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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed away from Jerusalem.

Luke 13.31b–33, NRSV
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On Friday 3 April AD 33, Joshua ben Joseph – commonly called Joshua of Nazareth – was executed.

He had come into the city just six days before, leading a crowd of supporters down the hillside from the Mount of Olives. Over the next few days the whispers, rumours and arguments about him swilled around the city: he had created a disturbance in the Temple; he had advocated non-payment of taxes; he had defied the Temple purity laws; he had attacked the authorities – both Jewish and Roman. In the end he was betrayed by one of his own followers, hurriedly tried by the local aristocracy, and extradited to the Roman occupying forces. After some political bargaining and negotiations with various powerful groups and individuals, the Romans agreed to execute him. Their soldiers – a group of auxiliaries from Samaria – beat him so badly that his death on the cross occurred with unusual speed. A rich well-wisher asked the Romans for permission to bury him and his corpse was hurriedly interred, in order to comply with local religious laws.

Another Galilean rabble-rouser. Another would-be Messiah. Another footnote in the history of Roman imperial politics. Just a routine killing at the edge of empire.

Nothing to write home about.




Introduction

This is a history of the last week of Jesus’ life.

It’s not a book of theology (although you can’t easily divorce the one from the other). It’s not a book of spirituality (although I think it has a spiritual impact). It’s not a work of fiction (although there will be plenty of times when our imagination can be invited out to play). It’s not a book of esoteric conspiracy theories (although it does involve a conspiracy). It’s a book of history. A book of what we know about the life and times of Jesus and how that helps us to understand the stories. It is a book about the city and the people, the time and the place – a book about a week that changed the world entirely.

Some readers might be sceptical about seeing see the word ‘history’ applied to this story at all. These days, we’re used to hearing that the whole thing is a myth or a metaphor, that the characters are inventions, that it is one enormous symbol. History? Not possible. Best leave it. Treat the whole thing as a story.

But the truth is that there are real, historical facts to be explored. The streets of this story are paved with reality. The people who tread these streets are real historical characters who lived and breathed and worked and sweated, who inhabited a society about which much is known. And, as we delve into the history, as we strip away the layers of pious iconography and theological interpretation, we discover a tale that, for all its spiritual significance, is characterised by some very real human passions. This is a story of fear and anger, of non-violent resistance and state brutality. It’s a story of the outcasts and the powerful, of processions and perfume, of feasts and festivals, of death and darkness and, ultimately, of triumph. It’s not exactly what we expect, this story. As a Christian, I went into this book prepared to give a guided tour of a city I knew well, only to find that there were alleys and side-streets that I had never explored, avenues and squares that I never even knew existed. It’s a darker, more complex story than we realise, a tale of politics and double-dealing, of betrayal and compromise, of remarkable, earth-shattering events, of apparent failure and astonishing triumph.

It matters, this stuff, you see. Because, if you don’t know the true history, you are at the mercy of other people’s inventions. If we don’t – both Christians and non-Christians alike – make an attempt to understand the culture of the times, to find out what really happened, then other people will make it up. And they’ll use this story in a thousand different ways to claim a thousand different things. They’ll get Jesus to say things he couldn’t possibly have said, to obtain things he never would have wanted. They’ll take the story and use it to screw money out of TV viewers, to justify positions of power, to peddle theories about the end of the world. They’ll distort it to justify racism and bigotry. And they’ll use this story – the greatest story of non-violent love in history – to justify acts of violence on a scale that has never been seen.

Yes, this stuff matters.

Hour by hour

Recreating the story is not, of course, just a matter of mere historical facts. No history – at least no history worth reading – is just about the facts. Even such apparently ‘factual’ sources of information as archaeology and numismatics need interpretation. We need not only to know the facts, but to reflect on them, play with them, stir them around in our minds, mix them into new possibilities, pile them up into new patterns. We need, in short, imagination.

One imaginative leap I have taken in this book, for which many scholars would beat me up behind the bicycle sheds, is that I have suggested the days – and even the times – at which these events could have taken place.

I accept that this is speculative, but I think it helps in showing the shape of the week, and how the pressure keeps growing and building until Friday morning when it all erupts in a sudden, savagely fast burst of activity.1 This timetable is based on the mentions of days and times found in the Gospels. In the end it doesn’t matter whether Jesus was taken to Pilate at 6 or 6.30. But putting some figures on it does help us as we consider the timescale of the events. It helps us to imagine it – and that brings the real meaning much closer.

But this is not the only imaginative leap that I think is helpful. In imagining the historical landscape, it helps to have other points of view, parallel experiences, even from different times and different people. I’m going to be drawing on data not just from Roman Palestine, but from mediaeval Saudi Arabia, Victorian Dublin, Nazi-occupied Greece and modern Africa. I realise that this runs the risk of confusing times and eras, of anachronistically applying feelings and attitudes from later centuries to people who, in their time, didn’t feel that way. But there’s also a risk involved in doing it the other way, and that is that we end up seeing the story of the Longest Week as something essentially irretrievable, which happened ‘back then’ and which has no relevance or meaning to us now.

The sources

Imagination, then. Modern parallels and other experiences, as well. But our main sources of information are resolutely historical, all from the time of the events, or thereabouts.

There are no official Roman or Jewish sources for the trial and execution of Jesus. Justin Martyr refers to official reports – The Acts of Pilate – but these have been long lost.2 The Roman historian Tacitus, writing around AD 100, describes how Christ (or Christus as he calls him) ‘suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate…’ It may well be that he took this from official Roman sources of information.3

In the absence of official records, the primary – and most important sources – are the Gospels themselves.

The four gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – were written sometime between AD 65 and AD 80. Some scholars would put them earlier in this timeframe, others later. The first three gospels – Matthew, Mark and Luke – are known as the Synoptic Gospels, because they follow the same broad outline and contain a lot of the same material. Of these three, Mark is generally agreed to be the earliest source. John’s is a very different type of gospel. It follows a different chronology, was probably written later than the first three and has a markedly different style.

Many scholars today are dismissive of the gospel writers; they view them as inventors more than historians. The attitude of modern critical scholarship to these works is, I think, rampantly colonial, treating the writers, and indeed the early church, as good-natured but essentially credulous and ignorant natives. ‘It’s not that they weren’t intelligent, bless them. They were doing their best. It’s just that we know better.’

The Gospels themselves aren’t objective – nor did they claim to be. Luke wrote his account so that his Roman patron, Theophilus, might ‘know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed’ (Luke 1.3–4). But when it comes to historical details, they have the advantage over us, in that both the authors and the audiences were alive at the time in question. They were part of a culture that had common features whether you were in Jerusalem or Rome. They knew more than we do about the world in which they lived. So, where there is doubt, the benefit of the doubt should go their way and not ours.

All of which is not to say that there are no conflicts in the writers’ accounts. In the various Gospels, some events happen in a different order. Mark puts the ‘cleansing’ of the Temple on the day after Jesus arrived in Jerusalem; Matthew and Luke seem to imply that it was on the same day. There are events in one that are not reported in another. John has long speeches by Jesus that don’t occur elsewhere. But, despite these differences, they do give a generally coherent and cogent account.

So the Gospels will be our primary witnesses, but there are some other sources which I will be using at length.

The letters of Paul have accounts of both the crucifixion and the resurrection which, in fact, date from earlier than the Gospels. Paul certainly mentions Jesus’ trial before Pontius Pilate (1 Tim. 6.13), also the Last Supper and the fact that the ‘rulers’ crucified Jesus (1 Cor. 2.8). He passes on a tradition about the Last Supper and a list of people who saw the resurrected Jesus.

Outside the Scriptures, the main witness is the first-century Jewish historian Josephus.

Josephus was a Jew who, following the disastrous rebellion by the Jews in AD 67–70, moved to Rome and wrote a history of both the war and his Jewish people. He finished this around AD 93–4. He gives us masses of useful information about the atmosphere of Judaea at the time. Josephus lived in the region: he saw the Temple in action, and he was involved in the political activity of his day. He may be inconsistent at times, and he’s certainly prone to exaggeration of numbers and to quite a bit of pro-Roman spin, but beneath that there is a real account of the times from someone who was actually there.4

Another Jewish source whom I will be quoting is a writer called Philo, a Jew who lived in Alexandria from c.20 bc to c. AD 50. Philo produced a great many works of literature, theology and philosophy, as well as writings that dealt with some of the major historical issues of his day.

There is also an enormous amount of Jewish rabbinic literature – works compiled by rabbis. The most important of these is probably the Mishnah, which represents the vast collection of oral law that had been accumulated by the rabbis in the period up to around AD 200.
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The Arch of Titus, Rome. Detail showing Roman soldiers bringing back the spoils from the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, including the golden candlestick.

A little bit of background might be helpful here. In AD 67 the Jews revolted against Roman rule. After initial successes, the Romans eventually besieged Jerusalem with 30,000 troops. The suffering and sickness and internal warfare within Jerusalem were awful. In the end, in AD 70, the city was recaptured and the Temple was completely destroyed. The Jews rebelled again in AD 130 under a leader called Bar Kokhba. Again, they were successful at first, but eventually the Roman military machine proved too powerful. After the second revolt, the Jews were expelled from Jerusalem completely. They took up residence elsewhere in Judaea and Galilee, notably in Tiberias, on the shores of Lake Galilee. It was there, or around there, that the Mishnah was compiled.

So the Mishnah is a book that is shot through with a sense of loss. The Mishnah accounts of Temple worship, sacrifice, taxes, council meetings and festivals reflect a world that has been irretrievably lost. There is, therefore, probably a degree of wistful idealisation in the accounts.

There may well be cases where the Mishnah reflects not Jerusalem and Judaea as it was, but how the later pharisaical editors thought it must – or even should – have been.5

Finally, we have the apocryphal Gospels, that is, Christian writings that are outside the New Testament and date, on the whole, from much later. Despite the claims of various academics, novelists and film-makers, there is very little in these works that is of historical value about the life of Jesus. They were not written near the time, or by eye-witnesses. They are useful in shedding light on the beliefs and practices of certain minority sects of Christianity in the late second century, but they tell us little new about Jesus. However, it may be that, hidden beneath the later additions, there are some fragments of Jesus’ original teaching, and some stories and traditions that reflect real events.

Those, then, are our tools for the journey: archaeology and imagination; ancient literature and modern parallels. These are the guides to help us explore the sights, sounds and smells of the city of Jerusalem. Along the way we’re going to meet soldiers and Sadducees, Pharisees and priests, prostitutes, brigands, traitors, heroes, villains, and all stops in between. We’re going to encounter the heady smell of perfume from Nepal as well as the stench of sewage from the streets of Jerusalem; we’re going to break fresh bread and drink bitter wine; we’re going to see palm branches waved in acclamation and woven into savage crowns. We’re going to explore the murky world of imperial politics and the explosive language of apocalyptic literature. We’re going to see what happens when the kingdom of God crash-lands in the empire of Rome.

Above all, we’re going to take a white-knuckle ride through the last days of the most amazing man who has ever lived.

Ready?


Tremors Winter AD 32–Spring AD 33

‘We are going up to Jerusalem’

By the winter of AD 32, Jesus seems to have come to a decision. He had spent some two years teaching and talking, telling stories and performing miracles – actions that gained him a significant following, as well as making him many enemies. The common people, the ordinary everyday folk, the poor, the outcasts, those starved of respect, loved him. Here was someone who fed them, lived like one of them, told them that God loved them. Wherever he went, crowds gathered. The leaders of the people were far less certain. Jesus was in constant conflict with the Pharisees, who had a significant influence in the towns and villages of Galilee. Scribes from Jerusalem came to monitor what he was doing (Mark 3.22). And even the ruler of that region – Herod Antipas, one of the sons of Herod the Great – wanted to kill him (Luke 13.31).

Such antagonism was manageable; for the most part, Jesus kept away from the political hotspots, restricting himself to the rural areas of Galilee or the Judaean wilderness. But sometime during AD 32 or early 33, he began to move. Accompanied by his followers he headed south, through Samaria and towards Judaea. And more and more, his thoughts and his words began to cluster around one place: Jerusalem.

He had been there before. In the Synoptic Gospels we have details of only one trip to Jerusalem: the final journey to his trial and death.1 In John’s account, however, Jesus makes four more trips to the city.

In John chapter 2, Jesus goes to Passover and ‘cleanses’ the Temple and has a night-time meeting with Nicodemus, a member of the Pharisees (John 2.13–21). It is difficult to know whether this is a unique event, or whether it is a simple transposition of Mark 11.15–19. Mark’s placing of the Temple incident in the last week makes more sense.

In John chapter 5, he is in Jerusalem at an unnamed ‘festival of the Jews’, which may be Passover, but, since it is unidentified, was probably one of the other festivals.

In John chapter 7 Jesus goes up for the festival of Booths or Tabernacles (Hebrew Sukkoth), a seven-day harvest festival in October. This was one of the three main pilgrimage festivals during the year, which drew thousands of pilgrims to Jerusalem. The festival included certain ceremonies such as the pouringout of water and the lighting of the great lights in the Temple. Jesus uses these opportunities to describe himself as the light of the world (John 8.12). His presence at the festival causes arguments and disruption. An attempt is made to arrest Jesus, but the authorities are put off by the authority of his teaching. He is also defended by Nicodemus, who argues that Jesus should at least have a hearing.2

Whatever the timing of these trips – or whether John has simply, as in the case of the cleansing of the Temple, transposed an event from the last week of Jesus’ life to much earlier – the end result is nearly always the same: Jesus is threatened with stoning, or arrest, or both.

Then there is the fourth visit, in the winter of AD 32/33.

‘When Pontius Pilate was governor of Judaea...’

The dating of the Longest Week relies on a number of factors. The basic time frame is clear: we know that Jesus was crucified by Pontius Pilate, who was Prefect of Judaea between AD 26 and 36. Narrowing it down a bit more, John’s Gospel, with all those visits to Jerusalem for various annual festivals, implies that he had a public ministry lasting some two or three years. This, of course, culminated in his final trip to Jerusalem and his death – and it is this that helps us to ascertain the date more precisely, because all the Gospels agree that Jesus died on a Friday, just before the Sabbath began.3 (In Jewish culture, the new day began at sunset, so the Sabbath began at sunset on the Friday.) They also agree that the events took place during the festival of Passover. However, the Synoptics say that the Last Supper was a Passover meal, whereas John says it was the night before Passover. Later on I will explain why I think John is right and the Synoptics are, if not right, then not exactly wrong. For now I will go with John’s timing. Placing Jesus’ execution on the morning before Passover began, rather than during Passover itself, makes more sense. So I’m going to assume that the Last Supper was on the night before Passover and that Jesus was executed on the ‘day of Preparation’, before Passover began at sunset.
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Thus, for the date of the crucifixion, we need to find a year between AD 26 and 36 when the Passover festival fell on a Friday. Passover always takes place at a full moon. Philo tells us ‘the feast begins at the middle of the month, on the fifteenth day, when the moon is full, a day purposely chosen because there is no darkness’.4 So, from astronomical data, we can calculate in which years Passover fell on a Friday.5 There are only two possible dates: AD 30 and AD 33.

There are supporters for both. My preference is for AD 33, largely because it makes more sense in view of the political situation. It explains, for example, why Pilate behaved in the way he did. As we shall see, in AD 30, Pilate had no need to even listen to the Jews, let alone compromise with them, but by AD 33 the situation had changed.

And remember that Passover full moon? Well, there’s another detail which may be significant. When Jesus’ followers came to speak about the events of those few days in Jerusalem, they found precedents and prophecies throughout the Jewish Scriptures. In Acts chapter 2, we find Peter quoting the Old Testament prophet Joel, as part of a speech about ‘Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him among you…’:

‘And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist. The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.’ (Acts 2.19–20, quoting Joel 2.30–31)

It’s the mention of the moon turned to blood which is intriguing. The Gospels claim that at Jesus’ death there was an unnatural darkness, which fits in well with the prophecy. But what about that bloody moon? On the evening of Friday 3 April AD 33, there was a partial lunar eclipse, visible in Jerusalem. During a partial lunar eclipse, the moon turns orange or red. It may be that the quote from Joel was seen by the early church as a prophecy of two strange occurrences linked with the death of Jesus: an unusual darkness and a blood-red moon.6 So that’s what I’m going for here: AD 33. As we shall see, politically, culturally, perhaps even astronomically, this fits the bill.

The festival of Dedication

Where: Royal Portico, the Temple, Jerusalem

When: December AD 32

According to John, Jesus returned to Jerusalem in December AD 32 for the festival of Dedication, or Hanukkah (John 10.22–39). Like his previous trips, this visit is marked by confrontation and danger, but the tone is quieter, even surreptitious.

There is no mention of his disciples; it might even have been a lone visit. Perhaps his disciples did not know where he had gone – explaining why this episode is absent from the Synoptics, from Matthew, Mark and Luke. He was based at a place not far away. Mark 10.1 says that Jesus left Capernaum ‘and went to the region of Judaea and beyond the Jordan’. It is not hard to imagine Jesus, in the late autumn and winter of AD 32, arriving in the Perea region from Galilee and setting up a base there. And from there he made a brief trip into Jerusalem for the festival of Dedication, where he spent his time with followers in Jerusalem, not those he had brought with him from Galilee.

The festival commemorated the deliverance of the Jews from Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who had tried to eradicate their ancestral religion. The climax of his efforts was to put a pagan altar in the Temple itself – probably with his own likeness in the form of Zeus.7 This act led to the Maccabaean revolt, in which the family of Judas Maccabaeus led Israel to independence and the Temple was cleansed and restored. Josephus called it phota, ‘the festival of Lights’. According to Rabbi Hillel, one lamp was lit on the first day, with one extra on every succeeding day until all lamps were lit.

The popularity of this festival was not because of its scriptural authority: it wasn’t mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures. No, its popularity was due to the fact that it was a politically charged festival, a commemoration of the preservation of the Jewish state and the survival of their religious and cultural identity in the face of almost overwhelming pressure. This was the Jewish version of Independence Day. Only, sadly for them, it was not a celebration of independence, but the commemoration of a long-distant dream.8

‘We have no king but the emperor’

The events of the Longest Week took place in a world controlled by one imperial power: Rome.

We think of the Roman Empire as a beacon of civilisation in the ancient world. Their culture and history – the roads, their military organisation, their literature and legal system, their architecture – continue to exercise a fascination on scholars and the general public alike. What we tend to forget is that Rome came to power not because of its impressive buildings, but because of its irresistible brutality. The Roman Empire was, above all, a military dictatorship. A speech attributed by Seneca to Nero sums up the emperor’s power:

I am the arbiter of life and death for the nations: it rests in my power what each man’s lot and death shall be: by my lips Fortune proclaims what gift she would bestow on each human being: from my utterance peoples and cities gather reasons for rejoicing; without my favour and grace no part of the whole world can prosper; all those many thousands of swords which my peace restrains will be drawn at my nod…9

This is not idle posturing. This was fact. Just as the Romans built roads and bridges to last, when they conquered your country, you stayed conquered. It was this disciplined, organised approach to military conquest that made them so powerful.10

What was it like being occupied by such a force? Perhaps the response to another crushing military power – the Nazis – gives an impression of what it must have felt like when the Romans rolled into town.

The men in helmets and carrying over their uniform light camouflage tunics, green, brown and black, armed to the teeth. Marching with a heavy but quick step, human ‘robots’ forming two rectangles of iron, they give an impression of invincible force.11

You were conquered and you knew it.

It was not that Rome hadn’t provided some benefits. As with most occupying empires, the infrastructure had been improved and the defeat of piracy in the Mediterranean made travel a lot easier. There was peace – the famous pax Romana – but it was a peace gained through ‘streams of blood and tears of unimaginable proportions’.12 In the grim words of Tacitus, describing certain British tribes who refused to adopt Roman practices, there were tribes ‘which feared our peace’; there were tribes and people who had learned to dread the arrival of the men in helmets.

Fear was the key. In a world where the Romans were in charge, life must have been lived according to a constant, lowlevel, background murmur of fear. As long as you paid your taxes and knew your place you were likely to be OK, but the minute you stepped out of line, the Romans would descend with crushing force. And there was no redress against such force. At a national level, the Romans ‘always exacted from their conquered opponents the recognition that the war was entirely their fault’.13 At a local level, civilians had little redress, not even in Rome itself, where the troops were effectively above the law:

Let us consider first, then, the benefits common to all
Military men. Not least is the fact that no civilian
Would dare give you a thrashing – and if beaten up himself
He’ll keep quiet about it, he’d never dare show any magistrate
His knocked-out teeth, the blackened lumps and bruises
All over his face, that surviving eye which the doctor
Offers no hope for14

Such was the situation in Rome, among their own people. In the provinces, where the ultimate arbiter of judicial cases was the governor – himself a member of the military – civilians had even less chance of justice. Plutarch wrote with chilling honesty:

You who hold office are a subject, ruling a state controlled by proconsuls and by the procurators of the emperor … Do not have great pride or confidence in your crown, for you see soldiers’ boots just above your head… 15

The population of the empire was at least 31 million, maybe as high as 56 million.16 It was split into provinces, each overseen by a Roman official. The size and economic importance of a province determined the kind of leadership it had. In the larger provinces, these officials were called governors; in the smaller provinces, such as Judaea, they were called prefects, or, later, procurators. Each province was administered from a city that housed the main Roman military and administrative services. The capital of the province of Syria was at Antiochon-the-Orontes, a large cosmopolitan city. The smaller sub-province of Judaea was administered not from Jerusalem, but from Caesarea.

And the point of all this land, all these people, all this administration, was to make money. The Roman Empire was an economic exercise, designed to generate wealth for Rome. Soldiers were ‘economic pioneers’.17 Yes, they built bridges and roads and aqueducts, but they did so in order to exploit the land. Here’s an instructive story from the Babylonian Talmud:

For once Rabbi Judah and Rabbi Jose and Rabbi Simeon were sitting, and Judah son of proselytes was sitting with them. Rabbi Judah began and said: ‘How excellent are the deeds of this nation. They have instituted market places, they have instituted bridges, they have instituted baths.’ Rabbi Jose was silent. Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai answered and said: ‘All that they have instituted they have instituted only for their own needs. They have instituted market places to place harlots in them; baths for their own pleasure; bridges, to collect toll.’ Judah, son of proselytes went and reported their words and they were heard by the government. They said: ‘Judah who exalted shall be exalted: Jose who remained silent shall be banished to Sepphoris; Simeon who reproached shall be put to death.’18

This event took place around AD 135, at a time when Rome was in no mood to tolerate criticism from Jews. But it shows how ordinary people felt about Roman development. Rabbi Gamaliel is reputed to have said, ‘This empire gnaws at our substance through four things: its tolls, its bath buildings, its theatres and its taxes in kind.’19 Roman imperialism gnawed at the very soul of the people it conquered.

The main way in which Rome raised money from the provinces was through tolls and taxes. Tolls had to be paid on goods brought into the country via various trade routes. Judaea and Galilee were important links in the trade route from South Arabia and trading centres such as Gerrha on the Persian Gulf. The overland route brought caravans through Nabatea and Galilee, to the ports on the Mediterranean coast.20 Taxes were paid directly by the producer – the peasant farmer or city trader. According to Josephus, when the kingdom was ruled by Herod the Great, it provided the king with some 5.4 million denarii per annum, of which the bulk – 3.6 million denarii – came from Judaea.21

In many provinces, such as Judaea, the real business of government – the collecting of taxes and the keeping of order – was delegated to local elites. In Palestine, before AD 6, the government had been delegated to Herod the Great and then to his sons: Philip, Antipas and Archelaus. These ruled as client-kings, on behalf of the Romans. They had their own troops and their prestige meant – or the Romans hoped it meant – that Roman rule was accepted rather than fought against.22
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The province of Judea and its subdivisions, c. AD 33

Judea and Samaria were under direct Roman rule, with the prefect residing at Caesarea. Galilee was ruled by Herod Antipas.

When Archelaus was deposed, the Romans had to find a new local leader to run the province. They turned to the next layer down in the organisational chart: to the High Priest and the aristocratic families of Jerusalem. Thus, under Roman rule, the High Priest became a direct Roman appointment. He and his deputies were Roman retainers, reliant on the Prefect for their position. They were, in effect, collaborators with the occupying forces.

Rome believed that a rich, aristocratic leadership – combined with the religious power of the Temple – would command automatic respect, but they were wrong. To be a leader in Rome, it helped to come from the right kind of family and to have the right kind of background, but, above all, you had to be rich. The same, however, was not true of Jewish society. Jewish criteria for what constituted a ‘leader’ were different. Although they valued family history and breeding to some extent, money wasn’t as important as wisdom; the real leaders in Jewish society were those with a passion for the purity of their religion, and those who were wise.

All of which explains why the official leaders of the Jewish people at the time of Jesus were almost universally hated.23 To the people, the detestable Herodian dynasty had simply been replaced by its lackeys. And they made their distaste clear. The first of the high priests following direct Roman rule was so unpopular that he was removed from the post. The Roman leadership replaced him with a man plucked from obscurity – Ananus, son of Seth. Ananus – or Annas, as he is called in the Gospels – proved a much more canny operator, and his family was to dominate the post of high priest for the next sixty years. But although they proved to be shrewd political operators, the idea of a respected, powerful elite was a fiction; the Temple elite had the power, but never the respect.24

I doubt they were too upset. They might not have had respect but they had the consolation of considerable comfort and riches. Excavations in Jerusalem have uncovered a weight measure from a home in the Upper City with the name ‘Bar Kathros’ on it. Kathros was the name of one of the high-priestly families. There are the remains of other monumental houses nearby, indicating that this neighbourhood may have contained the residences of other elite aristocratic families of Jerusalem. One private mansion – the so-called ‘Palatial Mansion’ – covers 600 square metres. It had walls decorated with frescoes in contemporary Roman styles; it contained a piece of glassware by the famous glass-maker Ennion of Sidon. It also contained a number of baths for ritual bathing. One of the main tenets of Jewish religious law was the need for people to wash or bathe to achieve purification. Before entering the Temple or offering a sacrifice, you had to be clean. Jerusalem was full, therefore, of miqvaot – ritual baths – where orthodox Jews could be purified. These people had their own. This, then, was a house of wealth, but also of scrupulous attention to ritual purification: the kind of house, in fact, that might be owned by a high priest.25

Where did they get this wealth? Martin Goodman has suggested that one way they did it was by loaning money, and then when the debtor could not afford to pay them back, they took over his land. They were thus able to build up property portfolios. It is significant that in AD 66, when the revolution started and the rebels took over the Temple, the first thing they did was to burn the records of debts. This is clear evidence that the Temple functioned as a kind of bank – indeed, the only lending bank of any kind – and that its power was resented.26 We shall explore the financial power of the temple in greater detail in later chapters.

So they had money. And they had power – power that could be wielded with violence. It is not only the New Testament that records the Temple aristocracy beating up its opponents. Both Josephus and other Jewish writers indicate that the various high-priestly factions were not above using violent or bullying tactics. The memory of the behaviour of these two families lasted a long time in Jewish society. In the Babylonian Talmud, Abba Saul ben Batnit says:

Woe is me because of the house of Boethus;

Woe is me because of their staves!

Woe is me because of the house of Hanin [i.e. Hanan or Ananus];

Woe is me because of their whisperings!

Woe is me because of the house of Kathros;

Woe is me because of their pens!

Woe is me because of the house of Ishmael the son of Phabi;

Woe is me because of their fists!

for they are High Priests and their sons are [Temple] treasurers and their sons-in-law

are trustees and their servants beat the people with staves.27

There you have it: all the main high-priestly families are represented in this lament – the houses of Boethus, Hanin (Hanan or Ananus), Kathros and Phabi. The memory of their behaviour – the nepotism, the physical force, the beatings with rods (‘staves’) and fists; the control they exercised over the finances, the whisperings and the pens, the secret, political machinations of the Temple authorities. These were people who had power and who knew how to hold on to it. The high priests did not merely rule Jerusalem through their position in the Temple hierarchy: they ruled with the rod and the fist.

This, then, is the group of people in charge of Judaea in Jesus’ day. An aristocratic elite, appointed by the Romans and using the resources of the Temple to make themselves rich. Men who exhibited ‘the illegitimate character, the compromised position and the exploitative behaviour of the Jewish ruling class’.28 This is not to say that they did not care about the religion they espoused, or about the Temple. I think they cared passionately about both the Temple and the survival of the Jewish nation, but they were fatally compromised, as all collaborationist governments are, by their association with the occupying power. Power, once grasped, becomes hard to deny. The fact is that after the demise of the Temple in AD 70, not a single Jewish source expresses any kind of regret for the disappearance of the Temple aristocracy. They missed the Temple, of course, but never the people who ran it.29

‘He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor’

As in Jerusalem, so in the wider Roman Empire. Throughout the Roman Empire, the wealth and power were in the hands of a small elite. The aristocracy – perhaps 2 to 5 per cent of the population – ruled huge areas of territory.30 Ultimately, it was those lower down the scale who bore the costs of imperial occupation. Estimates of the tax burden on Jewish peasants and artisans vary greatly, but historians reckon that anything between 30 and 60 per cent of their production was claimed in taxes, not only taxes to the Romans, but also the tithes to the Temple, which Jews saw as an obligation to God.31

The impact of these financial pressures would have been enormous. One bad harvest and you’ve had it. Because if you have too little to survive, you have to borrow, and then you need a bumper harvest the next year to pay off the borrowing. And if that doesn’t happen … the result for many families must have been a spiralling descent into poverty.

The Torah (the first five books of the Hebrew scriptures, i.e. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) had laws designed to protect people from falling into long-term debt. The Sabbath legislation meant that every seven years debts would be cancelled. Paradoxically, however, the effect of this was to make credit harder to obtain. After all, no one in their right mind was going to lend money near the Sabbath year.

Rabbi Hillel found a way round it, by inventing a loan secured by a prozbul, a declaration that the loan would not be remitted in the seventh year.32 Hillel may have been trying to help an oppressed peasantry obtain much-needed credit, but the effect was to bypass the Sabbath legislation entirely, and so introduce permanent debt.33

And if you fell into debt, then where could you obtain money? In our society you would go to a bank: in Jesus’ time, one source of finance was the Temple. The money that flowed into the Temple had to be used, it couldn’t just sit there. The wealth of the Temple was invested in the land through high-interest loans to needy peasants, and if they defaulted on their loans, the land was passed over to the creditors.34

This, then, was the society into which Jesus was born, and within which he worked, taught and performed his miracles: a Roman province, governed at the local level by an illegitimate leadership under the rule of a pagan empire; a military dictatorship which saw its subjects as a means of producing wealth; a place where there was a huge gulf between rich and poor and where, for the bulk of people, a life of grinding poverty was made worse by the knowledge that there were ‘soldiers’ boots just above their head’.

No wonder so many people were looking for a rescuer, a hero, a Messiah.

‘If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly’

Cut back to AD 32. In the chill December air, Jesus is walking in the Royal Portico, the long, covered colonnade at the south end of the Temple (John 10.22). Literally and figuratively he is under cover, but he is recognised and challenged. Jews gather round him – the verb actually means ‘encircled’ – to challenge him. ‘If you’re the Messiah,’ they say, ‘tell us plainly.’ Their question draws on Jewish belief that God would one day send a liberator, the Messiah, the anointed one, who would usher in a new golden age of Jewish rule.

Jesus replies that he has already told them, but that they have not believed. Maybe some of those encircling him didn’t want to believe in any of it. The Sadducees probably did not believe in the Messiah.35 But just because they didn’t believe in him it doesn’t mean they didn’t mind if one appeared. Not every Jewish group would have been awaiting the Messiah with keen anticipation. The Sadducees had power under the Romans. Admittedly, it was a limited kind of power, but it was power nonetheless. If the Messiah arrived, what power would they have? History shows that those who collaborate with occupying powers have, at best, an ambivalent attitude to liberation. They know that they will not be thanked for their role, but targeted as traitors. In the Second World War, Pierre Pucheu, former Minister of the Interior in the Nazi-authorised Vichy government, made his way to North Africa to join the Free French forces. He thought that his former army colleagues would welcome him, but instead he was the first member of the Vichy government to be tried for treason. He was eventually shot.36 The same thing happened in Judaea. When the revolt eventually broke out, it was not the Roman prefect Felix who attracted the assassins’ blades, but Jonathan, the former High Priest.37 Such is the fate of those who work alongside ‘the enemy’.

So their question to Jesus would not necessarily be a hopeful enquiry. Jesus’ rejection was followed by a statement: ‘The Father and I are one’ (John 10.24–30), a statement that the assembled authorities viewed as blasphemous in the extreme. He goes on to quote Psalm 82, a psalm that accuses Israel’s leaders of judging unjustly and favouring the wicked, a psalm which calls for justice for the weak and the orphans, and rescue for the destitute and oppressed (Ps. 82.1–4).

So this brief visit to Jerusalem ends, as so many of Jesus’ encounters did in the religiously charged atmosphere of this city, with threats against his life. The Jews took up stones again to stone him, says John. They tried to arrest him but he ‘escaped from their hands’ (John 10.31, 39), heading east from the city: down, down, down to the Jordan and across to where John the Baptist had previously been at work. There, we are told, many believed in him (John 10.42). Jerusalem, with its febrile atmosphere, its celebration of long-gone independence, its politically charged atmosphere, wants to stone Jesus; but in the wilderness, they believe.

What was the point, one wonders, of this trip? What was Jesus doing? Did he just go to confront the Temple elite? Did he slip into Jerusalem to enjoy the festival and wind up the powers-that-be?

Perhaps not. Perhaps it was a visit of preparation. Perhaps he was planning ahead. Perhaps he was meeting people: people with rooms, people with donkeys.

‘Blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me’

What the visit shows is that Jesus had a breathtaking ability to offend people. He could hardly open his mouth, or sit down for a meal, without someone getting shirty. By January AD 33, Jesus of Nazareth had alienated, angered, irritated or simply bemused virtually all the powerful and influential people in Palestine.

Take the Pharisees, for instance. The Pharisees were a kind of grass-roots holiness movement, with a strong emphasis on religious observance. Their popularity in the villages and the poorer parts of the cities indicates that there must have been some dissatisfaction with the ‘official’ holiness party, the high priests. Popular ‘holiness’ movements generally arise in reaction to the official religion.

Unlike the aristocratic high priests in the Temple, the Pharisees had developed a body of oral teaching and traditions which explained, expounded and interpreted the law. This was a kind of vernacular Temple worship, a way of dealing with the complexities of Torah law in everyday life. Naturally this gave them a measure of popular sympathy; after all, the oral traditions had grown up from among the people. They reflected life in the villages and hamlets of Palestine, with all its myriad conflicts and difficulties.38 The Pharisees were also an inclusive movement, drawing membership from all levels of Judaean society. Most importantly, they were not in charge. Although represented on the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, the Pharisees were an opposition group. So, like all opposition groups, they had the luxury of not having to be responsible for anything. To add to their popularity, the Pharisees were, in principle, opposed to the occupation of Judaea by the Romans.

You’d have thought that such a movement – a movement that was trying to help ordinary Jews interpret the law and live righteous lives – would have attracted Jesus’ support. Indeed, several Pharisees were attracted to Jesus’ teachings, although they had to be careful about openly supporting him. Like the Pharisees, Jesus called people to be holy. But his call was different. Whereas the Pharisees and the Temple authorities seem to have concentrated on the outward observance, Jesus pointed to an inner holiness.

In this he was following in the footsteps of his relative, John the Baptist. John was also the leader of a holiness movement and a reaction against the Temple. We have seen that the Jews placed a heavy emphasis on ritual bathing to purify a pilgrim or worshipper before they entered the Temple. John seems to have taken this idea and democratised it. No need for the Temple, no need for special miqvaot baths; John offered purification and forgiveness simply by immersing people in the river. Clearly, John – who came, we should remember, from a priestly family – was offering an alternative to the Temple.39

Jesus took this democratisation of holiness and expanded it. He kept breaking the purity laws which formed such an important part of pharisaical belief. He didn’t wash properly (Mark 7.15), he didn’t see the need for fasting (Mark 2.19), he was somewhat flexible in his use of the Sabbath (Matt. 12.1–8) and he didn’t even acknowledge the priority of Moses’ instructions (Mark 10.2–9).

He spent his time in eating and drinking with those elements of society that no prophet should have touched: the prostitutes, tax-collectors and lepers. He spoke to women. Worse, he spoke to Samaritan women. Loose Samaritan women. As well as his stance on fasting, Sabbath observance and ritual bathing, he persistently associated with unclean people. To the law-abiding Jews of the time, it was outrageous to say that the unclean, infidel Samaritans could be closer to God’s kingdom than they were. Never mind the Pharisees, any patriotic Jew would have found this deeply insulting.40

He even touched on one of the deepest of taboos: the burial of the dead. Taking responsibility for this was seen as an absolute priority. To say things such as, ‘Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead’ (Matt. 8.22) was astonishing. For a Jew, it brought him into conflict with the Torah: the Ten Commandments told you to honour your father and mother.

Jesus’ view of purity could be summed up in one statement, which seemed to undermine all the Jewish purity laws in one fell swoop:

Then he called the crowd again and said to them, ‘Listen to me, all of you, and understand: there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.’ (Mark 7.14–15)

Many scholars have challenged these statements, seeing in them a reflection of later Christian practice, rather than of Jesus’ general practice. However, the sheer number of stories that mention Jesus’ supposed infractions of Jewish purity laws must, at the very least, reflect something of an early tradition. Like his relative, John, he was to some extent defined by his opposition to a strict adherence to Jewish purity regulations. In the words of Martin Hengel, ‘for Jesus the Torah formed no longer the ultimate standard … Jesus – unlike the whole body of his Jewish contemporaries – stood not under, but above the Torah received by Moses at Sinai’.41

And to cap it all off, he told stories with a clear bias against the Pharisees.42 His insistence on teaching in his own name, and under his own authority, was not consistent with pharisaical practice, which would appeal to the Torah. He would use Scripture in a deeply subversive way.43 We have seen that to be known as ‘wise’ was important, particularly for religious leaders.44 Understanding the law gave you credibility with the public. Someone like Rabbi Gamaliel had huge influence among the people because he was known to be a wise Torah scholar (Acts 5.34).45 It cannot have helped Jesus’ popularity with the leading men, of either the Pharisees or the Sadducees, to have made them look like idiots. Jesus had powers that made everyone sit up and listen, and stories that made their listening worthwhile. He had an answer for everything – and a question, too.

And instead of showing the Pharisees respect for their teaching, he savaged them. He accused them of hypocrisy, satirising them, pointing out, time and again, the difference between their scrupulous observation of the law and their sometimes less than scrupulous observation of simple justice. Where the Pharisees believed that they were helping people to worship, Jesus charged them with burdening people with all their regulations. He was all about bringing people into the kingdom of God, making it possible for those on the outside to come into the feast. It was not that his creed was less demanding, but it was less exclusive.

So the Pharisees were ‘hypocrites’ and liars. But the list of opponents didn’t stop there. To a wide range of orthodox Jews, Jesus’ actions and statements would have been seen as provocative. Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee, was a ‘fox’ who wanted to kill Jesus (Luke 13.31–32); we’ve seen the Jews in the Temple so outraged at his claims that they’d tried to have him stoned (John 10.31–39). His own family did not support him (John 7.8). Only the Romans hadn’t taken offence – and that was probably because they hadn’t met him. Even John the Baptist had doubted. While imprisoned in Herod Antipas’ jail, he had sent men to Jesus to ask him one key question: ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ (Luke 7.19). Jesus’ reply was simply to point to his actions: ‘The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me (Luke 7.22–23, my italics).

This, then, is the first thing to understand about the historical picture of Jesus in the Gospels. He was calling in those who were stuck outside, and in doing so he had the knack of the true radical: the ability to get under the skin of all those in power.

For if his attacks on the Pharisees, and his relaxed attitude to purity, alienated the Pharisees and other religious groups, his advocation of non-violence and his insistence on loving one’s enemies alienated him from the political activists of his day. Historians have differed over the extent of armed resistance to Rome in Judaea during the time of Jesus. Jesus is recorded as having at least one disciple linked to a political group: Simon the Zealot. The Zealots were the left-wing radicals, the Provisional wing of the Pharisees, if you like. They advocated guerilla action against Rome and withholding all taxes and financial support. It was the Zealots (supported by the majority of the Pharisees) who gained control of Jerusalem during the great revolution of AD 66 – with disastrous consequences.

How active they were at Jesus’ time is open to debate, but we know that there was some armed resistance going on, if only from the people who were crucified alongside Jesus. It seems likely that there was a continual undercurrent of insurgency against Roman rule and those who collaborated with it, which grew over the decades to a crescendo with the first Jewish revolt in AD 66. To people who advocated an armed struggle against Rome, ‘loving your enemies’ would have been impossible. Even for the church this has been a difficult, and at times unendurable, demand. Yet we can be sure that it formed the core of Jesus’ teaching.46 He challenged the idea that an armed struggle could change things; he even told a story which denied the idea that anyone could force the kingdom of God to come (Mark 4.26ff.).

We should remember that only a small minority of Jewish people were active supporters or adherents of these political–religious sects. Of the maybe 500,000 Jewish residents, Josephus estimates there were 6,000 Pharisees, over 4,000 Essenes and very few Sadducees.47 But they were influential. And Jesus had annoyed them all.

There was, however, one group with whom Jesus was consistently popular: the poor and the marginalised. It was the poor who saw in Jesus one of their own. Jesus insisted on seeing things through the eyes of the poor. He understood the poor because he was poor. He understood that the poor needed more than food; he understood that the poor needed to worship God and to find a place in the kingdom of God. And he understood that there were so many hurdles in the way, that the things that should have been the highways to God were, in fact, the obstacles.

If Jesus lacked support among the powerful, he never lacked it among the ordinary people. They flocked to hear him teach and clamoured after him for healing. And, as we shall see, they never did turn against him, despite what their leaders said.

Thus, by the end of AD 32, Jesus’ teaching, his miracles, his emphasis on the poor, the marginalised and the unclean and his almost total disrespect for religious leaders had resulted in distrust and even animosity. But although various groups had been moved to violence against him, there was no intentional coherent strategy to remove him. He was not seen as that much of a danger.

Then, in the early spring of AD 33, he did something that changed things entirely, something really annoying: he raised a man from the dead.

The raising of Lazarus

Where: Just outside Bethany

When: Spring AD 33

Jesus stayed across the Jordan for a while until, sometime in the early spring of AD 33, he received a cry for help. His friend Lazarus of Bethany was ill, and Lazarus’ sisters, Mary and Martha, had sent an urgent message to Jesus to come to their aid. If Jesus was still ‘across the Jordan’, he was only around twenty miles from Bethany: perhaps a day’s walk. Yet he delayed his trip, staying two days longer, during which time Lazarus died.

Why did he wait? John depicts it as being because he knew what was going to happen; he was preparing a sign (John 11.4–6). Perhaps, though, he really was anxious about returning so soon to a place where he had been threatened. Bethany is only a mile and half from Jerusalem, well within striking range of the Temple authorities. The disciples were aware of this tension. When Jesus eventually decided to answer the summons, the disciples reflected this concern: ‘Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’ (John 11.8) When Jesus insists on going, Thomas, ever the pessimist, sums up the mood: ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him’ (John 11.16).

So Jesus and his followers crossed the Jordan and went up to Bethany, a little way from Jerusalem. There, in the graveyard just outside the village, he called Lazarus out of the tomb; he raised Lazarus to life. The issue of raising the dead to life is, obviously, something which gives the historian a few challenges! I shall be dealing with the idea of resurrection later, and looking more closely at the household of Mary, Martha and Lazarus. For the moment, whatever we might think about Jesus’ miracles, it was clear that, from the start, he was associated with the miraculous. He was associated with acts of healing and deliverance and with supernatural acts of power.

For now, we should just note that the effect of this action was immense. It was not just that Jesus had performed a miracle, nor was it just that Mary and Martha had had their brother restored to them. It was an act that set alarm bells ringing in the Temple, for the action was reported to the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council:

So the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the council, and said, ‘What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation.’ But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, ‘You know nothing at all! You do not understand that it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed.’ (John 11.47–50)

This is the first mention of one of the chief players in the game which is about to commence: Caiaphas, the High Priest.

‘It is better for you to have one man die for the people’

In 1990, in a cave in the northern Talpiot area of Jerusalem, archaeologists found twelve ossuaries – boxes containing the bones of the dead. Six of these were untouched, and in one of them was found a coin dating from the days of Agrippa (AD 42–3). Two of the ossuaries bore the name of Caiaphas and one contained the bones of a sixty-year-old man. We can’t be sure that this is the same Caiaphas as the High Priest. But it was a wealthy tomb. And he was a wealthy man.48

By the time Lazarus stumbled out of the tomb, blinking in the sunlight, Caiaphas had been High Priest for around fifteen years, quite a remarkable feat given the volatile nature of the politics of his day.49 And politics is what it was, for the office of high priest, though ostensibly a religious post, was, as we have seen, a political appointment, the gift of the Roman Prefect. There was supposed to be an annual review of the role, and the Romans had introduced the policy of rotating the appointment of the high priest among three or four families. These families were, in effect, the aristocratic families of Judaea, drawing their legitimacy from the Temple and from their priestly status. Members of the ruling class pointed proudly to their descent from one of the high-priestly families, and they guarded access to these families through marriage.50 Extreme care was taken to find the right marriage partners for the sons of the most distinguished priestly families, and priests tried hard to avoid damaging their honour and position by mingling with the lower classes, whose women had to work for a living.51 The result was a kind of religious aristocracy, in which power was transferred between members of the same family. Caiaphas, who had been appointed in AD 18, held the position till AD 36. His father-in-law, Annas, was High Priest from AD 6 to AD 15 and five of Annas’ sons – Caiaphas’ brothers-in-law – were to hold the same office.52

Caiaphas’ longevity as High Priest may simply have been because he was in a position to keep paying Pilate for the privilege.53 But there were always wealthy people around; it is much more likely that Caiaphas remained high priest because he did the job very well and because he and Pilate understood one another. It is noticeable that, when Pilate was recalled from Judaea, it was only a matter of months before Caiaphas was replaced. Whatever the case, if we can infer one thing about Caiaphas from history, it’s that he was good at keeping his job.

And it really was a worthwhile job to keep. Caiaphas’ position as High Priest was hugely influential, even allowing for the ultimate authority of the Romans. It was control of the Temple which gave the high priest his power. We tend to






‘Some Sadducees came to him, saying there is no resurrection’
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