Woe to the Pharisees, for they are like a dog sleeping in the manger of oxen, for neither does he eat nor does he let the oxen eat.

Among those born of women, from Adam until John the Baptist, there is no one so superior to John that his eyes should not be lowered before him. Yet whichever one of you comes to be a child will be acquainted with the kingdom and will become superior to John.

No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.

No one drinks old wine and immediately desires to drink new wine.

No one puts a new patch on an old garment, and no one puts new wine into old wineskins.

Whoever does not hate his father and mother cannot become a disciple to me. And whoever does not hate his brothers and sisters cannot become a disciple to me.

The kingdom may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field; but while men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared also. And the servants of the householder came and said to him, “Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? How then has it weeds?” He said to them, “An enemy has done this.” The servants said to him, “Then do you want us to go and gather them?” But he said, “No; lest in gathering the weeds you root up the wheat along with them. Let both grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, ‘Gather the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’ “

There was a rich man who had much money. He said, “I shall put my money to use so that I may sow, reap, plant, and fill my storehouse with produce, with the result that I shall lack nothing.” Such were his intentions, but that same night he died.

There was a man who (wanted) to invite guests and when he had prepared the dinner, he sent his servant to invite the guests. He went to the first and said to him, “My master invites you.” He said, “I have claims against some merchants. They are coming to me this evening. I must go and give them my orders. I ask to be excused from the dinner.” He went, to another and said to him, “My master Invites you.” He said to him, “My friend is going to be married, and I am to prepare the banquet. I shall not be able to come. I ask to be excused from the dinner.” He went to another and said to him, “My master invites you.” He said to him, “I have just bought a farm, and I am on my way to collect the rent I shall not be able to come. I ask to be excused.” The servant returned and said to his master, “Those whom you Invited to the dinner have asked to be excused.” The master said to his servant, “Go outside to the streets and bring back those whom you happen to meet, so that they may dine.”

Blessed are the hungry.

A man said to him, “Tell my brothers to divide my father’s possessions with me.” He said to him, “O man, who has made me a divider?”

The Kingdom is like a merchant who had a consignment of merchandise and who discovered a pearl. The merchant was shrewd. He sold the merchandise and bought the pearl alone for himself.

Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the human being has nowhere to lay its head.

Why do you wash the outside of the cup? Do you not realize that the one who made the inside made the outside too?

If you have money, do not lend it at interest, but give it to one from whom you will not get it back.

The Kingdom is like a certain woman. She took a little leaven, concealed it in some dough, and made it into large loaves.

The disciples said to him, “Your brothers and your mother are standing outside.” He said to them, “Those here who do the will of God are my brothers and my mother.”

They said to Jesus, “Come let us pray today and let us fast.” Jesus said, “What is the sin that I have committed, or wherein have I been defeated? But when the bridegroom leaves the bridal chamber, then let them fast and pray.”

The Kingdom is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep. One of them, the largest, went astray. He left the ninety-nine and looked for that one until he found it. When he had gone to such trouble, he said to the sheep, “I care for you more than the ninety-nine.”

The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

The scribes and elders and priests were angry because he reclined at table with sinners.

Love your enemies and pray for those who abuse you.

He was casting out a demon that was dumb; when the demon had gone out, the dumb man spoke, and the people marveled. But some of them said, “He casts out demons by Beelzebul, the prince of demons.” But he said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls. And if Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand? For you say that I cast out demons by Beelzebul.”

If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore they shall be your judges. But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.

Beware of the scribes, who like to go about in long robes, and to have salutations in the marketplaces and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts.

Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltness, how will you season it?

If any one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also; and if any one would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well; and if any one forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.

One of the disciples said to him, “Lord, let me go and bury my father.” But Jesus said to him, “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead.”

Another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home.” Jesus said to him, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”

You are as lambs in the midst of wolves.

What father among you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!

Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is forgotten before God. Why, even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not; you are of more value than many sparrows.

Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of God has suffered violence, and men of violence take it by force. For all the prophets and the law prophesied until John.

Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven.”

A man going on a journey called his servants and entrusted to them his property; to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away. He who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them; and he made five talents more. So also, he who had the two talents made two talents more. But he who had received the one talent went and dug in the ground and hid his master’s money. Now after a long time the master of those servants came and settled accounts with them. And he who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five talents more, saying “Master, you delivered to me five talents; here I have made five talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.” And he also who had the two talents came forward, saying “Master, you delivered to me two talents; here I have made two talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant; you have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your master.” He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying “Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not winnow; so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent In the ground. Here you have what is yours.” But his master answered him, “You wicked and slothful servant! You knew that I reap where I have not sowed, and gather where I have not winnowed? Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own with Interest. So take the talent from him, and give it to him who has the ten talents.”

He said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; and those In authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves. For which is the greater, one who sits at table, or one who serves? Is it not the one who sits at table? But I am among you as one who serves.”

It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.

Love your neighbor like your soul; guard your neighbor like the pupil of your eye.

Become passersby.

It Is impossible to mount two horses or to stretch two bows. Blessed is the one who has suffered.

Split a piece of wood, and I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there.

The Kingdom is like a certain woman who was carrying a jar full of meal. While she was walking on the road, still some distance from home, the handle of the jar broke, and the meal emptied out behind her on the road. She did not realize it; she had noticed no accident. When she reached her house, she set the jar down and found it empty.

The kingdom is like a certain man who wanted to kill a powerful man. In his own house he drew his sword and stuck it into the wall in order to find out whether his hand could carry through. Then he slew the powerful man.

If you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your neighbor has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your neighbor, and then come and offer your gift.

Do not swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let what you say be simply yes or no; anything more than this comes from evil.

Exalt yourself and you will be humbled; humble yourself and you will be exalted.

The Kingdom may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. But that same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said, “Pay what you owe.” So his fellow servant fell down and besought him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you besought me; and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt.

The Kingdom is like a householder who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard. And going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and to them he said, “You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.” So they went. Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, he did the same. And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing; and he said to them, “Why do you stand here idle all day?” They said to him, “Because no one has hired us.” He said to them, “You go into the vineyard too.” And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his steward, “Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.” And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each of them received a denarius. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received a denarius. And on receiving It they grumbled at the householder, saying, “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” But he replied to one of them, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you, and go; I choose to give to this last as I give to you.”

There are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.

A man had two sons; and he went to the first and said, “Son, go and work in the vineyard today.” And he answered, “I will not;” but afterward he repented and went. And he went to the second and said the same; and he answered, “I go, sir,” but did not go. Which of the two did the will of his father?

A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him, and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was; and when he saw him, he had compassion, and went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; then he set him on his own beast and brought him to an inn, and took care of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, “Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back.”

Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, “Friend, lend me three loaves; for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him;” and he will answer from within, “Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything”? Though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his importunity he will rise and give him whatever he needs.

A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, “Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down; why should it use up the ground?” And he answered him, “Let it alone, sir, this year also, till I dig about it and put on manure. And if it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.”

For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation, and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him, saying “This man began to build, and was not able to finish.” Or what king going to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and take counsel whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends an embassy and asks terms of peace.

What woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin which I had lost.”

There was a man who had two sons; and the younger of them said to his father, “Father, give me the share of property that falls to me.” And he divided his living between them. Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took his journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in loose living. And when he had spent everything a great famine arose in that country, and he began to be in want So he went and joined himself to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly have fed on the pods that the swine ate; and no one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my father’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired servants’“ And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And they began to make merry. Now his elder son was in the field; and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants and asked what this meant. And he said to him, “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has received him safe and sound.” But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, but he answered his father, “Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command; yet you never gave me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf!” And he said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to make merry and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.”

There was a rich man who had a steward, and charges were brought to him that this man was wasting his goods. And he called him and said to him, “What is this that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your stewardship, for you can no longer be steward.” And the steward said to himself, “What shall I do, since my master is taking the stewardship away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg. I have decided what to do, so that people may receive me into their houses when I am put out of the stewardship.” So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he said to the first, “How much do you owe my master?” He said, “A hundred measures of oil.” And he said to him, “Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.” Then he said to another, “And how much do you owe?” He said, “A hundred measures of wheat.” He said to him, “Take your bill, and write eighty.”

There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, full of sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried; and in Hades, being in torment he lifted up his eyes, and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus in his bosom. And he called out, “Father Abraham, have mercy upon me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in anguish in this flame.” But Abraham said, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.”

In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor regarded man; and there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, “Vindicate me against my adversary.” For a while he refused; but afterward he said to himself, “Though I neither fear God nor regard man, yet because this widow bothers me, I will vindicate her, or she will wear me out by her continual coming.”

Two men went up into the Temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, “God, I thank thee that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get.” But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God, be merciful to me a sinner!” This man went down to his house justified rather than the other.



Once again, those words are not a list to be read. They are not even a sermon to be preached. They are a score to be played and a program to be enacted. This book is an account of their inaugural orchestration and initial performance. In the end, as in the beginning, now as then, there is only the performance.





Prologue
The Historical 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 (1978:6)



Historical Jesus research is becoming something of a scholarly bad joke. There were always historians who said it could not be done because of historical problems. There were always theologians who said it should not be done because of theological objections. And there were always scholars who said the former when they meant the latter. Those, however, were negative indignities. What is happening now is rather a positive one. It is the number of competent and even eminent scholars producing pictures of Jesus at wide variance with one another.

One example will suffice to illustrate the present problem. Daniel J. Harrington’s presidential address to the Catholic Biblical Association at Georgetown University on August 6, 1986, has been published both in its original text (1987a) and in an “adapted and expanded” version (1987b). In that latter article he gives “a short description of seven different images of Jesus that have been proposed by scholars in recent years, the differences relating to the different Jewish backgrounds against which they have chosen to locate their image of the historical Jesus” (36). There is Jesus as a political revolutionary by S. G. F. Brandon (1967), as a magician by Morton Smith (1978), as a Galilean charismatic by Geza Vermes (1981, 1984), as a Galilean rabbi by Bruce Chilton (1984), as a Hillelite or proto-Pharisee by Harvey Falk (1985), as an Essene by Harvey Falk (1985), and as an eschatological prophet by E. P. Sanders (1985).

Not every work in that list has the same persuasive potential, but the plurality is enough to underline the problem. Even under the discipline of attempting to envision Jesus against his own most proper Jewish background, it seems we can have as many pictures as there are exegetes. Several of those works, and others that could easily be added, for example, Borg (1984) or Horsley (1987), contain elements and insights that must surely be retained in any future synthesis. But that stunning diversity is an academic embarrassment. It is impossible to avoid the suspicion that historical Jesus research is a very safe place to do theology and call it history, to do autobiography and call it biography.

The problem of multiple and discordant conclusions forces us back to questions of theory and method. Methodology in Jesus research at the end of this century is about where methodology in archaeological research was at the end of the last. When an archaeologist digs into an ancient mound more or less at random, takes what looks most precious or unique, and hurries home to some imperial museum, we have not scholarly archaeology but cultural looting. Without scientific stratigraphy, that is, the detailed location of every item in its own proper chronological layer, almost any conclusion can be derived from almost any object. But although contemporary archaeology knows very well the absolute importance of stratigraphy, contemporary Jesus research is still involved in textual looting, in attacks on the mound of the Jesus tradition that do not begin from any overall stratigraphy, do not explain why this or that item was chosen for emphasis over some other one, and give the distinct impression that the researcher knew the result before beginning the search.

I knew, therefore, before starting this book that it could not be another set of conclusions jostling for place among the numerous scholarly images of the historical Jesus currently available. Such could, no matter how good it was, but add to the impression of acute scholarly subjectivity in historical Jesus research. This book had to raise most seriously the problem of methodology and then follow most stringently whatever theoretical method was chosen.

My methodology for Jesus research has a triple triadic process: the campaign, the strategy, and the tactics, as it were. The first triad involves the reciprocal interplay of a macrocosmic level using cross-cultural and cross-temporal social anthropology, a mesocosmic level using Hellenistic or Greco-Roman history, and a microcosmic level using the literature of specific sayings and doings, stories and anecdotes, confessions and interpretations concerning Jesus. All three levels, anthropological, historical, and literary, must cooperate fully and equally for an effective synthesis. Let me insist on and underline that point. I presume an equal and interactive cooperation in which weakness in any element imperils the integrity and validity of the others. Such triadic equality is extremely hard to come by at the moment. My method, then, demands an equal sophistication on all three levels at the same time. Consider an example. Possibly the key chapter of this book is the thirteenth, “Magic and Meal.” The discussion of Jesus’ healing, in that chapter, involves an integration of anthropological studies, from loan Lewis on ecstatic religion (1971) to Allan Young on the anthropologies of illness and sickness (1982) and Peter Worsley on non-Western medical systems (1982), and historical studies, from John Hull on Hellenistic magic and the synoptic tradition (1974) to David Aune on magic in early Christianity (1980). Jesus’ eating, in that chapter, involves a similar integration of anthropological studies such as Peter Farb and George Armelagos’s study of the anthropology of eating (1980) and historical studies such as Dennis Smith’s study of social obligation in the context of communal meals (1980). But both anthropological and historical levels demand an equal sophistication on the literary or textual level, an acute sensitivity to the chronology of stratification, the multiplicity of attestation, and the interweaving of retention, mutation, and creation within the Jesus tradition itself.

Throughout this book I use several other anthropological models and typologies, for example, Gerhard Lenski’s Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (1966), Ted Robert Gurr’s Why Men Rebel (1970), and Bryan Wilson’s Magic and the Millennium: A Sociological Study of Religious Movements of Protest Among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (1973), but no amount of anthropological modeling can obscure the fact that any study of the historical Jesus stands or falls on how one handles the literary level of the text itself. Hence the necessity for a second and third triad focusing directly on that textual level. But allow me first to back up a little.

The ordinary reader may well wonder why there is any problem at all with the literary or textual level of the Jesus tradition. Have we not, for this first-century Mediterranean Jewish peasant, four biographies by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, individuals all directly or indirectly connected with him and all composing within, say, seventy-five years after his death? Is that not as good or even better than we have for 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 composing from seventy-five to two hundred years after his death? What, then, is the literary problem for the Jesus textual tradition?

It is, at heart, precisely that fourfold record, even if there were no external documents whatsoever, that constitutes the literary problem. If you read those four texts vertically, as it were, 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, focusing on this or that unit and comparing it across two, three, or four versions, it is disagreement rather than agreement that strikes one most forcibly. By even the middle of the second century, pagan opponents, like Celsus, and Christian apologists, like Justin, Tatian, and Marcion were well aware of those discrepancies, even if only between, say, Matthew and Luke. The solution was to reduce that plurality to unity in one of the two obvious ways: either eliminate all Gospels save one, the solution of Marcion, or laminate all of them into a single narrative, the solution of (and one that probably even predates) Justin and his student Tatian. Those twin solutions are, in a way, still implicitly operative today. Problem: there are twin versions of the Lord’s Prayer. Solution: cite Matthew and ignore Luke. Problem: there are two versions of Jesus’ birth story. Solution: put the shepherds and the Magi together at the manger.

Over the last two hundred years, however, comparative work on the Gospels has slowly but surely established certain results and conclusions. First, Gospels are found not only inside but also outside the New Testament itself. Second, the four intracanonical ones represent neither a total collection nor a random sampling of all those available but were deliberately selected by a process in which others were rejected for reasons not only of content but even of form. Third, retention, development, and creation of Jesus materials are found alike within both intracanonical and extracanonical sources. Fourth, differences and discrepancies between 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, the continuing presence of the risen Jesus and the abiding experience of the Spirit gave the transmitters of the Jesus tradition a creative freedom we would never have dared postulate were it not forced upon us by the evidence. Even, for example, when Matthew or Luke are using Mark as a source for what Jesus said or did or what others said or did 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. They are what they were eventually called, Gospels or good newses, and thereby comes a double warning. “Good” is always such within some individual’s or community’s opinion or interpretation. And “news” is not a word we usually pluralize again as “newses.”

The Jesus tradition, therefore, contains three major layers: one of retention, recording at least the essential core of words and deeds, events and happenings; another of development, applying such data to new situations, novel problems, and unforeseen circumstances; and a final one of creation, not only composing new sayings and new stories, but, above all, composing larger complexes that changed their contents by that very process. “In the first century and early second century, “as Helmut Koester summarized the situation, “the number of gospels in circulation must have been much larger, at least a good dozen of which we at least have some pieces, and everybody could and did rewrite, edit, revise, and combine, however he saw fit” (1983:77). That, in starkest outline, is the textual problem of the Jesus tradition. So how does one search back through those sedimented layers to find what Jesus actually said and did, and, especially, how does one do so with some scholarly integrity and some methodological validity? I have, by the way, no presumption whatsoever that those other layers are illicit, invalid, useless, or detrimental. I do not like to call that first layer “authentic,” as if the other two were inauthentic. I talk of original, developmental, and compositional layers, or of retention, development, and creation, but I reject absolutely any pejorative language for those latter processes. Jesus left behind him thinkers not memorizers, disciples not reciters, people not parrots.

My methodology’s second triad focuses specifically on that textual problem derived from the very nature of the Jesus tradition itself. The first step is inventory. That initial step involves a complete declaration of all the major sources and texts, both intracanonical and extracanonical, to be used. They must be placed in their historical situation and literary relationship not because that eliminates controversy but so that a reader knows where one stands on every issue. Every step of that inventory is more or less controverted, but that fact demands rather than excuses a clear stand on each problem.

The second step is stratification, the positioning of each source or text in a chronological sequence so that the reader knows what is being dated from, say, 30 to 60, 60 to 80, 80 to 120, and 120 to 150 C.E. Thus, for example, the inventory for this book is established within those four strata (appendix 1).

The third step is attestation. This loops back to the inventory but presents that now stratified data base in terms of multiplicity of independent attestation for each complex of the Jesus tradition within those sources or texts. The fundamental word there is independent. If a unit appears in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, we have four versions but how many independent ones? It might be two, Mark and John, or sometimes only one, Mark alone. And every one of those judgments must be worked out for every single complex in the stratified inventory (see appendix 1).

Finally, there is the third triad, which focuses on the methodological manipulation of that inventory already established according to chronological hierarchy of stratification and numbered hierarchy of attestation. The first of its three elements involves a focus on the sequence of strata. The investigation must begin with the first stratum and work from there to the second, third, and fourth. But this step emphasizes the tremendous importance of that first stratum. It is, in terms of methodological discipline, data chronologically closest to the time of the historical Jesus. Chronologically most close does not, of course, mean historically most accurate. In abstract theory, a unit from the fourth stratum could be more original than one from the first stratum. But in terms of method, that is, of scholarly discipline and investigative integrity, study must begin with the first stratum. This book, for instance, will work almost exclusively with that stratum. I have, however, no presumption that one should work only with it. It is simply the exigencies of space that preclude expanding into the other strata in this book. I do presume that one should work in sequence through those strata and that proper method demands an emphasis on the primary stratum that no other stratum can claim. From it one establishes a working hypothesis about the historical Jesus that can then be tested against subsequent strata. In my Overture, for example, and in appendix 1 as well, I have given a full indication of what I consider historical Jesus material from all four strata, but I must emphasize that judgments on the second, third, and fourth levels were made on, after, and in the light of conclusions concerning that crucial first stratum.

The second element of my final triad is hierarchy of attestation. My methodology begins with the first stratum and, within it, with those complexes having the highest count of independent attestation. A first-stratum complex having, say, sevenfold independent attestation must be given very, very serious consideration. I admit, once again, that for reasons of space, in this book, I have had to group complexes around themes such as “John and Jesus,” but hierarchy of attestation within the first stratum has always been the guiding principle. And, although in abstract theory there could be just as much development and creation in that first stratum as in any of the other three, my method postulates that, at least for the first stratum, everything is original until it is argued otherwise.

The final element is a bracketing of singularity. This entails the complete avoidance of any unit found only in single attestation even within the first stratum. It is intended as a safeguard and an insurance. Something found in at least two independent sources from the primary stratum can not have been created by either of them. Something found there but only in single attestation could have been created by that source itself. Plural attestation in the first stratum pushes the trajectory back as far as it can go with at least formal objectivity. Let me insist here, again, on the distinction between theory and method. I agree that, in theory, a unit found only in a single source from the third stratum might be just as original as one found in fivefold independent attestation from the first stratum. When I started my own work on the historical Jesus over twenty years ago, I placed tremendous emphasis on 447 The Good Samaritan [3/1] in Luke 10:29–37 (1973). I still accept everything I said about that unit, and nothing in this book denies the picture of Jesus derived from it. But that was not, in retrospect, a very good method. If I can start there, somebody else can start anywhere else, for instance, with 405 Cities of Israel [3/1] in Matthew 10:23. My inventory’s statistics also indicate caution with singularity. There are 522 complexes in that inventory. Of those, 180 have more than one independent attestation: 33 have multiple (4 or more), 42 have triple, 105 have double attestation. There are 342 with only a single attestation. In summary, then, two-thirds of the complexes in the Jesus tradition as inventoried in appendix 1 have only a single attestation.

An example may assist that abstract description. In my inventory’s primary stratum is the following item:


20 Kingdom and Children [1/4]

(1) Gos. Thorn. 22:1–2

(2) Mark 10:13–16 = Matt. 19:13–15 = Luke 18:15–17

(3) Matt. 18:3

(4) John 3:1–10



I term that a complex. It has four sources; that is, it has fourfold independent attestation, as indicated by the numbers in rounded brackets. It contains six units. In this book, however, the focus is not so much on units, on citing this or that text or event and asking if Jesus said it or did it, but on complexes and on asking whether the core of the complex goes back to Jesus, even allowing for development and creation within it. Did Jesus, in other words, make, in whatever words, some correlation between Kingdom and Children? Whenever I cite a complex, therefore, I record it like this: 20 Kingdom and Children [1/4]. The initial number, 20 in this case, tells you where to find that complex, according to chronology of stratum and plurality of attestation, within the inventory of appendix 1. The terminal numbers, [1/4] in this case, remind us constantly what stratum [1/] and attestation [/4] is involved. My methodological rule of thumb is that the lower the number left of that stroke and the higher the number to its right, the more seriously the complex must be taken. I realize, by the way, that appendix 1 contains data dense enough to be almost unreadable. But, without sending the size and price of this book beyond reason, I have tried to give you there the full inventory on which it is based. I have also designated each complex as, in my judgment, originally from Jesus (+) or not (-). I have also used the designation ± for certain cases whose metaphorical or metonymical content rendered such positivistic simplicities magnificently irrelevant.

It is clear, I hope, that my methodology does not claim a spurious objectivity, because almost every step demands a scholarly judgment and an informed decision. I am concerned, not with an unattainable objectivity, but with an attainable honesty. My challenge to my colleagues is to accept those formal moves or, if they reject them, to replace them with better ones. They are, of course, only formal moves, which then demand a material investment. Different scholars might invest those formal moves with widely divergent sources and texts, but historical Jesus research would at least have some common methodology instead of a rush to conclusion that could then be only accepted or denied.

About quotations, especially because this book would have been much shorter without them: I have cited in full those primary documents on which my conclusions are based. I do not presume that most readers, even scholarly ones, always look up references, and I have chosen, therefore, to cite in full. With Josephus, for example, it is necessary to cite the two usually divergent accounts he has of almost every incident for the first three quarters of the first century of the common era. Reference or paraphrase cannot replace citation, particularly in that case. Angle brackets (< >), by the way, indicate that the enclosed content was, in an editor’s opinion, omitted from the manuscript in question. In quoting secondary literature I spend no time citing other scholars to show how wrong they are. Those who are cited represent my intellectual debts and suggest where the reader may go for wider argumentation.

A final word of thanks. I am very grateful to the Department of Religious Studies, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and the administration of De Paul University, which granted my request for a sabbatical leave to work on this book in the Winter Quarter of 1988–89.





PART I
Brokered Empire
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Roman, remember by your strength to rule
Earth’s peoples—for your arts are to be these:
To pacify, to impose the rule of law,
To spare the conquered, battle down the proud.

Virgil, Aeneid 6.851–853 (Fitzgerald 190)
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The city of Rome has never been an important center of trade…. Perhaps no major city in Western history has had so little commercial and economic importance as has ancient, medieval, and modern Rome.

William 1. Davisson and James E. Harper (175)
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From the time Rome became an imperial city until today she has been a parasite-city, living on gifts, rents, taxes, tribute. That does not make Rome any less a city, only a different kind of city from Genoa.

Sir Moses 1. Finley (12S)
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Rome attempted, not merely to cope with the large quantities of people it had brought together, but to give to its otherwise degraded mass culture an appropriate urban guise, reflecting imperial magnificence. To investigate this contribution one must fortify oneself for an ordeal: to enjoy it, one must keep one’s eyes open, but learn to close one’s nose to the stench, one’s ears to the screams of anguish and terror, one’s gullet to the retching of one’s own stomach. Above all, one must keep one’s heart on ice and check any impulse to tenderness and pity, with a truly Roman stolidity. All the magnitudes will be stretched in Rome: not least the magnitude of debasement and evil.

Lewis Mumford (214)






1
Then and Now


The voices that speak to us from antiquity are overwhelmingly those of the cultured few, the elites. The modern voices that carry on their tale are overwhelmingly those of white, middle-class, European and North American males. These men can, and do, laud imperialistic, authoritarian slave societies. The scholarship of antiquity is often removed from the real world, hygienically free of value judgements. Of the value judgements, that is, of the voiceless masses, the 95% who knew how “the other half” lived in antiquity.

The peasants form no part of the literate world on which most reconstructions of ancient history focus. Indeed, the peasants—the pagani—did not even form part of the lowly Christian (town dweller’s) world. They are almost lost to historical view, because of their illiteracy and localism.

Thomas F. Carney (xiv, 231 note 123)



The first century of the common era is obscured from our contemporary view by three giant filters. The past is recorded almost exclusively in the voices of elites and males, in the viewpoints of the wealthy and the powerful, in the visions of the literate and the educated. That already constricted report is available sometimes through the deliberate decision of later dominations but also through the vagaries of chance and luck, fate and accident. Either way, further constrictions. And our present looks back to the past, to that already doubly filtered past, dependent, of course, on where one’s present is located, but, let us say in individualistic, democratic, urban, middle-class America, often with ethnocentric presumptions it is not even aware of projecting.

Some demographic statistics from the past may serve, therefore, not as proofs about anything but as warnings about everything. Bruce Malina speaks of classes and masses. “The preindustrial city contained no more than ten percent of the entire population under its direct and immediate control. And of this ten percent that constituted the preindustrial urban population, perhaps less than two percent belonged to the elite or high class” (1981:72). Thomas Carney writes of death and taxes. On death: “We are used to a society in which very few infants are lost at birth or prior to weaning. Death, happily, tends to be remote from our experience, if we are below 30. People do not start dying in any numbers until their late fifties or, generally, their sixties or later. In preindustrial society, however, probably a third of the live births were dead before they reached the age of six. By sixteen something like 60% of these live births would have died, 75% by twenty-six, and 90% by forty-six. Very few—3% maybe—reached their sixties” (88). On taxes: “In general, resources extracted from the tax base were mostly redistributed to the men of the apparatus—who mostly invested their official gains in large estates. Taxation was generally regressive…. At best they protected the tax base; they rarely developed it—more often, indeed, they eroded it…. They took a larger share, in fact, than did the elites in more primitive societies before them, or in industrial societies after them” (341).

How, then, is it even possible for us to imagine the face of a Mediterranean Jewish peasant through those triple filters and across the gulf of those millennia? Three major sources help at least somewhat to counter those three filters just mentioned. First, on the macrocosmic level, there are anthropological or sociological studies and models, especially those using trans-temporal and cross-cultural disciplines. Next, on the mesocosmic and more local level, there are archaeological digs and discoveries. Finally, on the microcosmic level, there are papyrus documents and archives, documentary texts predominantly from Egypt in which ordinary peasants have preserved an individual voice and a personal presence normally denied them by their illiteracy and their poverty.

A Friendly Sea in a Hostile Landscape

Three terse judgments, sharp as Mediterranean shadows. “The Mediterranean,” in the words of Jane Schneider, “is something of a paradox: a friendly sea surrounded by a hostile landscape” (3). “All Mediterranean societies,” in the words of Julian Pitt-Rivers, “face the sea and their enemies— and customers—on the far side of it”(1977:ix). “A double constraint,” in the words of Fernand Braudel, “has always been at the heart of Mediterranean history: poverty and the uncertainty of the morrow” (1.245). But even to speak of the social and cultural anthropology of the Mediterranean basin demands three steps, each controversial in its possibility and fraught with difficulties in its execution.

The first step proposes a valid pan-Mediterranean construct open to anthropological investigation. John Davis limits this Mediterranean unity exclusively to historical contacts. Early in his book The People of the Mediterranean
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Can Anything Good Come from Nazareth?
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